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On the 11th of July we were delighted to welcome a number of young researchers and 
two keynote speakers – Professor David Harvey (City University of New York) and 
Professor Ha-Joon Chang (University of Cambridge) – to a workshop entitled Political 
Economy and the State in Historical Perspective. The idea for this workshop arose out 
of the academic interests of a group of PhD students and postdoctoral researchers from 
a variety of backgrounds in the Social Sciences:  Alexander Campbell (History), 
Raphael Heffron (Judge Business School), Jared Holley (Politics) and David Pretel 
(History).  Our group was fortunate enough to secure funding for the event from the 
Centre for History and Economics, BISA International Political Economy Group, the 
Trevelyan Fund and Trinity Hall, Cambridge. The workshop Political Economy and the 
State provided a unique opportunity for vigorous dialogue amongst postgraduate 
students, early career academics and senior faculty members from both the University 
of Cambridge and abroad. The event was well attended – with the capacity limited to 50 
to encourage discussion – and question and answer sessions were lively throughout the 
day.   
 
The workshop began with a lecture by economist Ha-Joon Chang, who provided an 
historical picture and theoretical reinterpretation of the economic role of the state. 
Chang urged the need for a changing attitude toward state intervention in the economy 
and an approach to economic science that places history, politics and institutions at the 
center. Following Chang’s presentation, the morning panel of the workshop focused on 
the rise of neoliberalism and the transformation of the role of the state at the turn of the 
twenty-first century, with a focus on Latin America.  Social anthropologist Dr Ainhoa 
Montoya (University of Manchester) explored the implications of El Salvador’s postwar 
neoliberal policies, which have allowed a profitable security industry to flourish in that 
country. According to Montoya, post-war neoliberal policies have come to maintain and 
reinforce economic insecurity and inequality. After this presentation, Dr Tomás 
Undurraga (University of Cambridge) analysed the capitalist revolutions from “above” 
that have occurred in Chile and Argentina over the last three decades. Undurraga argued 
that neoliberalism was naturalised in Chile not only because it produced wealth and 
increased standards of living, but also because the institutions that had sanctioned 
collective action were removed by Pinochet during the 1990s. In Argentina, by contrast, 
neoliberalism was contested because the 1990s reforms, which had never been fully 
supported by the business classes, wrought negative economic results. The presentations 
by Montoya and Undurraga were followed by brilliant discussion and remarks by social 
anthropologist Dr Sian Lazar (University of Cambridge). After Lazar’s presentation, 
Professor David Harvey gave a talk on urbanisation, neoliberalism and recent social 
movements that have arisen in response to these developments. Particular emphasis was 
placed on the structural nature of periods of financial expansion, inequality and 
economic crisis. Harvey concluded that neoliberal economic policies are not sustainable 
and showed how social movements are challenging recent capitalist offensives.  
 



The workshop’s afternoon panel adopted a more interdisciplinary perspective, focusing 
on a contextual and historical analysis of the complex interactions that occurred during 
the twentieth century between statecraft, economic expertise, and the production, 
contestation and dissemination of political economy. Science historian Dr. Lino 
Camprubí (Universidad Autónoma de Barcelona) explored the links between theories of 
autarkic political economy and the materialisation of the corporate state. Building upon 
the case of vertical integration of rice production, distribution and processing in 
Francoist Spain, Camprubí showed how scientists and engineers became active in 
shaping the Spanish political economy and corporate state during this period. In the 
second presentation of this panel, Dr Matthew Eagleton-Pierce (University of Exeter) 
problematised the notion of ‘governance’.  After showing how this concept has been 
used conventionally – with specific attention to notions of power and history – 
Eagleton-Pierce re-examined the concept’s origins, contributing to our understanding of 
the rhetorical legitimation devices deployed within power relations and the management 
of social critique. The final paper, by Michael Salvago (University of Cambridge), 
challenged the narrative of the economic profession set forth by leading intellectuals 
and identified this profession’s role in the production and reproduction of the 
mainstream economic canon and the exclusion of heterodox forms of political economy. 
Professor Martin Daunton (University of Cambridge) offered incisive commentary on 
the papers presented by the afternoon panel. 
 
 


