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"We can have democracy in this country, or we can have great wealth concentrated in 
the hands of a few, but we can't have both." 

 
Louis Brandeis, Other People's Money and How the Bankers use it, 1913 

 
 
 

“If the little people, if the real people, if the ordinary, decent people are prepared 
to stand up and fight for what they believe in, we can overcome the big banks, we 

can overcome the multinationals… Anything is possible if enough decent people 
are prepared to stand up against the establishment”  

 
Nigel Farage, speaking at a Trump campaign rally at Jackson, Mississippi, 23rd 

August 2016.  
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The election of Trump, the Brexit vote, Renzi’s referendum defeat and the rightward 
shift of Dutch politics in the March 15 parliamentary elections herald the emergence of 
a new politics, radically different both in form and message from that which went 
before. The populist mobilisation of anti-establishment sentiment put the shibboleths of 
the post-79 consensus to the sword: the unalloyed national benefits of globalisation 
(and its inevitability), the role of politics in fairly distributing the gains from globalisation 
and the dynamism of global cities which would be the motor of dispersed prosperity. 
Instead all four campaigns, albeit with different degrees of emphasis, made three core 
rhetorical claims: 
 

1. ‘Globalisation isn’t working’: global firms, particularly large banks, are ‘takers not 
givers’. The contexts differ: in the UK the contrasting experiences of bank 
nationalisations and austerity with the sustained wealth of the City and its elite 
employees scar the non-metropolitan psyche. In the US, the expense of TARP 



and other Federal Reserve bailouts were viewed with deep resentment. In Italy, 
the serial, but apparently ineffectual interventions in Italian banks reinforced 
M5S’s criticism of the ruling establishment. In the Netherlands six years of 
mindless auterity policies used to offload the budgetary costs of saving its banks 
in 2008 fed an historical electoral backlash against the two parties responsible 
for regressive tax increases and cutbacks on public services, in the process 
virtually wiping out one of the oldest European continental social-democratic 
parties. Meanwhile in all jurisdictions there was growing public distaste for the 
networks of tax avoidance used by global firms to evict national claims on their 
surpluses.   

2. ‘Political elites are self-serving and corrupt’: ‘drain the swamp’ was a core plank 
of Trump’s platform, emphasising the connectedness between the Democrat 
establishment and Goldman Sachs. ‘Take Back Control’ in the UK emphasised the 
democratic distance of the EU bureaucracy and their cossetted lifestyle. Renzi 
moved from the bright, new thing to establishment hack in a little under three 
years as his image became tainted by a series of policy proposals that were 
perceived to benefit the European bureaucracy and big business. While in the 
Netherlands the establishment parties lost 24 parliamentary seats, while their 
non-establishment challengers gained a similar number of seats. 

3. ‘Ordinary people have been left behind’: Central to Trump’s ‘Make America 
Great Again’ ticket were a series of pledges designed to hem in and shore up 
income for those ‘left behind’. This included a bid to re-shore production to 
create new manufacturing jobs, cut taxes for low and middle income earners and 
maintain social security benefits for the poor. But it also involved the imposition 
of tariffs on Chinese and Mexican imports and the renegotiation of key trade 
deals. Much of this played to the concerns of small town inhabitants whose real 
incomes had faltered and whose relative status had fallen when compared to the 
metropolitan centres. A similar ‘revenge of the small-town’ phenomena 
characterised Brexit, where cosmopolitan centres formed the core Remain vote 
(with the notable exception of Birmingham). Farage’s post-Brexit speech was 
explicitly dedicated to “the real people, …the ordinary people, …the decent 
people” – those left behind by the London elite, a theme echoed in his Jackson, 
Mississippi speech above. Even in Italy, the traditional regional imbalance 
between North and South became the lens through which Renzi’s reforms were 
characterised – they were viewed as a means of levelling the regional character 
of the Mezzogiorno, opening it up to the political forces of multinational 
lobbyists. While in the Netherlands there was a notable spatial disjuncture 
between highly educated urban voters in the core who voted predominantly for 
parties with progressive credentials, while lowly educated voted in the periphery 
voted almost exclusively for populist, ant-establishment parties like Geert 
Wilders' PVV or for more established parties that peddled a more "acceptable" 
version of Geert Wilders xenophobic anti-immigration policies.  
 
