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Eeconomics has an unavoidable social dimen-
sion, one which opens the door to blurring the 
lines between ideology and science (Hillinger, 
2006). Social science theories always present 
the human world from the researcher’s 
perspective, and this forces social sciences to 
face an irresolvable dilemma, worsen their 
position and perception among proponents of 
natural sciences. One of the objectives of social 
science theories is to understand and interpret 
the world. But given that all theoretical models 
are based on simplification, paired with hu-

man subjectivism this leads to theories where 
scientific content is called into doubt (dowd, 
2000). Certain theories, such as the Marxian 
theory for example, were refuted by history, but 
refuting dSGe models could also prove to be an 
interesting experiment. if the predictions of the 
theory turn out to be different from empirical 
results, the given social science modeller can 
always claim that their model, be it equation 
systems filling entire books or simple rules of 
thumb, makes useful simplifications and offers 
a logical structure.
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Friedrich hayek and General 
MoTorS

Stiglitz (2017) is not the only economist who 
feels that dSGe models, the most scientific 
family of models by mathematical standards, 
are themselves also ideological freaks: they 
seek the philosophical concept of equilibrium 
in a world without one, and have nothing to 
say on income inequalities and their impact 
hindering economic growth.2 On account 
of social embeddedness and the necessity of 
simplifying assumptions, the question arises 
whether social science models can truly be 
considered ideologies. The methods, theories 
and institutions of economics, i.e. the 
mainstream is not just the result of internal 
mechanisms within science, but also depends 
on the demands and needs put forward 
by historical reality (Porter et al., 2003). 
By analysing relevant literature, our study 
aims to answer the questions of how this 
process works in practice, whether neoliberal 
ideology can be interpreted as the political 
programme of a social stakeholder group, and 
if yes, where this programme originates from 
and what mechanisms its representatives used 
to make it a success.

As an introductory example let us look 
at the case of Friedrich Hayek and the uS-
based General Motors. The leading figure 
of the Austrian school of economics, in line 
with the school’s general direction, rarely 
used mathematical models, yet still managed 
to create clear and structured models bor-
dering on social philosophy (White, 2003). 
One of his most well-known statements was 
motivated by concern for the future of state 
capitalist systems during WWii. in The Road 
to Serfdom, his work published in the for-
ties and which became Hayek’s key social sci-
ence oeuvre, he stated no less than that the 
slightest increase in the economic role of the 
state would ultimately lead to a permanent 

totalitarian system. The first step on the ‘slip-
pery slope’ to dictatorship had already been 
made by most countries at that point, as the 
economic policy model of the World War was 
planned economy both in the West and the 
east. Hayek’s model describes a path of social 
development, but in the meantime its conclu-
sions calling for action are also unambiguous 
(Hayek, 2001).

it is an interesting example of social con-
text that a cartoon version of Hayek’s theo-
ry was also published (White, 2012).3 the 
presentation of this carefully elaborated 
scientific theoretical framework through a 
few dozen drawings was not aimed at scien-
tific evaluators, and in fact in this particu-
lar shape and form it was no different than 
Soviet propaganda papers.4 Hayek promoted 
the values of individualism and liberalism, 
and most likely he did this so convincingly 
that one of the era’s largest uS companies, 
General Motors, became the main sponsor of 
the cartoon.5 All this raises numerous ques-
tions concerning the relationship of social 
stakeholder groups and economic theories, 
in this particular case, neoliberalism. this 
particular case puts a spotlight on the con-
tradiction that the promotion of the simpli-
fied theory of Hayek, who actually wishes to 
remove conscious planning from the econo-
my looking to replace it with the market as 
an information processing mechanism, was 
actually realised by an economic planner. 
the conglomerates of the period following 
the World War themselves were also com-
ponents, operators of the uS successes of 
economic planning during the World War. 
this is not a unique example of the phe-
nomenon where in the united States of the 
second half of the 20th century, companies 
and capital owners pursued a pre-defined 
strategy in support of neoliberalism which 
provided them with a favourable economic 
policy (Mirowski – Plehwe, 2009).
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TheoreTical innovaTionS 
SuPPorTinG The reducTion  
oF The role oF The STaTe

The seventies saw the start of a new era for 
economic theories, which can be traced back 
to numerous reasons. The Keynesian period 
lasted for quite some time, offering stability 
and dynamically rising real wages to a large 
number of workers. Roger E. Backhouse (2005) 
reviewed the possible reasons that led to the 
failure of this period. Firstly: the period of full 
employment lasted so long that economists 
and economic policy makers, due to the socio-
economic context, turned their attention 
away from employment policy, interpreting 
full employment as a feature rather than the 
result of purpose-driven policy planning. 
Active governments attempted to manage 
the disadvantages and failures of the markets, 
and as a result the focus of scientific interest 
shifted from market failures to government, 
something which was also promoted by 
the fact that the stagflation of the seventies 
created a new world economy situation 
(Backhouse, 2010). Keynesian economics 
was not prepared for the joint rise in inflation 
and unemployment, hence it suddenly 
lost its explanatory power. This is why the 
notion arose that micro-foundations may 
be needed to avoid future crises, which may 
have also been motivated by philosophical 
sympathy for individualism (Morgan, 2001). 
The internal tensions and contradictions of 
the Keynesian school cannot be disregarded 
either (Palley, 2004).6 According to Madra 
and Adaman (2010), in addition to socio-
political and economic factors, geopolitical 
and technological factors also played a role in 
the revolution of neoliberalism.

in response to the new world economy en-
vironment, science started to work on devel-
oping new theoretical models, stating the ob-
vious truth, namely the failure of government 

economic policies. As of the seventies, instead 
of market failures, academic discourse was 
increasingly focused on government failures 
(Palley, 2004). A paradigm shift took place in 
science in the Kuhnian sense, as economists 
adopting neoliberal principles attempted to 
convince scientific society to accept the new 
scientific paradigm. As a reaction to stagfla-
tion, Milton Friedman said that active fiscal 
and monetary policy is, at best, ineffective 
due to timing problems among other things 
(see Rosenbaum, 1985). The hypothesis of 
permanent income served as an explanation 
for the failure of fiscal policy, according to 
which consumers do not spend excess income 
immediately, rather they put it away as sav-
ings if they consider such excess income to 
be temporary. This led to the rejection of the 
theorem of the Keynesian period: the short-
term stimulation of demand is doomed to 
fail according to new theories. By reviving 
the Ricardian equivalence theory, neoclassical 
macroeconomics also argued that a temporary 
tax reduction will not increase consumption 
as rational consumers, thinking in a longer 
time horizon, are well aware that the cost of 
such easing is to be paid by them down the 
line. Human expectations, be it adaptive or 
forward-thinking rational expectations, were 
assigned an important role in new theories, 
which allowed Friedman to explain stagflation 
by modifying the Phillips curve. in his view, 
economic players simply change expectations 
if money supply increases, but the unemploy-
ment rate remains unchanged (Vroey, 2001).

