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Unlike most works on neoliberalism, Foucault’s book does not simply equate the
concept with a stage of economic development, nor does it fall for the canard that
this was truly about the withdrawal of the state from economic activity. He identified
coin-operated think tanks like the American Enterprise Institute as the intellectual
handservants of neoliberalism, whilst recognizing that these vocalists of a ‘permanent
criticism of government policy’ (p. 247) actually sought permanent influence over
that policy, because markets were their privileged ‘interface of government and the
individual’ (p. 253). Foucault explained that neoliberalism governed populations
through market imperatives, invoking and training them as ratiocinative liberal actors
waiting for their inner creativity to be unlocked. Consumption was turned on its head:
everyone was creative, no one was simply a spectator, and we were all manufacturing
pleasure as we witnessed activities we had paid to watch. Internally divided – but
happily so – each person was ‘a consumer on the one hand, but … also a producer’
(p. 226).

I use the past tense to describe neoliberalism because the world’s descent into an
economic mise-en-abîme since 2008 via the delayed disasters of derivatives deregula-
tion and the New International Division of Labor has forced neoliberalism’s prelates,
from Beijing to the Bourse, to rethink their dismissal of alternative norms (AKA
Keynesianism). Dominant in world thought for three decades, neoliberalism was
nothing less arrogant than ‘a whole way of being and thinking’, an attempt to create
‘an enterprise society’ through the pretense that the latter was a natural (but never-
achieved) state of affairs, even as competition was imposed as a framework of regu-
lating everyday life in the most subtly comprehensive statism imaginable (pp. 145,
147, 218). Before its ascendance, Foucault had identified its central contradiction.
Those navigating the complex corridors of state, market, and culture would do well to
heed his words as they pick over its ruins.
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