 



Much of this rhetoric is the traditional political terrain of the progressive left: a suspicion 
of global capital, of business-friendly politics, of trickle-down economics and of the 
promise to rebalance regional unevenness. As is reflected in the first quote adorning 
this piece. While tone and content of the two quotes are strikingly similar, Brandeis' 
masterpiece was part and parcel of the left-populist movement that would later carry 
Roosevelt to the White House where he would lay the foundations of the US welfare 
state which was extremely progressively financed. But it would be naïve to view Farage's 
quote as the harbinger of a progressive movement, in the UK and US certainly. Fears 
around migration were stoked in the US via ‘build a wall’ and the threat to ban Muslim 
immigration. In the UK migration was the core theme of the Pro-Leave campaign, which 
reached its apogee with Farage’s ‘Breaking Point’ poster depicting a long queue of 
migrants and refugees. While in the Netherlands the domestic effects of Turkish politics 
just a few days before the elections allowed mainstream politicians to demonstrate 
their commitment to a policy of closed borders and more demanding integration 
policies. This is a right wing neonationalist politics, with a very particular frame and a 
very particular policy weakness. The quandary for progressives is whether the policy 
weakness undermines or emboldens the frame. 
 
In terms of the frame, this anti-establishment rhetoric is one premised on the imagery 
of scarcity and so is inseparable from the 2008 crisis and the austerity policy response. 
Scarcity brings to the fore questions about the identities of claimants and the legitimacy 
of their claims – who creates national income, what legitimacy do certain groups have to 
stake a claim on that national income, what costs do they impose and on whom while 
they are here? This applied to EU migrants and Syrian refugees as much as it did on 
multinationals like Google, Amazon and Apple. Under scarcity claims are zero sum, 
leading to a heightened perception of one's own entitlements and a broader suspicion 
about the claims and motives of strangers, rekindling memories of earlier debates 
concerning the deserving and non-deserving poor. And as this discourse is amped and if 
economic conditions deteriorate further, new stranger-groups will invariably be 
discovered. It is a politics fuelled by ‘othering’ so that scarcity, identity and what it 
means to ‘belong’ become inseparable within its discourse. 
 
And yet despite the radical anti-establishment rhetoric and the break with liberal 
consensus there is also a deep conservatism at the heart of this politics’ vision and 
policy, which may yet become its weakness. This conservatism has two main sources. 
First, it is animated by a deep nostalgia for some imagined golden age of simpler times. 
Economic policy has therefore tended to be discussed in an often impressionistic way, 
with vague commitments to restoring some glorious past - whether through the 
rebuilding of manufacturing capacity in the US or restoring the shopkeeper society in 
the UK or returning to the "trente glorieuses" on the European continent, most notably 
in Le Pen's France. But when the nostalgic vision meets the realpolitik of trade 
renegotiations and the growth risks of greater autarky, the absence of a plan means it is 
likely that compromises will be made. Second, it has to date shown a remarkable facility 
not only to engage with the extant establishment forces once it comes into contact with 



power, but to connect members of that establishment directly into the decision making 
circuitry of high politics. In the US this involved the immediate hiring of three Goldman 
Sachs alumni: Steven Mnuchin as secretary of the Treasury, Steve Bannon as chief 
strategist and senior counsellor to Trump and Gary Cohn as director of the National 
Economic Council. And that is before we mention the leaders’ own cast iron 
establishment credentials as inherited billionaire or Dulwich educated stockbroker or in 
the case of Geert Wilders the fact that he is one of the longest serving members of 
Dutch parliament, first for the truly establishment liberal-conservatives and only since 
2006 as head and only member of the PVV. 
 