Thus, starting from the seventies, economic 
theories started focusing on the mistakes of 
governance, tracing the phenomena of stag-
flation back to these errors (Palley, 2004). Ac-
cording to the hypothesis of rational expecta-
tions, governance cannot ‘mislead’ rational and 
well-informed people in the long term, as they 
use all available information when reacting to 
economic policy measures (Muchlinski, 1999). 
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The time-inconsistency of government also 
pointed out that if the government has an op-
portunity to pursue discretionary policies, then 
this leads to economic damages in the long run. 
instead, rule-based policy and the mechanisms 
of commitment to these policies are needed for 
credible and efficient economy policy.

The new generation of economic theories 
also shifts its focus to government. The public 
choice movement focuses on the mistakes of 
economic policy makers, applying the neoclas-
sical analytical framework to politicians (tull-
ock, 2002). it considers the sphere of politics 
to be an area of operation of the market, and 
reaches the conclusion that politicians are ra-
tional people in the pursuit of self-interest. As 
serving the public good is not their primary 
goal, preventing them from pursuing active 
discretionary policies by establishing rules and 
institutions is recommended (Butler, 2012). 
This is how James M. Buchanan, Gordon Tullock 
or George Stigler (who were members of Hayek’s 
Mont Pelerin Society) all argued. tullock also 
developed the theory of rent-seeking on how 
stakeholder groups hold the state captive, al-
though paradoxically he was also a member of a 
political society which later came to be backed 
by business stakeholder groups.

The total philosophical break with the 
Keynesian movement7 can also be observed 
in the case of complex, mathematically so-
phisticated macroeconomic models, to a de-
gree where real business cycle (RBC) models 
banished economic policy from analysis. The 
message of RBC models thus became that eco-
nomic fluctuations are not signs of problems 
in the economy: the cycles are instant, in each 
case perfect reactions by the national econo-
my to changes in the external world economic 
environment (Prescott, 1986). While the 
Keynesian message was that in many cases the 
economy is not in equilibrium, the conclusion 
of the RBC model was that the economy is 
always in equilibrium.

Neoclassical thinkers offered an alternative, 
namely the reinforcement, or introduction, 
of market mechanisms and ownership rights 
in all areas of social life where problems and 
inefficiency are identified (Madra – Adaman, 
2010).8 Chicago professor Eugene Fama devel-
oped numerous versions of the theory of effi-
cient markets, which argues that the financial 
market utilises and mirrors all relevant avail-
able information in all cases (Fama, 1969). 
Consequently, market prices do not require 
any intervention as they are perfect represen-
tations of the infinite information circulating 
in the market. The political conclusion of the 
theory was that the reduction of the role of 
the government is justified, as there is greater 
economic welfare created if markets are left to 
operate freely, and corporate managers are al-
lowed to maximise shareholder value. Kenneth 
Arrow’s impossibility theorem also proved to 
be useful in proving the existence of perfect, 
general economic equilibrium, which in turn 
also confirmed the benefits of competitive 
markets. According to Slattery et al. (2013), 
the theory of efficient markets, together with 
the equilibrium theory, are resistant to new 
theoretical approaches because they serve as 
the scientific foundation of neoliberal ideolo-
gy: as such, these theories remained dominant 
not on account of their nature as objective sci-
ence, but due to neoliberal ideology.

Kenneth Arrow reached his well-known 
results at the Rand Corporation, the govern-
ment think tank established to serve Cold War 
objectives. The Rand Corporation was consid-
ered to be a key player in the uS-Soviet Cold 
War arena. As Sonja Amadae (2003) proved, 
the majority of the theories mentioned, pri-
marily the public choice movement, were de-
veloped at this institute with state support. 
Arrow’s impossibility theorem used the only 
legitimate language of the era and economic 
planning (namely the toolkit of mathemat-
ics), to prove that the Soviet-type state struc-
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ture cannot be maintained in the long term 
(Amadae, 2003). These theories, therefore, 
also attempted to neutralise the image of the 
beneficial Soviet state planner, filling econom-
ic models with philosophical content: this 
was particularly important in a period when 
the majority of Western researchers observed 
the Soviet planned economy experiment with 
acknowledgement and much sympathy, and 
when Western and eastern economics showed 
major similarities in terms of mathematical 
methodology (Morgan, 2001). it is not sur-
prising either that Francis Fukuyama, who 
stated the ultimate success of Western liberal 
democracy, and the neoliberal economic mod-
el along with it, also had ties to Rand. Much 
of the innovations of the methodology of eco-
nomics, from game theory to linear program-
ming, was therefore rooted in war efforts, and 
were created for direct military application 
(Morgan, 2001).

The oPeraTinG MechaniSM oF The 
neoliBeral PoliTical ProGraMMe

in many cases, neoliberalism remains 
undefined, which is why for the purposes of 
this paper neoliberalism refers to the value-set 
and programme of the group of intellectuals 
of the Mont Pelerin Society. This is far from 
being ‘matter-of-fact’, as certain studies never 
refer to the Society’s name at all (Thorsen-
Lie, 2007).9 Neoliberalism is the political 
programme of this society, and it differs from 
neoclassical economics as the latter is a school 
of economics. However, in the sociological 
sense and in terms of the operating mechanisms 
of the theories, the two can be aligned to serve 
a political value system. We must add that 
all neoliberal economists pursue neoclassical 
economics, but this is not necessarily true 
the other way around: many neoclassical 
thinkers somewhat distance themselves from 

neoliberalism. This is understandable as, for 
example, if you think about the fact that 
neoclassical economics mathematises strongly, 
neoliberal thinkers, at times, do not feel this 
to be as important. The Chicago school also 
belongs to the neoclassical school and has 
significant overlap with neoliberal thinking 
(Vernengo, 2016).

