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1. Introduction 

This paper investigates the concept of intervention, focusing on the thought of liberalism and on 

debates around it in the interwar period. Typical dichotomy in economics is whether the state should 

intervene or let the economy function freely. But it is obvious on the other hand that liberalism since 

the period of classical economics presupposed some intervention of the state and that this dichotomy is 

incapable of explaining the issue. Here comes the hypothesis of this paper that the dichotomy or the 

perspective to decide the degree of intervention allowed within the framework of liberalism be 

replaced for a different approach to intervention in economic sociology. 

The frame of reference is taken mainly from the thought of Karl Polanyi, who analyzed the 

contradiction with his work The Great Transformation (abbreviated as GT below) in 1944. According 

to the contribution of Polanyi-Levitt and Mendell 1987, we can distinguish five periods in the life and 

thought of Karl Polanyi.1  Here our concern is on the third and fourth period that relate to his thoughts 

elaborated in Vienna. During his stay in Vienna as immigrant, Polanyi had a close relationship to the 

representatives of the Austrian School of Economics of the third and the fourth generations, such as L. 

von Mises and F. A. von Hayek, rather as an opponent in connection to the Collectivist Calculation 

Debate. In this sense, he experienced the changing phase around liberalism of the time at some 

distance. Though he did not take the same position as the Austrian Economists, he did share the 

problem situation around the concept of freedom and liberalism. With this specific viewpoint, the 

thought of Polanyi gives a affluent hints for thinking of the concept of intervention and freedom in 

economic sociology. He identified himself as the ‘liberal socialist’ from his early career.2 

We know already that Polanyi used the developing outcome of sociology in German-speaking 

countries at his time, for example, that of M. Weber, of R. C. Turnwald, etc..3 This source can be 

traced further into the later thought of Carl Menger who elaborated two meanings of the concept, 

economy, where the viewpoint of economy and society or the place of economy in the society was 

important. It mattered there to think of a more live, substantive type of rationality, criticizing the 

technological, formal concept of rationality. This is the field of economic sociology this paper deals 

with. 

                                                        
1 Cf. Table 1 at the end of this paper. 
2 According to the study of Polanyi-Levitt 1987 (p. 9), Polanyi already began to warn to the fascistic 
tendency as early as the year 1909. In this connection, it is said by another study Congdon 1976 (p. 
174) pointed out that Polanyi was against religious ethics and for moral freedom, as the former does 
give people some criterion a priori and out side of them. But on the other hand, Litvan 1991 
emphasized the change of Polanyi's thought after he came into the intellectual milieu of Vienna. 
3 Humphreys 1969 (pp. 168 - 173) mentions further the relationship to the thought of K. Mannheim 
and W. Sombart. But we do not go into detail of this issue here. 
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2. On The Definition of Double Movement 

2-1. The Place of Double Movement 

As Blyth points out,4 one of the elements that make Polanyi’s work, GT, still meaningful for today is 

his concept of double movement. In this work, Polanyi explained it as follows. 

 

‘While on the one hand markets spread all over the face of the globe and the amount of goods involved 

grew to unbelievable proportions, on the other hand a network of measures and policies was integrated 

into powerful institutions designed to check the action of the market relative to labor, land and 

money.’5 

 

Then there comes further concrete description of this mechanism. 

 

‘While the organization of world commodity markets, world capital markets, and world currency 

markets under the aegis of the gold standard gave an unparalleled momentum to the mechanism of 

markets, a deep-seated movement sprang into being to resist the pernicious effects of a 

market-controlled economy. Society protected itself against the perils inherent in a self-regulating 

market system…‘6 

 

The double movement was thus defined as the dynamics, typically seen in the modern society, that 

market expanded continuously and was necessarily met by a countermovement to restrict and resist its 

destructive effects. It was not a coincidence in history, according to Polanyi, that counter-movements 

were always arisen after the strong promoting power of market economy.7    

Actually, this concept can be placed on the center of this whole book. Part two of this book, named 

as ’Rise and Fall of Market Economy’, consists of two brocks of chapters which explain two 

contrasting directions of double movement, both pushed by the promoting power of ‘progress’, as was 

explained at the beginning of this part. The first direction is the ‘Satanic Mill’ where the economic 

system of market evolved and expanded over other systems of reciprocity, of redistribution (or 

eventually of oeconomia),8 making human activity, nature and purchasing power into fictitious 

                                                        
4 Blyth 2002, p. 3. 
5 Polanyi 1944/ 1957. p. 76. 
6 Ibid.. 
7 Cangiani and Thomasberger criticized Humprey’s interpretation that the meachnism of double 
movement was applicable only to modern market economy. (Cangiani and Thomasberger 2002, p. 
24). 
8 Ibid., p. 47 and p. 53 respectively. North pointed out that these transactional modes, reciprocity and 
redistribution, did survive even after market exchange had became dominant, from his approach of 
transaction cost (North 1977. p. 709).    
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commodities of labor, land and money, while the second direction is ‘Self-Protection of Society’ 

where it is analyzed how the countermovement worked in the course of history. According to Polanyi, 

the international system of self-regulating market, upon which the institutions of gold standard and of 

balance-of-power were set up, was fragile in principle because of this mechanism of double movement, 

but people had believed in it for about hundred years. It was only after the First World War when 

people realized that this international system was broken down and then, socialism and fascism tried to 

show some alternatives, getting transformation of the whole system going on. After the old system had 

been collapsed drastically, with the promoting power of ‘progress’ altogether destroyed, the original 

interest of human beings for ‘habitation’ was said to arise again.   