This new politics is therefore both hugely disruptive, whilst also deeply conciliatory and 
conservative. It was not meant to be this way. The crisis was supposed to be the 
moment progressive politics was vindicated. It was intended to augur something like 
Karl Polanyi’s double movement: the rise of reciprocity and redistribution as a challenge 
to en compensation for market logics (Polanyi 1957). Instead we are seeing the 
opposite: an unravelling of the concept of the gift and of mutual interdependence, 
where suspicion and cynicism are the primary animating forces of the counter-
revolution, which serve only to pull at the fibres that have so far held our societies 
together. The primary threat therefore is likely to be to liberal values, rather than the 
global market system. It may be that we see not a challenge to, but a retrenchment of 
the market system, coupled with a political strategy designed to break those bonds of 
reciprocity and redistribution that pose a constraint on it. This would likely involve a 
greater emphasis on identity, claims and belonging – of scapegoating outsiders – 
coupled with an increase in the repressive arm of the state, initiating the phase of 
repressive neoliberalism that Will Davies has described (Davies 2017). And should 
economic conditions deteriorate further and public cynicism increase, this may not 
generate a backlash but merely embolden the nativist impulses cultivated through this 
populist frame. Paradoxically its failure as an economic policy may empower its anti-
liberal rhetoric in a context of scarcity and uncertainty.  
 
It's the (singular) economy, stupid! 
 
How does a progressive politics begin to organise in such a context? It is obvious that 
the idea that a Blair or David Miliband might return to heroically restore centrism and 
the status quo seems increasingly delusional. The electorate are simply no longer willing 
to restrict their involvement to the electoral ritual of choosing between centre left and 
centre right. The left needs a clearer, sharper idea of how to conceive of the economy-
society relation that meets these emerging concerns about globalisation, political 
cronyism and the left behind. And it needs to do so in a way that avoids the Corbyn 
pitfall of everything sounding like a 1960s left wing student handbook. 
 
One way in which we might think about the current populist wave is that it conceives of 
the economy as singular and of society as divided – and as we show below this provides 
access to a line of attack on our age of repressive neoliberalism that may generate the 



outlines of some sort of progressive alternative to the mindless radicalization of the 
neoliberal revolution that seems the only thing current political elites can imagine. The 
economy is singular because it is assumed to work in the same way in all sectors, 
irrespective of their activity characteristics or the centrality of their provision. And it 
conceives of society as divided, an amalgam of different group claims, where some 
claims are more legitimate ("deserving") than others. Our response is to reverse this 
view and that is to say that there is a virtue to liberal politics, but that to meet all claims 
we must treat the economy differentially and recognise the differences of its various 
spaces. This is the politics of the one society and the divided economy. To make this 
distinction it is worth providing some historical context. 
 
The idea of a single economy effectively derives from the WWII experience of managing 
the economy to serve the needs of the war effort. This meant mobilising for war without 
at the same time stimulating domestic consumption and involved new 
narratives/storylines, new techniques such as Kuznets input-output matrices and new 
metrics like national income accounting, which were developed in the 1930s and were 
then transposed into peacetime experiences where national income accounting came to 
stand for a national economy which was "managed" through Keynesian stimuli and 
where GDP was increasingly taken as an undisputable measure of welfare, with jobs and 
growth as its superordinated policy goals (Coyle 2015; Fioramonti 2017).  
 
How welfare, jobs and growth were delivered, in which particular mix of private and 
public power, was answered in different ways in different high income countries, 
depending on institutions, culture and history. It was the dawn of a comparative 
perspective on capitalism in the guise of (a rediscovered) corporatism and a post war 
version of the interbellum calculation debate. Philip Schmitter's (1974) Still the Century 
of Corporatism? incited the first, while Andrew Schonfield's Modern Capitalism (1966) 
with its empirical investigation of post war models of state planning, either directly or by 
delegation, stands for the second.  
 
In the 1990s it culminated in a rediscovery of different models of capitalism and 
politically stood at the root of the Third Way, a herbivore play on neoliberal market 
fundamentalism, while academically it was legitimated by an increasingly numerous and 
increasingly stale Varieties of Capitalism-literature (Hall & Soskice 2000) that was built 
around two conceptions of capitalism, one market-based and the other coordination-
based, that were supposed to be "functionally equivalent" (a key term in that literature) 
in that they promised to deliver singular outcomes albeit in different ways. Whatever 
model of capitalism appeared to be conjuncturally successful was sold to others as a 
recipe of economic success – and there was a long sequence of models being pushed in 
the business press: from the Asian tigers to the Dutch "poldermodel" to the German 
model to the Celtic tiger and, post-2008, back to the German model again. They key 
metrics, then as now, were jobs and growth. With the "open method of coordination" in 
the EU and organisations such as the OECD and the WEF serving as the main venues for 



what was presented as collective policy learning but could just as easily be described as 
boot camps for ideological indoctrination. 
 