The Keynesian period was not simply con-
cluded by an economic crisis; this crisis af-
forded an opportunity for social stakeholder 
groups to make the neoliberal political pro-
gramme a success (Harvey, 2007). As Back-
house (2005) points out, the labour factor 
also acquired a very strong political power 
during the Keynesian period: Keynesian poli-
cies strived to achieve full employment and 
to expand the welfare state through multiple 
channels, and as a result the bargaining power 
of the labour force increased drastically. in 
this particular period, trade unions were more 
important partners to governments in estab-
lishing policies than employer organisations. 
This process led to decreasing profit rates: the 
situation was further aggravated by the end of 
the era of cheap oil, and as a result, the earlier 
model, where the increase of wages and the 
growth of the economy were equally dynamic, 
was unable to continue without a substantial 
drop in company profits (Mitchell, 2009).

The pursuit of deepening the new globalisa-
tion was based on the values promoted by the 
neoliberal Mont Pelerin Society, and its aim 
was to force capital owners to end their mar-
ginalised position (Harvey, 2007; Backhouse, 
2005).10 This is why business groups sup-
ported the neoliberal ideological revolution, 
creating the utopia of a free and perfect mar-
ket, and also integrated this into mainstream 
economic education (Backhouse, 2005). in 
this utopia, the government is an unnecessary 
player, or more accurately, it must perform 
important tasks while locked in institutional 
quarantine, while the entrepreneur is the pri-
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mary innovator, value creator and the hero of 
economy, who requires the support of society. 
Schumpeter’s creative destruction theory re-
flects this approach. Neoliberalism, as a politi-
cal programme, views Hayek and Friedman as 
its right wing ideologists (Harvey, 2007).

The earlier, however, also lead to the key 
paradox of neoliberal thought (Amable, 2011). 
Namely, its economic system requires a strong 
state in order to guarantee ownership rights 
and the operation of the free market (Mirows-
ki, 2013).11 Given that within such framework 
the free market leads to an increase in inequali-
ties, the strong state is also needed in order to 
guarantee public safety and political stability. 
While certain representatives of neoliberalism 
feel only a minimal state is needed. in reality, 
however, as Mirowski (2013) points out, neo-
liberal theories had no intention of restoring 
the laissez faire state, instead their aim was to 
implement a new, different vision of the state, 
and to rewrite the role of the government and 
the state. in other words, instead of the ‘night 
watchman’ state, the state of neoliberalism is a 
strong state that actively protects, supports and 
expands the market. As such, the neoliberal 
state can also be viewed as a sort of highly ac-
tive agent in the market. it was this paradoxical 
attitude that may have led Milton Friedman to 
become an adviser to Chilean dictator Augusto 
Pinochet.12 This paradox is also apparent in 
that the multinational conglomerate General 
Motors supported Hayek’s free market theory, 
where the Austrian economist actually spoke 
against institutional planning in economics. 
Members of the Mont Pelerin Society were 
aware of these contradictions, but did not 
communicate this to the public (Mirowski, 
2013). Károly Polányi (2001) also helps under-
standing this paradox, by calling attention to 
the fact that there is nothing natural in laissez-
faire: just as textile factories were brought to 
life by state customs, state bureaucracy in gen-
eral forced the establishment of the rules of the 

operation of market mechanisms, regardless of 
whether these were ownership rights or direct 
or indirect support.13

despite the surrounding paradoxes, the 
Hayekian school of thought had an increasing-
ly strong influence on uS and British society. 
As the closed and hierarchic society said, the 
primary objective is to change the way people 
think, and not to support or debate new eco-
nomic thoughts or schools (Mirowski, 2013). 
The scientific community was a community 
of value, and as such it posed no significant 
problem that their economic views were not 
entirely uniform. Post-WWii fear for freedom 
and the determined aspiration to become the 
mainstream have proved to be the distinguish-
ing marks of neoliberal thinkers.

The neoliberal movement also held the 
support of the business stakeholder group 
as a symbolic measure of which, business-
man Anthony Fisher contacted Hayek (djelic, 
2014). Fisher read The Road to Serfdom and 
was greatly impacted by it: he was in complete 
agreement that the democratic Western sys-
tem will eventually shift towards a dictatorial 
direction. Fisher approached Hayek and asked 
for personal advice: he wanted to go into poli-
tics to personally change the political future 
of the West. However, Hayek dissuaded him, 
turning the argument on its head, emphasis-
ing that society’s course can only be changed 
through a change in ideas (Hayek, 2001). 
Hayek told him that first they have to reach 
out to intellectuals, teachers and writers, with 
reasoned argument. it will be their influence 
on society that will prevail, and the politi-
cians will follow (Hayek, 2001, p. 19). The 
Society itself was aware of and understood the 
importance of social context: it is no coinci-
dence that even though eight members of the 
Society were Nobel Prize-winner economists, 
academic background was not a prerequisite 
for admission. in contrast, Hayek’s personal 
approval, was essential (Mirowski, 2013).14
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to change the minds of the public, the 
neoliberal society built a multilevel theoreti-
cal building (see Appendix, Figure 1).15 Fried-
man’s methodological study on positive eco-
nomics served as the foundation of the logical 
structure. This was the only methodological 
approach that the monetary economic para-
digm could build on. The top floor goes be-
yond science, this is the level that the public 
and the media encounter: this is the ideology 
of neoliberalism (Hillinger, 2006). This is 
what Mirowski (2013) refers to as a Russian 
doll, which has several layers: the innermost 
core is made up of philosophical-scientific 
thoughts with their own paradoxes, while 
neoliberal messages referencing classical lib-
eralism lie in the outside layers. it is, there-
fore, important to note that many elements 
can be distinguished in relation to the Mont 
Pelerin Society, which are though independ-
ent from each other, yet, they still belong to 
the one and same structure. The layers of Mi-
rowski’s (2013) Russian doll do overlap: the 
scientific methodological core linked to neo-
classical economics cannot be separated from 
the external, simplified ideology.16 This is why 
Clarke (2005) writes that modern economics 
is not a scientific discipline, but the rigorous 
elaboration of a very specific social theory. in 
his view, this theory has established itself as a 
generally accepted basic rule despite the fact 
that its fundamental assumptions are patently 
absurd.

