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Breaking away from the Debilitating
Market/State Dichotomy:
Interviewing Professor Jamie Peck on
Political Economy and Karl Polanyi
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Jamie Peck 1s an institutional political economist, working on a range of 1ssues relating to economic geography,

urban restructuring, labor regulation, and statecraft. Much of his research 1s concerned with the ways 1n which
ostensibly global processes—for example, forms of market—-oriented governance (a.k.a. neoliberalization)-are (re)made
through local sites, distanciated networks, and grounded practices. He 1s currently working on the restructuring of

contingent employment regimes, the dynamics of “fast policy,” and the fiscal transformation of the local state.
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Jamie Peck=JP, & & dH=NX

NX: What does °political economy’ JP: To my mind, political economy denotes a critical and reflexive approach to
mean? Could you explain to Chinese  economic analysis, one that is especially attentive to the role of power relations,

planners the difference between political  gocial context, and institutions. Rather than treating “the economy” as a
cconomy and the disciplines of economics  geparate and autonomous sphere, with its own logic and laws of motion, political
and political science? economists favor more “integral” modes of analysis in which the boundaries
frasx "siEZsrs" 7 TEEAMM  petween the state and the market, for example, are neither fixed nor clear cut.

B—THEZFFERFFAHEFN  The sharpest distinctions, in this respect, are to be drawn with neoclassical or
X 3|7

orthodox economics, with its emphasis on rational action, utility maximization,
and competitively induced equilibrium, which is really predicated on the idea
of a singular and quite separate economy, governed by market forces. Political
economy, in contrast, is a heterodox and pluralist field focused on an object of
analysis, the economy, which is understood to be geographically diverse and
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historically changeable. And rather than some separate sphere, with its own
logic and laws of motion, the economy is also understood from this “integral”
perspective as a socially embedded and institutionally regulated phenomenon.
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Heterodox political economists—such as feminist economists, economic
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sociologists, (many) institutional and evolutionary economists, economic
anthropologists, economic geographers—while they may disagree on some things
and will often have different explanatory priorities, tend to have more in common
with one another than with mainstream, neoclassical economists. This is not
only when it comes to modes of analysis (there is less reliance methodological
iIndividualism, less formal modeling, not so much faith in quantification), but also
to basic understandings of the economy itself (which political economists tend
to see as a space of enduring power asymmetries and social contestation, and
not necessarily trending towards equilibrium but instead buffeted by crises and
by cumulative processes of restructuring). Overall, one might say that political
economists are more prepared to confront complexity and contradiction in what
they see as ongoing and indeterminate processes of economic transformation,
much less likely to rely on simplified templates, like an idealized market economy
In which social contexts and power relations are practically irrelevant, while the
state is conceptualized as either absent or “interfering.”
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Political economy is properly an interdisciplinary concern, in my view, so therefore

it ought to have a presence not only inside economics departments and political
science departments, but also history departments, geography departments,
sociology departments, urban studies and planning programs. This said, political
economy In the heterodox, critical sense that | have described above has not
been flourishing in leading economics and political science programs in the Anglo-
American world, which for a long time have favored more orthodox and rational-
choice approaches to the exclusion of others. This is regrettable, particularly when
It comes to economics proper, which pays insufficient attention to its own histories
and geographies and to alternative and multiple readings of the economic.
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NX: In China, political economists are
usually 1n the departments of economics
or Marxist research. But in the Anglo-
American academia, we see many political
economists being geographers, like you and
David Harvey. Is that because geographers
become political economists, or political
economists become geographers? How did
this happen?
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JP: Political economy (again, in the quite heterodox sense) has been the
dominant current in economic geography since the early 1980s, initially under
the influence of formative contributions from Doreen Massey, David Harvey and
others working with neo-Marxist approaches. In the decades since, the field of
economic geography has been repeatedly remade through contributions from
feminism, institutionalism, post-structuralism and more, albeit never to the point of
repudiating the legacies of the 1980s (and the so-called “restructuring” approach,
based on core concepts like the spatial division of labor, with its emphasis on
a more grounded understanding of regional transformations). As a result, there
are many varieties of spatialized political economy in contemporary economic
geography, and what Eric Sheppard calls “geographical political economy”
arguably still defines the principal terrain for the field. This said, the past two
decades have witnessed a resurgence in more orthodox and even neoclassical
approaches to economic geography (sometimes known as “"geographical
economics”), so this is a more contested terrain than before.
M A2 )\ FARWITT G, BURLETFHUN AN | EGr A0 AR . X252
P ZHE - g (Doreen Massey) « K. e 54t (David Harvey) 5815wl Y
Al s)e WHEL G, ot~ — B A A BRI P 385& ,  Eetn 2k 32 3.
M T e gy 3 C5FESE, B\ FEARH i — B s . XA TR AMY
LT S he A, WRLFEPTIE ) R LA, B eR iR S [R) 57 B 2 A X
SRPE SR (IR . S S MR A B B R L T 2 e A M BUA 2 . 1R
Hre o UfIHE (Eric Sheppard) FTiEH] “HuPE R A HF7 " 898 51X —40
i, (HFRZ Ny “HiIERZEt” (), SRR 208 3 XA et R egts,
ZENCIY i