The image of the singular economy possessed a certain plausibility as long as labour 
markets and welfare states effectively diffused prosperity. In the "trente glorieuses" 
(late 1940s to late 1970s) that high income countries experienced in the immediate 
aftermath of the war, this was more or less guaranteed by the still substantial autarchy 
many polities had over domestic markets as well as the availability of export markets in 
low income countries, many having only recently wrestled themselves from their 
overbearing colonial rulers. The political contract of those days – effectively 
guaranteeing the growth of consumption through wage raises in line with productivity 
increases and the buffer function of the state budget through Keynesian demand 
management – worked more or less as planned, as can be read off from the many 
graphs in Piketty's (2014) bestseller which all show declining income inequality in the 
first post-war decades. From the late 1970s onward, however, that social contract came 
unstuck. The political response to a rhetorically pumped up profitability crisis 
experienced by American and European multinationals that faced high wage costs in 
their domestic economies and were increasingly confronted with price competition 
from homegrown competitors in their export markets in low income economies, was a 
series of coordinated political decisions that over time created the world of integrated 
markets and global value chains – facilitated by cheap oil, the container, a pentagon 
initiated global positioning system and a tax avoiding infrastructure consisting of off 
shore tax havens and a "wealth protection industry" (the Big Four accountancy firms, 
private wealth managers, custodians, trust firms and law firms) that straddles the globe 
– we know today.  
 
European integration and globalization further disrupted the political settlement and 
produced different winners and losers at the level of national economies as well as 
fragmented the illusion of a singular economy where each was subject to a shared socio-
economic fate. By the start of the 21st century, nationally the strategy of export-led 
growth only seemed to work in Germany, the Netherlands, Japan, Korea and Taiwan. 
Many other high income countries were confronted with a gradual erosion of their 
manufacturing base, creating a highly fragmented socio-economic landscape of pockets 
of post-industrial growth (London, New York and other so-called "Global Cities") in a sea 
of deindustrial blight (Liverpool, Detroit), which was only partially kept together by 
redistributing post-industrial tax incomes into growing public employment and a bit of 
infrastructural investment in de-industrialized areas that served as a sort of regional 
industrial policy.  
 
Fiscal consolidation, tax avoidance and asset-based welfare 
 
The outcomes were downward wage pressure, resulting in an increasing number of 
citizens that now receive more in income substitution than they pay in taxes, the 
voluntarization of corporate taxation which has halved in most high income countries in 



nominal terms over the last 15 years, and the rise of the pauper state (or "consolidation 
state" in Wolfgang Streeck’s terminology (2014)) that has entered into a stage of 
"permanent austerity" as the American political scientist Paul Pierson called it in the late 
1990s (Pierson 2001). A frantic search for cost-cutting legitimations and instruments 
ensued, to cut state expenditure to size and breath life in the "animal spirits" of the 
private sector, as the discourse of the day would like to have it. These were the times 
when "big government" became the problem, not the solution, while in fact it was the 
public sector that soaked up the unemployed left behind by multinationals who were 
increasingly in the game of optimizing their global value chains, which meant minimizing 
their costs, shirking their responsibilities and maximizing their profits by stacking up 
their profits in tax havens (Zucman 2015).  
 
A global craze for new public management, privatization, liberalization and deregulation 
followed, resulting in the increasing financialization of the foundational economy as 
private equity firms and other highly leveraged financiers were invited to use their 
financial techniques to sell off substantial amounts of formerly public wealth and skim 
off steady income streams generated by average citizens while they consumed 
foundational goods and services like housing, education, health care, childcare and 
elderly care. Starting in the UK, other high income countries have quickly followed along 
a similar path of financialized foundationalism, albeit due to different causes 
(homegrown in the UK, enforced by the EU in Italy), according to different chronologies 
(early in the UK, later in Italy) and to different effects in different countries. 
 