Milton Friedman and George Stigler, the 
heads of the Chicago school, with corporate 
and political support, found a new tool that 
could be used to change social thinking. it 
was the network of think tanks, the use of 
scholarships granted by them and the inten-
sive use of the media. This think tank net-
work was not established to encourage new 
ideas, but to act as a gatekeeper and dis-
seminating the existing set of ideas, and the 
“philosophy of freedom”. Backhouse (2005), 

but also Adam Curtis (2011), the documen-
tary film-maker researching power relations 
in society, spoke about how Fisher created 
his global think tank network, to promote 
the libertarian values of individual and eco-
nomic, but according to Curtis less social and 
political, freedom. The scientists of the Mont 
Pelerin Society claimed on several occasions 
that market and political liberalism are not 
necessarily related, and they primarily strive 
for market freedom and the freedom of the 
individual. Proactively, you could also say 
that they simply want the freedom of enter-
prise, which is when the individual could be 
freely active in the market (Mirowski, 2013). 
The scientific synonym for this is ‘methodo-
logical individualism’, according to which 
analysis in economics can only be conducted 
at the individual level, and groups cannot be 
considered active. individualism was the re-
sult of the process which declared society to 
be non-existent (Brown 2003; duménil and 
Lévy 2004; Harvey 2007).

According to Curtis (2011), the aim of 
“ideologically motivated PR organisations” 
was to establish the technocratic, elitist sys-
tem that preserves current power structures. 
Fisher founded The Atlas economic Research 
Foundation in 1981, which established 150 
think tanks around the globe (see Appendix, 
Table 3).17 These institutions were set up based 
on the model of the institute for economic 
Affairs (ieA), a think tank founded in 1955 
by Fisher.18 The spread of the institutional 
network is a good example of how marginal-
ised groups of neoliberal thinkers got into the 
mainstream. today, more than 450 free-mar-
ket organisations in over 90 countries serve 
the “cause of liberty” through the Atlas Net-
work (Atlas Network, 2017). The Atlas Net-
work was directly related to the Mont Pelerin 
Society, and the meetings of the two institu-
tions were scheduled for the same times for 
purposes of close cooperation (see Table 1).
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The top floor of the imaginary neoliberal 
building is, therefore, the media, which is 
in close relation with the network of think 
tanks.19 The fundamental function of think 
tanks is appearance in the media and also for 
institutes seemingly independent from one 
another to voice similar positions in relation 
to various social issues. From this aspect, the 
title of Friedman’s television series, the princi-
ple of ‘Free to Choose’, was not realised: the 
society consuming theories was not allowed 
to choose freely from the ideologies offered. 
At the same time, as Mirowski (2013) shows, 
the Mont Pelerin Society headed by Hayek 
promoted itself towards large corporate play-
ers, arguing that all companies should invest 
in the production of transformative ideas as 
these will ultimately become policy products. 
Hayek wanted to see think tanks as “second-
hand dealers in ideas” and the strategy im-
plemented by Fisher proved to be a success 
(djelic, 2014). As British MP Oliver Letwin 
said: “Without Fisher, no IEA; without the IEA 
and its clones, no Thatcher and quite possibly no 
Reagan; without Reagan, no Star Wars; without 
Star Wars, no economic collapse of the Soviet Un-
ion. Quite a chain of consequences for a chicken 
farmer.” (Atlas Network, 2017). For this, the 
members of the Hayekian Society needed to 
control the Fisherian institutional system (see 
Table 2).

conSequenceS oF The neoliBeral 
PoliTical ProGraMMe

The uncovering of causative relations is an 
eternal problem of social sciences, yet many 
signs indicate that the neoliberal programme 
redistributed incomes to favour the upper 
10% income class. This is how Anthony Fisher 
or the corporate sector represented by Gene-
ral Motors successfully improved its market 
power. Starting from the eighties, the decrease 
of the share of the wage bill from national 
income became a global phenomenon. The 
down-trend in wage share is the result of 
the new era in globalisation, as an increasing 
number of studies are showing (OeCd, 2015; 
iMF, 2007; european Commission, 2007; 
BiS, 2006; iLO, 2011 and iLO, 2012). The 
eighties also saw the start of a phenomenon 
unknown in the Keynesian period, the opening 
of the real wage-productivity gap, resulting 
in stagnating incomes for the middle class in 
Western societies in favour of the middle class 
in emerging countries (Skidelsky, 2010).20 
There was an impressive breakthrough in Gre-
at Britain and the uS (the birthplaces of the 
neoliberal revolution) in respect of the share 
of the incomes of the upper 10%, as Piketty 
and Saez (2014) also point out. Their view 
is that this is clearly the result of tax cuts as 
motivated by the aforementioned political 

Table 1

InternatIonal meetIngs of the atlas network and the mont PelerIn socIet

Year atlas International workshop  

(september or end of august)

mont Pelerin society meeting  

(september)

1983 vancouver (canada) vancouver (regional)

1984 cambridge (united kingdom) cambridge (general)

1985 Sidney (australia) Sidney (regional)

1986 St. vincent (italy) St. vincent (general)

1987 indianapolis (uSa) indianapolis (regional)

Source: djelic (2014)
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programme (Piketty – Saez, 2014; Alvaredo et 
al., 2013). The incomes of the upper 10% in 
the uS rose from 33% in the seventies to 50% 
by the turn of the millennium, while values in 
Britain showed similar dynamics, rising from 
under 30% to above 40% (Haldane, 2015).

deregulatory (also called market funda-
mentalist) economic policy based on neolib-
eral principles was accompanied by a substan-
tial increase in the number of financial and 
economic crises from the seventies. Margaret 
Thatcher (who once personally contributed to 
the development of the think tank network), 
having seen the soaring unemployment rates 
despite the implementation of neoliberal set 
of policies, in 1985 denied having ever be-
lieved in monetarist economic policies (Cur-
tis, 2011). The Washington Consensus, which 
was also based on static neoclassical economics, 
turned a blind eye to the role of institutions, 
and thus contributed to the deep recessions 

in post-socialist countries in Central europe 
(Morgan, 2001). “The point for neoliberalism 
is not to make a model that is more adequate to 
the real world, but to make the real world more 
adequate to its model”, writes Clarke (2005) on 
the matter. Meanwhile, according to David 
Colander (2004), neoliberalism reversed the 
attitude of classical thinkers, concluding that 
markets are the best, while their predecessors 
in the 18th–19th centuries stated that markets 
are the least of all evils.

