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Our special session proposal: We propose to hold a roundtable discussion, with each one of us 

making a short statement on how we see Polanyi’s ideas and framework helping us to advance our 

thinking about the construction of environmentally sustainable, economically viable, and socially 

just regions, nations, and cities. These statements will be based on short position papers that we will 

circulate amongst ourselves and share with other participants in ESEE 2015 interested in this topic. 

In anticipation of there being a significant number of ESEE 2015 participants who are students, 

activists, and representatives of corporate, non-governmental, and governmental organizations, our 

aim is to use these brief introductory remarks to stimulate a participatory conversation with those 

attending on how Polanyi’s framework can be used to guide our thinking and stimulate innovative 

ideas about sustainability and society today. We will use, as a point of departure, the below 

statement, “Polanyian approaches to sustainability.”  

 

Relationship to Conference Theme – “Transformations:” Our shared reflections on Polanyi’s 

importance for thinking about ecological and human sustainability will clearly support the overall 

ESEE 2015 conference theme of “Transformations.” Polanyi’s ideas, as explained exemplified 

below, suggest the need for balancing market forces with social and political protections – the 

economic with the communal. Our overarching lesson from this “double movement” thematic is 

that the neoliberal era tips the balance too much to “market forces,” leaving communities and 

individuals unprotected and governments without resources or authorities to right the situation. The 

result is social unsustainability; and this feeds both pessimism and populist anti-globalization 

movements, both of which undercut any move toward prioritizing ecological sustainability as a 

global goal. So the question posed is, what transformations are necessary to correct this imbalance 

– to re-empower localities and nation-states vis-à-vis the drive toward unregulated markets? And 

how can ecological sustainability narratives and economic activities contribute to this re-balancing? 

Additional sessions with papers building on Polanyian themes: It is hoped that our special session 

will attract others to the ESEE 2015 conference and to our session, and further that some others will 

submit their own paper proposals building on Polanyian themes. To this end, the above group will 

circulate the plan for our session and the idea of Polanyian papers at ESEE 2015 amongst our 

interlocutors and networks. 

 

Polanyian approaches to sustainability 

 

Forming a viable coalition for a transition to a sustainable society during the first half of the 21st 

century is a daunting project. Yet we by now know that there is no time to waste, as climate change 

is already in motion. So what is needed is a guide to making significant change happen now.  

 

                                                
*
 Detailed information on professional affiliations and contact information is listed on the last page of this proposal. 
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Karl Polanyi’s writing can help guide that transition, in part because he attempted to find a balance, 

in his writing, between the logic of market forces and the need for social protection. He insisted that 

social life could progress only if there was a “double movement” – a balancing – between the 

former and the latter forces. Those committed to market liberalization, if permitted to act on the 

premise that markets can be self-regulating, will destroy the communal bonds that protect the weak 

and maintain a ceiling on social inequality. Too much inequality will not bring about the ideal 

world of self-regulating markets; it will instead prepare the way for the seizure of power by 

intolerant parties and leaders. 

 

The neoliberal era, characterized by deregulation and the weakening of state protections, has since 

the 1980s been systematically turning the balance in the “double movement” from communal bonds 

to market forces. The resulting disembedding of social ties has resulted in a world of radically 

increased inequality, which has weakened social sustainability and social cohesion. These forces 

weakening the power of the state to regulate and channel resources, and the ties of trust and 

cohesion among people, all have the effect of weakening the possibility of ecological sustainability 

– both policies that promote ecological sustainability, and even the possibility of moving 

systematically toward such policies. This can be referred to as the neoliberal-unsustainability nexus. 

 

So: in what way can the concepts and modes of analysis developed in Karl Polanyi’s studies of the 

emergence of capitalist economies, and of the roots of the crisis of civilization in the 1930’s and 

1940’s, help the political economists of today contribute to the task of slowing the momentum of – 

and ultimately undermining - this neoliberal-unsustainability nexus. 