The other noticeable effect has been the widespread effort to facilitate home ownership 
and transform the consumption-based welfare state of yore into asset-based welfare, 
allowing increasing numbers of household to monetize asset appreciations in an 
attempt to consolidate aggregate consumption in an age of "permanent austerity" 
combined with a decreasing wage share as a result of a new, arbitrage-driven geography 
of global production networks. A case in point is the Netherlands where home 
ownership increased from less than 30 percent of total housing stock in the late 1970s 
to well over 55 percent of total housing stock in 2016. While this process has been quite 
variegated across Europe – pronounced in Britain, Ireland, Spain, the Nordic countries 
and the Netherlands, still hardly observable in Germany, France, Belgium, Italy and 
other places – the conditions and causes have been strikingly similar. On the push-side 
the privatization, the (partial) elimination of rent control and even complete breakdown 
of public rental housing provision forced households to look for alternatives at the real 
estate market. On the pull side, tax subsidies, the deregulation of credit markets, 
financial globalization and financial innovation (from interest-only mortgages to 
securitization) provided a growing number of households with easy access to credit to 
buy themselves into real estate markets whose story tellers promised only increasing 
wealth effects. The consequences have also been highly similar: real estate bubbles, 
rising levels of private indebtedness, increasing generational wealth inequalities, rapidly 
rising housing costs (over 30 % of monthly household budgets in the Netherlands), 
political corruption as well as huge macroeconomic dislocations and increasing 



vulnerabilities. Moreover, mass financialization has proven to be a highly path 
dependent process, which, through its politics, is very hard to reverse, turning a return 
to debt driven growth models into the default post crisis, as can be seen in the UK and 
the Netherlands, where private debt levels have in 2017 again surpassed the record 
levels of 2008 and are again the main drivers of domestic consumption. 
 
Plastering over the faultlines 
 
In the context of these developments, the singular economy frame has been 
maintained, but has become increasingly irrelevant as a shared frame of reference as 
citizens have in different ways increasingly started to live in multiple economies. There 
have always been large regional differences in growth rates, of course, and in that sense 
we have always lived in multiple economies, as has been expressed in an older 
marxisant literature that talked of core-periphery, regional unevenness and uneven 
development. The problems of laggard agricultural regions (the Mezzogiorno in Italy 
springs to mind) were increasingly joined by failed industrial regions, such as Wales, the 
Midlands, Walloon Belgium and the Ruhr area in Germany. Second, labour markets too 
had over time become increasingly segmented and divided. In countries like Greece and 
Italy state employment was a always a prized asset compared to the self-employed, 
whereas in countries like the UK and the Netherlands an increasing amount of workers 
were excluded from fixed employment contracts and found themselves being pushed 
into the precariat. Third, the generational distribution of labour market opportunities 
was increasingly stacked against the young, resulting in an overrepresentation of the 18-
35 in temporary contracts, lacking access to many of the social services and protections 
that belong to fixed employment contracts. Other faultlines have over time also became 
increasingly pronounced: your socio-economic fate differed hugely if you were 
employed in the public rather than the private sector, in the domestic economy rather 
than the export-oriented part of the economy, in the well paid and highly protected 
professions or not, in the tradeable or the non-tradeable sectors, in the formal or the 
informal economy, etc. (Standing 2016). 
 
Despite this, GDP as the statistical icon of the singular economy still retains political 
salience, because downturns affect most while upturns politically occlude increasing 
inequalities. Aggregate decline during the crisis resulted in manifest distress in the form 
of widescale business failure and mass unemployment while upward shifts in GDP did 
not connote a future of prosperity for all citizens within the national economy: there 
were pronounced winners and losers. And citizens won and lost in different roles of 
their economic life, ie. consumers gained from cheap textiles and clothing, whereas 
producers lost and had to reinvent themselves around technical textiles as the German 
did by moving upmarket through incremental innovation or incorporate low cost labour 
as Prato did with migrant Chinese workers. Savers too won from financial globalization 
and innovation until it went wrong and tax payers were forced to pick up the tab. It took 
a long time to recognize the losers because people a) got cheap imports or b) gained 
access to expensive branded goods like German cars and American I phones. This was all 



boosted in economies where houses had become assets, because equity withdrawal and 
house flipping allowed people to borrow against future demand, providing a next 
opportunity at the national level to postpone the final reckoning by buying time (Streeck 
2014; 2016). Most of this came to a temporary halt after the great financial crisis, which 
exposed the unsustainability of these sources of growth, while the fragmentation of the 
previous social contract is temporarily plastered over by the massive amounts of 
quantitative easing provided by central banks, which have seen their balance sheets 
explode. 
 