According to critics, neoliberalism was re-
sponsible for creating scientism and econo-
mism, which reduced the methodological di-
versity of economics (earle et al., 2016; Kwak, 
2016). in their view, the aim of this ideology 
is to train young economist scholars subor-
dinated to neoliberal ideas, in order to make 
them accept an ideology which often turns 
to irrelevant models far-fetched from the real 
world. Scientism may be viewed as the ide-

Table 2

heads of thInk tanks and theIr membershIP In the mont PelerIn socIetY

think tank Year name membership in the 

mont Pelerin society

start of 

membership

anthony Fisher yes 1954

iea 1955 ralph harris yes 1959

iea 1955 arthur Seldon yes 1959

Fraser 1975 Michael Walker yes 1982

Manhattan 1978 charles Brunie yes 1978

heritage 1973 edwin Feulner yes 1972

adam Smith institute 1977 Madsen Pirie yes 1976

adam Smith institute 1977 eamonn Butler yes 1984

adam Smith institute 1977 Stuart Butler yes 1992

Pri 1979 Sally Pipes yes 1986

caTo 1977 charles koch yes 1970

caTo 1977 ed crane yes 1986

aei 1962 William Baroody Sr yes 1962

aei 1962 arthur Burns yes 1979

Source: djelic (2014)
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ology of unconditional belief in science. This 
states that the exponential development of sci-
entific method and knowledge materials could 
lead to the creation of a rational, technocratic 
economic policy that makes decisions purely 
based on scientific results (Hillinger, 2006). 
This reinforces the scientific and social posi-
tions of neoclassical economics that serves as 
the basic scientific group for the ideology, cre-
ating economism, the general and uncondi-
tional belief in the conclusions of neoclassical 
models (earle et al., 2016; Kwak, 2016).

in recent years, numerous movements and 
blogs have been launched, frequently by disil-
lusioned students of economy, to re-legitimise 
alternative trends.21 Some alternatives were 
actually forced out of the mainstream in the 
20th century by Friedmanian methodologi-
cal principles (methodological individualism) 
becoming scientific standard or even the large 
degree of mathematisation (Morgan, 2001). 
it is far from clear to university students, 
due to the history of economic theory being 
forced into the background, that economics 
is not a uniform and single-facet theoretical 
framework that one receives ready to use, but 
one that can also include any processes based 
on logical structures. With the hammer of 
neoclassical economics in hand, young econo-
mists may view all problems to be nails, but 
according to Ha-Joon Chang, a Swiss army 
knife, i.e. pluralism, is needed instead of the 
hammer to help select the most suitable ana-
lytical tool-set.22

concluSionS

Through the analysis of relevant literature, 
our study presented the characteristics of 
neoliberalism as an ideology over the past 
decades. We have illustrated that neoliberalism 
can be interpreted as the political programme 
of business groups, as its theoretical system aims 

to redefine the state, while also relying on state-
critical economic theories that have grown in 
number starting from the seventies. The Mont 
Pelerin Society, the political movement made 
up of economists and social philosophers, tried 
to make this programme a success with the help 
of think tanks, scholarships, the media as well 
as international organisations, and has enjoyed 
the support of big business since the seventies.

When dealing with social science theories, 
which we can call models or ideologies, there 
is one aspect we cannot disregard: the Man-
nheim paradox warns researchers of ideologies 
that the criticism of an ideology is, in all cases, 
also of an ideological nature (Melki, 2017). 
Certain statements of our paper on the sociol-
ogy of economics would be equally as difficult 
to refute as many theories of the mainstream, 
which are in many cases admittedly no more 
than mere mathematical exercises.

The critical, sociological approach to neo-
liberalism can actually provide answers to 
numerous current phenomena. it illustrates 
that corporations are willing to invest into 
knowledge creation, doing so via think tanks, 
university departments and the scholarships 
granted through them. The international con-
quest of neoliberalism among researchers was 
actually facilitated by scientific scholarships. 
The story of the Mont Pelerin Society, which 
flew the flag of freedom, but was ideologically 
homogenous and closed, shows how ideology 
cooperates with science, and how these are 
supported by social stakeholder groups to re-
inforce their positions. The narrative outlined 
on the basis of the presented analyses provides 
an insight into the sociology of economics: it 
shows how players with substantial knowledge 
and economic capital operated and influenced 
the processes of knowledge creation and the 
dissemination, allocation of knowledge using 
the institutional system set up by them.

The most important economic and social 
philosophy movement of the past four dec-
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ades, therefore, is just one of many ideologies 
and economic schools on which stakeholder 
group analysis can be performed. According 
to certain researchers, the biggest winners of 
wartime Keynesianism were also large cor-
porations, but using a distant example, the 
physiocrat movement also held the direct 
support of the French court. Finally, regard-
ing our paper, there is one more aspect you 
need to be aware of: it is social groups, rather 

than the individual that serve as the basic unit 
of measurement for our analyses. There are 
heated debates on why this tradition was left 
behind by neoclassical economics, as classical 
thinkers all applied this kind of interpretive 
framework. Although an analysis at the level 
of social groups would greatly help macroeco-
nomic forecasts, the neoclassical mainstream 
generally does not view this to be a scientific 
method.23

Appendix

Figure 1 

elements of neolIberal thought

Source: djelic (2014)