One might therefore say that geographers "became” political economists
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beginning in the 1970s, and in the period since they have become different kinds
of political economists, albeit still in a very geographical way. On the other hand,
| would say that the wider field (or project) of political economy, outside the field
of geography proper, has remained relatively impervious to “spatial” arguments
and frameworks, which have not traveled as far as they might have done (indeed
should have done!). Here | am thinking of the kinds of scholarship in various
traditions of political economy that one encounters in sociology, anthropology,
gender studies, and development studies, as well as in (some) political science
and (some) economics departments. Methodological nationalism, for example,
continues to hold sway across much of this diverse field of heterodox political
economy outside the immediate influence of geographical scholarship, while
geographers’ arguments about scale and relationality have only had limited
purchase. While there was a noticeable “spatial turn™ in cultural studies during
the 1990s, there has yet to be a thoroughgoing spatial turn in political economy.
Taking history seriously, taking institutions seriously, taking social embeddedness
seriously ... these are all quite axiomatic positions across the field of heterodox

political economy. One cannot (yet!) say the same about taking geography

(along with questions of space and scale) seriously, however, which in large part
remains the preserve of card-carrying Geographers. This said, there are projects
In (economic) geography proper that are continuing to articulate a case for
spatializing political economy in more general terms, including some of the work
In evolutionary economic geography, and recent contributions under the rubrics of
variegated capitalism and uneven development.
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Based on a sympathetic critique of the “varieties of capitalism”™ framework
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assoclated principally with political science and economic sociology, the
variegated capitalism approach seeks to balance an understanding of the
Interactions, interdependencies, and integrating tendencies in globalizing
capitalism with an appreciation of its spatial, scalar, and situated dynamics. With
varieties of capitalism scholars, it rejects the idea of a single, universal capitalism,
but it is more skeptical of the value of ideal types, especially where these refer to
an imagined spectrum running from "more” to “less” regulated versions capitalism,
or from German to Anglo-American capitalism. An obvious point is that China
does not easily fit into this schema! But rather than treating China as a variant of
(Western) capitalism, on the one hand, or as an unclassifiable, exceptional case
on the other, the variegated capitalism approach seeks to locate the Chinese
model in relation to, and in connection with, its others. Principles of the variegated
capitalism approach include the following: (a) rather than clearly demarcated
(ideal) types, local as well as national capitalisms occupy distinctive (relative)
positions within an unevenly developed and interconnected world system; (b)
this state of mutual interdependence means that they cannot be defined solely
according to “internal” institutional characteristics, but must be understood in
relation to their others; and (c) never pure, actually existing capitalisms are
always “mixed” economies, combining and synthesizing features often associated
with different so-called models.
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JP: Conventionally, “neoliberalism” refers to a combination of the free market
and the small state, although more in ideological discourse than in reality.

In policy terms, it is associated with privatization, free trade, low taxes, and
corporate-friendly regulation. | have long made the argument that the study of
“neoliberalization,” as an ongoing and contradictory process of state-facilitated
marketization, should take precedence over conceptions of “neoliberalism”
as a system, order or era. If we are to understand the word "neoliberal” to

designate a variegated form of market rule, then from my perspective it is more
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appropriate to apply this to the process of regulatory transformation itself, not
some presumed “outcome” like a regime. And if we think in such processual
terms, a distinction can be drawn between two moments in the movement of
neoliberalization, which speak to its creatively destructive character: there Is a
‘roll-back™ moment, in which the target is the dissolution of alternative institutions
and modes of regulation (such as welfarist, state-socialist, or developmental state

structures) and which is often portrayed in terms of privatization or deregulation,
and there is a “roll-out” moment, which is neoliberalism’s own institution-
building moment, involving often improvised or experimental forms of market-
complementing governance. In practice, these two moments are not so easily
separable, although in the Anglo-American world the roll-back or deregulatory
moment was the dominant one during the 1980s, while various programs of roll-
out neoliberalization, characterized by repeated crises, overruns, and unmanaged
contradictions have in the decades since acquired a kind of hegemony in many
parts of the world.
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Thinking of neoliberalization in processual terms, as opposed to a static idea of
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neoliberalism, also implies that one should not seek, or expect to find, clear-cut
cases either of “pure” or absent neoliberalism. As a transformative process, style
of governance, or tendency in regulatory restructuring, neoliberalization has some
kind of presence in much of the world at the present time. As a result, it should
be analyzed in qualitative terms, in shades of gray, rather than in terms of black-
and-white simplifications—as if neoliberal governance represents the natural
order in some parts of the world, while being alien or absent elsewhere. As a
promiscuous mode of governance, “neoliberalism” is itself present in all kinds of
combinations and configurations, which coexist and interpenetrate in complex
ways. In turn, this multiplicity of “local” forms of neoliberalism shapes the "meta”
or more-than-the-sum-of-the-parts character of “global” neoliberalism. This is why
| advocate the study of neoliberalization between or across social formations,
Institutions, regions, and so forth, rather than just as an “internal” characteristic
of particular countries or regimes. Several implications follow from this. First, it is
a mistake to reduce neoliberalism just to one original, pure or dominant model.
Second, neoliberalism’s varied and variegated form can only be revealed in such
“patterned” ways, across multiple sites and situations. And third, these differences