For many politicians and pundits in the 1990s and the 2000s it was the fragmentation of 
the labour market that was the main object of concern. Education and labour market 
reform in a manner which was meant to subject all to the vagaries of the market were 
perceived as the way forward. A case in point is the almost unceasing emphasis on 
employment protection as a form of market interference in decades of Employment 
Outlooks by the OECD. From a different angle came the critique of the ILO that labour 
market flexibilization had produced segmented labour markets which failed the young 
and the low-skilled by erecting unbridgeable walls between the precariat and the rest. 
Guy Standing, ILO's chief economist, has been hammering on this for years now 
(Standing 2013; 2016). As have many others. While insightful as far as it goes, it 
emphasizes only one of the fractures in socio-economic realities that the Great Financial 
Crisis has thrown up and are now feeding our current political conjuncture. Hence to 
need to take this type of analysis further and look for other faultlines that render the 
notion of a singular conceptualization of the economy especially limiting. 
 
Multiple economies 
 
From our point of view it is possible to think about the economy in a rather different 
way. Empirically it always contained a multiple of levels or strata or sectors, even before 
during and after the glory days of one economy thinking. However, the classic work on 
multiple economies comes not from economics, which was and is too much invested in 
the main premises of 1950s modernization theory to be able to see diversity and 
contextuality, but from early modern history. Written against the grain when after the 
1950s European historians were rewriting the history of capitalist economies as a 
history of uneven economic growth, people like Fernand Braudel offered a much more 
fragmented conceptualization of early modern capitalism. Braudel's key point was that 
the market economy is not the whole economy but is sandwiched between a 
subsistence economy and high finance concerned with international trade and state 
finance. What distinguishes Braudel’s approach is his emphasis on the irreducible 
heterogeneity of economic activities and their locations (Braudel 1982).  
 
While Braudel brought this perspective up to the early modern age, his pluralist 
conception of the economy was simultaneously taken up by a number of other key 
figures from other disciplines on both sides of the Atlantic and brought forward to our 
own times. Increasingly seen as a key influence on contemporary critics of neoliberalism 



and financialized capitalism of an explicitly non-Marxist bend, Karl Polanyi the Austrian-
Hungarian economic anthropologist we mentioned earlier, constructed a view on 
economies as always consisting of multiples which ran on different logics (reciprocity, 
exchange and distribution), while claiming in his 1957 magnum opus The Great 
Transformation that the construction of a market society was a political project that was 
inherently unstable since the market for its effective functioning relied on non-market 
moral resources which were produced in the other "economies" and would hence result 
in an inevitable backlash ("the double movement") if the project to create a market 
society was pushed too far (Polanyi 1957). Arguably the current conjuncture fits this 
analysis, although one can debate the extent to which the current backlash is based on 
any form of reciprocity generating a welfare effect rather than a battle over 
entitlements to scarce resources in a perceived zero-sum environment.  
 
This view was subsequently taken up by American scholars such as Fred Block and 
Margaret Somers, who use a Polanyian economic sociological perspective to show that 
the dominant conceptualization of economies as being predominantly market 
economies were wrong, because most transactions in economies like ours do not 
involve markets at all but are instead intra-organizational transactions (Block & Somers 
2014). In Polanyian terms this means that not exchange but hierarchical distribution is 
the key logic in contemporary capitalism. Similarly, the socialist feminists of the 1960s 
and 1970s theorized the importance of non-commodified social reproduction inside the 
household as a key ingredient of capitalist production which was (and is) not sufficiently 
conceptualized by mainstream economic analyses (see for many Mitchell, Marston & 
Katz 2004).  
 