Hayek
Mont Pelerin  

Society

aDaM SMITH Neoconservatism

Supply-side 
economics

Theory of public 
choice  
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Table 3

neolIberal thInk tanks of the atlas network untIl 1985

country name establish- 

ment

head mPs 

member

uSa heritage Foundation 1973 edwin Feulner 1972

uSa Manhattan institute 1978 charles Brunie 1978

uSa Pacific research institute 1979 Sally Pipes 1986

uSa national center for Policy analysis 1983 John Goodman 1988

canada Fraser institute 1975 Michael Walker 1982

canada center for the Study of religion and 

economics

1981 Walter Block 1984

France ieP 1982 Pascal Salin 

Guy Plunier

1980 

1982

italy crea 1982 antonio Martino 1976

Spain instituto de economia de Mercado 1980 Pedro Schwartz Giron 1979

iceland libertarian alliance 1980 hannes Gissurarson 1984

iceland Jon Thorlaksson institute 1983 hannes Gissurarson 1984

australia center for independent Studies 1979 Greg lindsay 1982

chile centro de estudios Publicos 1980 arturo Fontaine 1984

Peru instituto libertad y democracia 1979 hernando de Soto 1981

Mexico centro de estudios en economic i educacio 1980 rolando espinosa no

venezuela cedice 1984 ricardo Zuolaga 1976

uk iea 1955 ralph harris 

arthur Sheldon

1959 

1959

uk economic Study association 1965 ronald Burgess 1979

uk adam Smith institute 1977 Madsen Pirie 

eamonn Butler 

Stuart Butler

1976 

1984 

1992

uk Social affairs unit 1980 digby anderson 1982

uk center for research into communist 

economies

1983 ljubo Sirc 1965

Source: djelic (2014)
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1 The author thanks László György for his professional 
advice and assistance.

2 examining the psychology of the ideology, Graham 
(2013) writes that the root of all ideological posi-
tions lies in the view the individual has of equity, 
equality and fairness. As the perception of these val-
ues can never be standard or uniform, normative or 
ideological deviations will always be present among 
social scientists.

3 Mises institute. https://mises.org/files/road-serf-
dom-cartoonspdf/download?token=nSG9mHGc 
(2017. 08. 12.)

4 According to Jamie Peck (2010), the way neoliberal 
utopia itself was realised, was always imperfect, typi-
cally in the form of impure hybrid systems. For this 
exact reason, the vision of a wholly free society and 
free economy may also be considered an unfeasible 
ideology.

5 An exciting question, albeit one that can never be 
answered, is what experience makes economists 
surrender themselves to the various value systems. 
Hoover (2003) attempts to provide an answer, elab-
orating that Hayek’s liberalism, his praising of the 
spontaneous order and his thoughts condemning 
government interventions cannot be comprehended 
without knowing about his escape from his bad mar-
riage: he had difficulties leaving his marriage behind 
when he was young.

6 As Roger Farmer (2017) points out, Keynes’ gen-
eral theory and the school based on that theory 
banished the labour supply curve from economic 
analysis, arguing that economy “is on the labour 
demand curve”. This movement, however, failed 
to provide a convincing alternative. The concept of 
involuntary unemployment does not provide an an-
swer as to why companies do not offer lower wages 
to the unemployed, especially if we know that the 

unemployed would also be willing to work for lower 
wages.

7 Backhouse (2010) also uses the term philosophy: in 
his view, the Austrian school legitimised new neolib-
eral economic philosophy.

8 According to Madra and Adaman (2010), the posi-
tion represented by Richard Musgrave is in contrast 
with this neoliberal approach, as he feels that the 
government is an institution that should supplement 
market price mechanisms, thereby creating a frame-
work where democratic society is able to function.

9 According to the definition proposed by Morishima 
(1986), ideology is a system of beliefs which binds 
people together into a social grouping. in fact, he 
feels this definition is similar to that of religion, 
and by that logic both Confucianism and Marxism 
may be considered ‚religion’. Melki (2017) goes into 
greater detail when analysing what ideology means 
in economics.

10 According to the methodology of mainstream eco-
nomics, instead of groups the individual is to be 
used as the basic unit of measurement for the pur-
pose of analyses.

11 A strong state was, therefore, needed for the success 
of the marketisation process: privatisation, financial 
liberalisation, trade liberalisation and the reduction 
of the size of the welfare state were all brought to 
life with the need of creating new markets (Harvey, 
2007; Madra – Adaman, 2010).

12 The detailed historical work by Naomi Klein (2008) 
uncovers how neoliberal economic policy reforms 
were implemented in the developing world using 
military force, at times in cooperation with the  
‘Chicago boys’.

13 interestingly, the key neoliberal theoreticians still 

Notes
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make references to the ‘natural’ order: Friedman 
considered the freedom of choice to be the natural 
human state, while Hayek’s spontaneous order may 
itself also be interpreted as an intervention-free natu-
ral state (Thorsen-Lie, 2007).

14 Karl Popper voiced internal criticism regarding the 
ideological screening for admission to the Society, 
while Nobel Prize winning economist Maurice Allais 
refused to sign the Statement of Aims (Mirowski, 
2013).

15 The theoretical components of the neoliberal school 
of thought are shown in Figure 1 of the Appendix.

16 Jelveh et al. (2014) used econometric methods, such 
as machine learning, to analyse the phrases and terms 
used in economic articles. They concluded that there 
are veritable ideological differences between the 
various economic educational programmes, depart-
ments and methodologies, and that political ideol-
ogy does impact the results of economic research 
as well. Academic papers and the author’s political 
behaviour correlate strongly, and the ideologically 
charged phrases and terms used by the author can be 
used to estimate the given researcher’s political affili-
ation quite reliably.

17 The ties between the first institutes and their heads 
to the Mont Pelerin Society are shown in the table 
in the Appendix. We must not forget that the in-
stitutional system does not belong to a single ideo-
logical movement, depending on their resources all 
ideological or theoretical movements, even so-called 
progressive or heterodox paradigms, strive to set up 
think tanks. One of the most well-known institutes 
is the institute for New economic Thinking in New 
York. 

18 he analysis of djelic (2014) shows the ieA to 
be a “business angel”, “venture capitalist”, back-
ground institution and “meta” think tank for the 

world’s neoliberal think tanks, facilitating the de-
velopment of its members with good practices and 
trainings.