In connection constitute the basis of an emergent, “global” form of neoliberalism,
which should not be read unilaterally, as a top-down imposition, but as more than
the sum of its diverse parts.
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JP: Karl Polanyi (1886-1964) was in some ways the epitome of a heterodox
political economist, being variously read as a social theorist, an institutional
economist, an economic historian, an economic anthropologist, an economic
sociologist, and (more generously) as an economic geographer. There is some
debate about whether Polanyi was a Marxist or post-Marxist thinker, but |
think that any attempt to pigeon-hole him reduces the power and scope of his
Insights which were original, potent, and post-disciplinary in their implications.
Above all, perhaps, he was a critic of market fundamentalism, as Fred Block
and Margaret Somers have always emphasized in their work in the Polanyian
tradition. He resisted the practice of imposing a singular “market shape of things”
both in economic analysis and in economic policy. For Polanyi, all economies
are variegated, hybrid economies, composites of (market) exchange, (state)
redistribution and reciprocal systems; he was one of the original theorists of
the “diverse” economy. These insights are useful in breaking away from the
debilitating market/state dichotomy, for example, in which these are typically
presented as mutually independent, antithetical, or antipodean phenomena, as
they underscore the importance, instead, of analyzing actually existing economic
formations, “mixed” economies, and different combinations of state-and-market.
This is especially relevant in the Chinese case, which exhibits both prodigious
state capacities and extensive marketization, since it is the complex coexistence
of these forms that we need to understand in that case, not to presume that one
unilaterally governs or effectively overrides the other.
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Polanyl was an institutionalist but one who nevertheless placed particular

emphasize on understanding the sphere of exchange, market systems, and what
he called “market societies.” In contrast to orthodox Marxism, he did not theorize
from the point of production, the profit motive, or from the ownership of the means
of production, but focused instead on the market/state nexus, in its many historical
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and geographical configurations. He would not have been quick to declare that
the Chinese case was sui generis or exceptional, but neither would he have been
content to slot it into a universalist or teleological framework. Rather, | think that
he would have regarded it as a historically important “combinatorial” formation,
as a significant location in the contemporary grid of economic difference and
Interdependence.
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The project that Polanyi was launching in the final years of his life, which he called
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“comparative economy,” and which we might today associate with the research
program of economic geography, consequently stands to be enriched by the close
and critical study of the Chinese case. For Polanyi, the project of comparative
economy was about not only documenting but widening what he called “the areas
of fruitful comparison.” What he had in mind was for economic anthropologists
and economic historians to work together on this project, but to this list one would
surely today add economic geography, economic sociology, feminist economics,
political ecology, and indeed the entire field of heterodox political economy.
(Polanyi’'s methodological approach might even enable the belated “spatial
turn” in heterodox political economy that | referred to earlier.) Finally, Polanyi
also advocated what he called "substantivism,” the analysis of actually existing
economic formations, past and present and in all their variety, over the formalism
of orthodox economics. | remain convinced that this should serve as the remit not
just for economic geography, but for heterodox political economy more generally.
BRI R 1O AT BN RE, AT RN & ERZE G Hb B 2 A 5
MESAH G o X8 T 7 ] VR AN RIATE AV R BT S0 RF Al R = & 1 — R N IR . X T
ZJekil, WS AN E Dk HZ2 Y AR Z v “HUr B L BI040
f . AhA B R BT NIRRT R M AGF 7 AR IRl )54, HILERE I
B X el 2t e, Sttt LA G BURAS YLLK
MEUR A G 7. B2 Je A AR M Vb A B T M BUG 2255 5 51 NI BT Py
PE R ) S [R] 28AE) i e, B MRS E ) “ S0 3 X7 R R, X
FEACAEXS T IR Gt & 5F 7 1 & S s X T SKEPRMFE R 2 G G R . o XA L &
HAMARARIT . AR E, X (WEFEEPREIZ G D AT5 A& 48 5% Hi 3 2 1) 43
fiv, HREZE N EMBURA T B

Lﬂr

L

WSS X%