Around the same time political philosopher Michael Walzer (1982) used a comparable 
notion of plurality to criticise John Rawls' singular conception of justice by pointing out 
that societies consist of different (and distinct) "spheres of justice" which answer to 
distinct principles of justice (free and equal exchange in the market sphere, merit in the 
sphere of education and sports, equality in the political sphere etc.) while aggregate 
justice is not – pace Rawls – seen as a society that conforms to one singular, overarching 
principle of justice but rather is one where "exchanges" of goods and rewards from one 
sphere are "blocked" from being used in others. The Scandinavian social theorist Jon 
Elster one decade later made very much the same argument in Local Justice; How 
Institutions Allocate Scarce Goods and Necessary Burdens (Elster 1993), as did a growing 
number of empirical philosophers such as Elizabeth Anderson (1993), and, more 
recently Michael Sandel (2012), who played off our pluralist moral intuitions against 
moral monism to criticize and qualify the presumed hegemony of economism and 
market exchange.  
 
Another pluralist conception of the economy can be traced in the work of the French 
pragmatist sociologists Thevenot and Boltanski. In their On Justification; Economies of 
Worth from 1991 they identify distinct "orders of worth" which predominate in distinct 
social fields such as "the Inspired World", "the Domestic World", the "World of Fame", 



"the Civic World", "the Market World" and "the Industrial World" (Boltanski & Thevenot 
2006). Again, the upshot is a plural conceptualization of the economy which radically 
breaks with the one economy-view of yore. Our last reference in this incomplete list of 
"value pluralists" is to the collective work of Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum which 
stresses that increasing GDP through growth and job generating policies is a very bad 
metric for "real welfare" of each and everyone, which they define as maximizing the real 
capabilities of people in terms of available choice options (Nussbaum & Sen 1993). The 
result is a much longer list of values that people require to lead fulfilling lives, depending 
on circumstances and conditions. The two advantages of this type of value pluralism is 
not only the opening up of a conceptual space for a much more fine-grained set of 
metrics than the crude GDP metric that is associated with the one economy view, but 
also the ability to perceive the contextual differences that are at play in the political 
attempt to maximize "real welfare" in different settings. Which matters, for the 
challenges that are beyond simple policies to generate jobs and growth are always 
place, scale and time-specific and hence require a much more fine-grained framework of 
assessment such as the one offered by Sen and Nussbaum. 
 
Foundational economics 
 
This somewhat lengthy discussion of value pluralism merely lays the groundwork for 
what in our view is empirically the ultimate key to "real welfare" as understood by Sen 
and Nussbaum and which we denote as the "foundational economy". While a concept 
not well known in public and political debates, what it refers to is. Broadly speaking it is 
that set of basic goods and services citizens everywhere need on a day to day basis and 
includes both the providers of these goods and services as well as the infrastructure 
needed for their production, distribution and consumption. This encompasses utilities 
such as water, electricity, gas, Internet and utility banking, infrastructures such as roads, 
public transportation, pipelines, networks and cables, public services such as education, 
health care, childcare, elderly care, good affordable housing and social work, as well as 
marketable goods and services such as food, shops, local banks and other local 
amenities. In different settings different concepts have historically been used to refer to 
this foundational layer of our economies. In Italy and elsewhere it is referred to as the 
"commons". In 1920 France it was discussed under the heading of "solidarism". While 
contemporary inflections are an emphasis on "maintenance" rather than innovation, the 
"mundane" rather than the flashy or fashionable.  
 
Whatever it is called, measured in traditional metrics such as GDP or GVA these 
activities make up approximately between one third to one half of any economy; in the 
Global North as well as in the Global South, at the level of villages and cities as well as at 
the level of national or even regional economies. Our key point is that it is not so much 
the size of these foundational economies that matters but rather it's crucial importance 
in providing the many with the resources – from access to crucial goods and services to 
good and secure jobs and socially and environmentally viable surroundings – they need 



to realize their self chosen capabilities and hence their "real welfare", again in a 
Senian/Nussbaumian sense.  
 