19 Backhouse (2005) gives a detailed description of 
how the new type of think tanks, which were estab-
lished in increasingly large numbers from the sev-
enties to protect free-market principles, developed. 
However, their objective was not to seek out new 
policy solutions, but to apply existing practices.

20 The analysis of Brennetot (2014) shows parallels 
with the process: according to his diagram, before 
the eighties, the number of books published with 
the word neoliberalism in the title was very low, but 
with the increase of the share of the upper 10%, the 
number of books published annually gained mo-
mentum from the nineties.

21 One example is the Rethinking economics network 
launched from Manchester (http://www.rethinkeco-
nomics.org/).

22 Ha-Joon Chang (2014): The diary. 25 April https://
www.ft.com/content/986d6cd2-cace-11e3-9c6a-
00144feabdc0. it is debated whether the orthodox 
or heterodox direction may be viewed as more plu-
ral. it is not at all certain that it is the latter: Ac-
cording to Backhouse (2010), the methodology of 
orthodoxy is more diverse as researchers continu-
ously debate the validity of methodologies, its areas 
of application and the key issue of verifying theories 
is the correctness of the given methodology.

23 Steve Keen and Alan Kirman also argue that meth-
odological individualism is not suitable for macro-
economic modelling. individuals must be grouped 
according to their role in functional income dis-
tribution. The group of those living off wages and 
those living off capital income both represent a unit 
from a modelling perspective, reacting to external 
shocks in a uniform manner (Keen, 2017).



 StudieS 

110  Public Finance Quarterly  2018/1

Alvaredo, F. et al. (2013). The top 1 Percent in 
international and Historical Perspective. Journal of 
economic Perspectives. 27(3). Summer, pp. 3–20

Amable, B. (2011). Morals and politics in the ideol-
ogy of neo-liberalism. Socio-economic Review. 9. pp. 
3–30

Amadae, S. (2003). Rationalizing Capitalist Democ-
racy: The Cold War Origins of Rational Choice Liberal-
ism, university of Chicago Press, Chicago-London

Backhouse, R. (2005). The Rise of Free Market eco-
nomics: economists and the Role of the State since 1970. 
History of Political economy. 37(Suppl. 1). pp. 355–
392 Online: http://public.econ.duke.edu/~erw/190/
BackhouseNeoliberalism.pdf (17. 06. 2017)

Backhouse, R. e. (2010). The Puzzle of Modern 
Economics, Science or Ideology? Cambridge university 
Press, Cambridge

Brennetot, A. (2014). Geohistory of neoliberal-
ism. european Journal of Geography. 677. http://cy-
bergeo.revues.org/26324 (18. 06. 2017)

Brown, W. (2003). Neo-liberalism and the end of 
liberal democracy. Theory & event. 7(1). np.

Butler, e. (2012). Public Choice. A Primer, The in-
stitute of economic Affairs, London

Clarke, S. (2005): The Neoliberal Theory of Soci-
ety. in: A. Saad-Filho, d. Johnston (ed.) Neoliberalism: 
A Critical Reader. Pluto Press: London. pp. 50–59

Colander, d. (2004). economics as an ideologi-
cally Challenged Science. Middlebury College eco-
nomics discussion Paper No. 04–22. Online: http://
community.middlebury.edu/~colander/articles/eco-
nomics%20as%20an%20ideologically%20Chal-
lenged%20Science,pdf.pdf (17. 06. 2017)

Curtis, A. (2011). The Curse of tiNA. BBC 
Blog. Online: http://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/adamcur-
tis/2011/09/the_curse_of_tina.html (12. 05. 2017)

djelic, M. L. (2014). Spreading ideas to Change 
the World: inventing and institutionalizing the Neo-
liberal Think tank. in: Gersten, C.-Sörbom, A. (ed.): 
Political Affair: Bridging Markets and Politics. Celten-
ham: edward elgar. pp. 1–41 

dowd, d. (2000). Capitalism and its economics: a 
critical history, Pluto Press, London

duménil, G., Lévy, d. (2004). Capital resurgent: 
Roots of the neoliberal revolution, Harvard university 
Press, Cambridge, MA

earle, J. et al. (2016). The Econocracy: The Perils of 
Leaving Economics to the Experts, Manchester univer-
sity Press, Manchester

Fama, e. F. (1969). efficient Capital Markets:  
A Review of Theory and empirical Work. Journal of 
Finance. 25(2). pp. 383–417

Farmer, R. e. (2017). How to Maintain Prosper-
ity for All. econreporter interview. Online: https://
en.econreporter.com/en/2017/10/maintain-prosper-
ity-roger-farmer/?utm_content=buffer3b1dd&utm_
medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_
campaign=buffer (02. 10. 2017)

Graham, J. et al. (2013) The psychology of economic ide-
ology: Emotion, motivation, and moral intuition. Report 
for demos/Rockefeller Foundation project New eco-
nomic Paradigms. Online: http://www.demos.org/sites/
default/files/publications/Graham.pdf (12. 08. 2017)

Haldane, A. G. (2015). Labour’s Share. trades un-
ion Congress, London, November 12. Online: http://
www.bankofengland.co.uk/publications/documents/
speeches/2015/speech864.pdf (12. 06. 2017)

References



 StudieS 

Public Finance Quarterly  2018/1 111

Harvey, david (2007). A brief history of neoliberal-
ism. Oxford university Press, Oxford.