 

Our discussion will focus on four Polanyian concepts that are both central to his framework and 

especially appropriate for a dialogue about the neoliberal-unsustainability nexus:  

 

1. Laissez-faire / Neo-liberalism. We will explore parallels between the disembedding effected by 

the laissez-faire policies of the century leading up to World War I, and the effects of the neoliberal 

policy period from the late 1970s to the present.
3
 

 

A key point of debate is the scope for re-embedding institutions that have been liberalized and 

marketized. In one view, the sort of re-embedding of financial markets achieved in the Depression 

years and in the wake of the Bretton Woods agreement cannot be paralleled in our times. The same 

has been argued regarding the partial re-embedding of labour and housing markets achieved in the 

post-War period, especially in northern European welfare states (the “Nordic” models). In this 

event, the ends achieved by national and regional welfare states in the middle of the last century 

will have to be substituted by different forces, at multiple levels, in our time.  

 

Finance must be a central concern here. The disciplining function performed by ’haute-finance’ in 

Polanyi’s era clearly is no longer viable; megabanking today acts as a central driver of global 

economic crisis. Some form of democratic control over finance, perhaps involving global 

democratic bodies, must be achieved.
5
 Further, the destructive effects of the early 20

th
-Century gold 

standard which Polanyi described have emerged once again at the European level, as the austerity-

producing Euro regime illustrates today.
6
 

 

2. Counter movements and ‘double movement.’ A key lesson from Polanyi’s Great 

Transformation is that when the balancing ’double movement’ is undone, counter movements 

                                                
3
 Helleiner, E. ’Great transformations - …’ in Studies in Political Economy - #48 (1995) pp. 149-164 

5
 Cangiani, M. ’The continuing crises of democracy’ in Karl Polanyi in Vienna (2006) pp 32 – 45. 

6
 Dymski, G., ‘The Eurozone Crisis as a Trilemma Forcefield: Fleming, Mundell, and Power in Finance’ 
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against globalisation and laissez-faire – which is to say, in our day, against neoliberalism – will 

emerge. As he shows, when these come from the political right, fascist leaders can exploit them. 

How these impulses – seen in the US, UK, and Europé today – can be balanced by left movements, 

especially when the populistlitical right claims that it speaks for the ”local” – has to be carefully 

considered. As the global forces against universalism are strengthened and as the populist right 

parties in the Global North are gaining ground the lessons from Polanyi’s analysis of the counter 

movements become more essential. 

 

3. Reciprocity. In The Great Transformation the social cohesion of pre-capitalist modes were 

alluded to. In later Polanyian works such as Trade and market in the early empires the importance 

of studying how market actors and public institutions interact in destroying reciprocity becomes 

even clearer. Here we use the term reciprocity in relation to Polanyi’s three forms of economic 

integration: Reciprocity, Redistribution and Market.
7
 

 

4. Fictitious commodities. Not only ’money’ and ‘labour’, as discussed above, were by Polanyi 

considered to be fictitious commodities. A third essential element is land. ’ … the human and 

natural substance as well as [the] business organization [must be] protected against the ravages of 

[such a] satanic mill.
8
 Polanyi put special emphasis on the destructive effects of commodifying 

’money’, ‘labour’ and ‘land’. With land and water grabbing land has reemerged with a vengeance 

to centrality also in political economy. So 48 years before Rio 92, Polanyi singled out the three 

categories of sustainability: Economic, Social and Ecological. 

 

Information for the four round-table members: 

 

Dr. Ernst Hollander, former trade union researcher, political economist 

University of Gaevle, Stockholm, Sweden 

ernst.hollander@hig.se 

 

Dr. Kenneth Hermele, ecological economist and human ecologist, 

Lecturer, School of Global Studies, University of Gothenburg, 

Göteborg, Sweden  

hermele@telia.com and Kenneth.hermele@gmail.com 

 

Dr. Ioana Negru, pluralist economist 

Senior Lecturer, Department of Economics, SOAS, University of London, 

London, UK 

in8@soas.ac.uk 

 

Dr. Gary Dymski 

Professor, Economics Division, Leeds University Business School, 

University of Leeds, Leeds, UK  

g.dymski@leeds.ac.uk 

 

 

 

                                                
7
 Polanyi et.al.: Trade and markets in the early empires - economies in history and theory (The free Press, Illinois 

1957). 
8
 See Hermele, K. (2012) Land matters, p. 210.  