This point is driven home in a recent study by economic historian Robert Gordon into 
the causes of the rise and decline of US productivity (Gordon 2016). His key claim is that 
most of the pre-1970 rise in US welfare (traditionally measured as rising GDP per capita) 
is attributable to what he calls the "networked house", i.e.. the infrastructure that 
hooked up the houses of average voters to electricity, waste disposal, water, the 
telephone as well as work and entertainment through the road network and the internal 
combustion engine in cheap mass produced cars. What can be read off from these 
historical facts is that more policy emphasis on improving the accessibility as well as 
quality of the foundational economy for everyone could provide political parties of a 
centre-left bend with a new redistributive mechanism that could renew the social 
contract and counter the new politics of right wing, neo-nationalist populism described 
above, which mainstream progressives have so far been unable to politically challenge.  
 
If shoring up your manufacturing base as a way to generate jobs and growth for the 
many has become unfeasible due to globalization, financialization and 
deindustrialization (as it has in the UK), or if the further expansion of public employment 
runs up against budget constraints and an already overleveraged state (as it has in 
Greece, Portugal and Greece), or if the fallout from financialized housing has shown 
debt-led alternatives to be structurally unsustainable (as it has in Ireland, Spain, the 
Netherlands and the UK), strengthening the foundational economy may offer an 
alternative distributive mechanism which, in the age of the great fragmentation, could 
again tie citizens into a viable social contract and to the other spheres, layers, strata of 
the economy.  
 
Our imaginary is thus not one of a discrete number of levels or spheres or strata of the 
economy, but rather one that discloses a socio-economic substratum that is crucial for 
everyone, is obscured by almost every one economy view and is intrinsically linked, 
through interference and intersection, with all other levels and as such can embody the 
single society over and beyond the divided economy in which people work and 
consume. Instead of chasing the chimera of turning the single economy view to 
progressive uses, which will only further social fragmentation, we propose a focus on 
that part of the economy that is able to renew the social contract and overcome social 
fragmentation, i.e. the foundational economy. Hence our title: from the single economy 
and the divided society to the divided economy and the single society. 
 
  



References 
 
Anderson, E., 1995. Value in ethics and economics. Harvard University Press. 
Block, F. and Somers, M.R., 2014. The power of market fundamentalism. Harvard 
University Press. 
Boltanski, L. and Thévenot, L., 2006. On justification: Economies of worth. Princeton 
University Press. 
Braudel, F., 1982. Civilization and Capitalism, 15th-18th Century: The perspective of the 
world (Vol. 3). Univ of California Press. 
Davies, W. 2016. The New Neoliberalism, New Left Review 101 
Coyle, D., 2015. GDP: A brief but affectionate history. Princeton University Press. 
Jon, E., 1993. Local Justice. How Institutions Allocate Scarce Goods and Necessary 
Burdens, New York, Russell Sage Foundation. 
Fioramonti, L. 2017. The World after GDP. Polity Press 
Gordon, R.J., 2016. The rise and fall of American growth: The US standard of living since 
the civil war. Princeton University Press. 
Mitchell, K., Marston, S.A. and Katz, C. eds., 2004. Life's work: Geographies of social 
reproduction (Vol. 52). Wiley-Blackwell. 
Nussbaum, M. and Sen, A., 1993. The quality of life. Oxford University Press. 
Pierson, P., 2001. Coping with permanent austerity. The new politics of the welfare 
state, pp.410-456. 
Piketty, T., 2014. Capital in the 21st Century. 
Polanyi, K., 1957. The Great Transformation:(the Political and Economic Origin of Our 
Time). Beacon Press. 
Sandel, M.J., 2012. What money can't buy: the moral limits of markets. Macmilla 
Schmitter, P.C., 1974. Still the century of corporatism?. The Review of politics, 36(01), 
pp.85-131. 
Shonfield, A. 1966. Modern Capitalism, Oxford University Press 
Standing, G., 2014. A precariat charter: From denizens to citizens. A&C Black. 
Standing, G., 2016. The precariat: The new dangerous class. Bloomsbury Publishing. 
Streeck, W., 2014. Buying time: The delayed crisis of democratic capitalism. Verso Books. 
Streeck, W., 2016. How will capitalism end?: essays on a failing system. Verso Books. 
Walzer, M., 2008. Spheres of justice: A defense of pluralism and equality. Basic Books. 
Zucman, G. 2015. The hidden wealth of nations: The scourge of tax havens. University of 
Chicago Press. 
 