Hayek, F. (2001). The Road to Serfdom. The con-
densed version of The Road to Serfdom by F. A. Hayek 
as it appeared in the April 1945 edition of Reader’s di-
gest, institute of economic Affairs, London

Hillinger, C. (2006). Science and ideology in eco-
nomic, Political, and Social Thought. Munich discus-
sion Paper No. 2006-35. department of economics, 
university of Munich. Online: https://epub.ub.uni-
muenchen.de/1246/1/001_Science.pdf (13. 06. 2017)

Hoover, K. R. (2003). Economics as Ideology: 
Keynes, Laski, Hayek, and the Creation of Contemporary 
Politics, Rowman and Littlefield, Lanham, Md

Jelveh, Z. et al. (2014). Political Language in eco-
nomics. Columbia Business School Research Paper 
No. 14–57

Keen, S. (2017). Can We Avoid Another Financial 
Crisis? Polity, Cambridge

Klein, N. (2008). The Shock Doctrine. The Rise of 
Disaster Capitalism, Picador, New York

Kwak, J. (2017). Economism: Bad Economics and the 
Rise of Inequality, Pantheon, New York

Madra, Y. M., Adaman, F. (2010). Public econom-
ics after neoliberalism: A theoretical-historical per-
spective. european Journal of History of economic 
Thought. 17(4). pp. 1079–1106

Melki, M. (2017). ideology in economics: taking 
Stock, Looking Ahead. Online: http://www.thearda.
com/asrec/archive/papers/Melki_ideology_econom-
ics.pdf (10. 08. 2017)

Mirowski, P. (2013). Never Let a Serious Crisis Go 
to Waste. How Neoliberalism Survived the Financial 
Meltdown. Verso, London

Mirowski, P., Plehwe, d. (eds.) (2009). The 
Road from Mont Pelerin: The Making of the Neolib-
eral Thought Collective. Harvard university Press, 
Cambridge

Mitchell, t. (2009). Carbon democracy. econo-
my and Society, 38(3), pp. 399–432

Morgan, M. (2001). The formation of Modern 
economics: engineering and ideology. department 
of economic History. London School of economics. 
Working Paper No. 62/01.

Morishima, M. (1986). ideology and economic 
Activity. London School of economics and Political 
Science. discussion Paper No., JS/86/142

Muchlinski, e. (1999). The Lucas Critique & 
Lucasianism – Considering the History of Macro-
economics. diskussionsbeiträge des Fachbereichs 
Wirtschaftswissenschaft der Freien universität Berlin, 
1999/1. Online: http://userpage.fu-berlin.de/much-
lin/uploads/files/research/Lucas.pdf (01. 10. 2017)

Palley, t. i. (2004). From Keynesianism to Neo-
liberalism: Shifting Paradigms in economics. Public 
understandings of the economy also matter. Foreign 
Policy in Focus. 5 May. Online: http://fpif.org/from_
keynesianism_to_neoliberalism_shifting_paradigms_
in_economics/ (15. 08. 2017)

Peck, J. (2010). Constructions of Neoliberal Reason 
Oxford. Oxford university Press, Oxford

Piketty, t., Saez, e. (2014). inequality in the 
long run. The Science of inequality. 344(6186) pp. 
838–843, Online: http://science.sciencemag.org/con-
tent/344/6186/838.full (15.06.2017)

Polanyi, K. (2001). The great transformation: the 
political and economic origins of our time. (2nd Beacon 
Paperback ed.), Beacon Press, Boston MA

Porter, R. et al. (2003). The Cambridge History of 



 StudieS 

112  Public Finance Quarterly  2018/1

Science: Volume 7. The Modern Social Sciences. Cam-
bridge university Press, Cambridge

Prescott, e. C. (1986). Theory Ahead of Business 
Cycle Measurement. Quarterly Review, Federal Reserve 
Bank of Minneapolis. Fall. Online: https://minneapol-
isfed.org/research/QR/QR1042.pdf (12. 08. 2017)

Rosenbaum, M. S. (1985). Lags in the effect of 
Monetary Policy. economic Review, November. On-
line: https://fraser.stlouisfed.org/files/docs/publica-
tions/frbatlreview/pages/66976_1985-1989.pdf (01. 
10. 2017)

Skidelsky, R. (2010). The Crisis of Capitalism: 
Keynes versus Marx. indian Journal of industrial Rela-
tions. 45(3), pp. 32–335

Slattery et al. (2013). Neoclassical economics: Sci-
ence or Neoliberal ideology? european Journal of eco-
nomics and economic Policies: intervention, 10(3), 
pp. 313–326

Stiglitz, J. (2017). Where Modern Macroeconom-
ics Went Wrong. NBeR Working Paper, No. 23795. 
Online: http://www.nber.org/papers/w23795.pdf (12. 
08. 2017)

thorsen, d. e., Lie, A. (2007). What is Neoliber-
alism? department of Political Science university of 
Oslo. Online: http://folk.uio.no/daget/neoliberalism.
pdf (11. 09. 2017)

tullock, G. et al. (2002). Government failure. A 
Primer in Public Choice, Cato institute, Washington

Vernengo, M. (2016). Who is afraid of Neoliberal-
ism? A comment on Mirowski. Online: https://www.
ineteconomics.org/uploads/papers/vernengo_Whois-
AfraidOfNeoliberalism_FiNAL.pdf (15. 06. 2017)

Vroey, Michel (2001). Friedman and Lucas on 
the Phillips Curve: From a disequilibrium to an equi-

librium Approach, eastern economic Journal. 27, pp. 
127–148

White, L. (2003). The Methodology of the Austri-
an School economists. Center for Libertarian Studies; 
The Ludwig von Mises institute, New York, Online: 
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download;jsession
id=e86B6C00e91710eFFe45e79331CA48A5?doi=
10.1.1.461.1977&rep=rep1&type=pdf (23. 08. 2017)

White, L. H. (2012). The Clash of Economic Ideas: 
The Great Policy Debates and Experiments of the Last 
Hundred Years, Cambridge university Press, New York

Atlas Network: https://www.atlasnetwork.org/

Bank for international Settlements (2006): 76th 
Annual Report, Basel.

european Commission (2007). The labour income 
share in the european union. in: directorate-General 
for employment, Social Affairs and equal Opportuni-
ties; employment Analysis unit (ed.): employment in 
europe 2007

iLO (2011): Global Wage Report 2010/11: Wage 
policies in times of crisis, Geneva.

iLO (2012): Global Wage Report 2012/13: Wages 
and equitable growth, Geneva.

international Monetary Fund (2007). The globali-
zation of labor. in: Kumar, Archana (ed.): World eco-
nomic Outlook, April 2007: Spillovers and cycles in 
the world economy (Washington, dC)

OeCd (2015): The Labour Share in G20 econo-
mies. international Labour Organization. Organisa-
tion for economic Co-operation and development 
with contributions from international Monetary Fund 
and World Bank Group. Report prepared for the G20 
employment Working Group Antalya, turkey, 26–27 
February.