Written originally in 1944, the author had the intention to apply this concept to the understanding of 

the rise of socialism and fascism in the period after the First World War, as was deployed in the Part 

One, ‘The International System and in the Part Three, ‘Transformation Progress’. It was his aim to 

criticize fascism at his contemporary rising phase, which was his continuous project since he wrote the 

article, ‘The Essence of Fascism’ in 1935.9 But at the same time, it would have also been his aim to 

analyze the meaning and possibility of socialism as an alternative. The interest has certainly been kept 

for a long time since his youth, engaging in social movement as a member of Galilei Circle, via his 

time in Vienna when he was confronted with and partly participated in the Calculation Debate in the 

twenties, and further during his stay in London in the thirties when he met with several socialist 

friends.10  

But in the book, GT, he came to criticize Marxism of his time as well as liberalism, as he got the idea of 

double movement. In his view, liberalists and Marxists agreed with each other in substance, in their 

understandings of protectionist movement, failing to grasp it as the countermovement.11 We would 

like to investigate Polanyi’s stance against these two opponents below.  

 

2-2. Polanyi’s criticism of economic liberalism  

Now we are going back to the international system in question briefly, because the creed of liberalism 

was situated in this system and because it was the reasoning of Polanyi to relativate liberalism in 

historical context. 

According to Polanyi, the main framework that governed modern nation-states, mainly seen in the 19th 

century in Europe, was an explicit institutional mechanism of self-regulating market. On this basis the 

                                                        
9 I once investigated this issue in detail (Nakayama 1998). 
10 ‘He (Polanyi) found a circle of friends and eminent scholars. … They were Christian Leftists … 
They had a deep impact on Polanyi’s world of thought. He became co-editor of a Symposium 
published in 1935 under the title Christianity and the Social Revolution which contained his study 
“The Essence of Fascism.”… A number of young Marxists collaborated in this volume – Roy Pascal, 
John Cornford, Communist ministers of the Church, and the great historian .. Joseph Needham.’ 
(Duczynska Polanyi, 2000. p.311). 
11 Polanyi 1944/ 1957. p. 151. 
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whole political and economic system, both at the levels of one nation-state and of inter-nation-states, 

were built up with three further institutions, that is, the international economic system of gold standard, 

international political system of balance of power, and political liberalism at one nation-state level.12 

Since 1820s, the creed of liberalism formed a whole of dogma with three tenets of competitive labor 

market, automatic gold standard, and international free trade. 

 

‘…that labor should find its price on the market; that the creation of money should be subject to an 

automatic mechanism; that goods should be free to flow from country to country without hindrance or 

preference; ….The utopian springs of the dogma of laissez-faire are but incompletely understood as 

long as they are viewed separately.’13  

 

Polanyi claimed that the creed of liberalism was valid only on the foundation of this system, 

confronted always with the countermovement, functioning however as its promoting power to let 

people believe in the goodness of freedom at the international level with three tenets above, which 

turned out to be unsustainable any more in the interwar period.  

With these theoretical devices, he aimed to criticize advocates of liberalism at the declining phase. He 

claimed that the liberals anacnronistically sticked to their belief in the old system, seen typically as 

their hope for recovery of the monetary system of gold standard. He thought, it was at the 

mal-functioning of the gold standard, as he mentioned in the second definition of the double 

movement in the previous section, that the crisis of the whole system was most clearly seen, so that 

liberalists’ hope for its recovery was desperate and fatal. In this sense, the main opponent for Polanyi 

was, though many liberals ranging from Smith, Bentham, Spencer to Lippmann were also mentioned, 

Ludwig von Mises as his contemporary. 

This is the point of contact of Polanyi’s thought of GT with his thought in the twenties. Indeed, it was 

also against Mises as the representative of liberals that he wrote articles supporting socialism in the 

twenties, though these caused only some limited reactions.14 In the Collectivist Calculation Debate 

(abbreviated as Debate below) different ideas had mainly been exchanged between Mises and (later) 

Hayek on one side15 and Otto Neurath and Otto Bauer on the other,16 around the issue whether liberal 

economy or planned economy could better and more rationally establish the system of cost and prices 

for a society or for a nation-state. On the contrary, Polanyi contributed to it only to some extent in 

                                                        
12 Polanyi 1944/ 1957. p. 3.  
13 Ibid., p. 135 and p. 138. 
14 Polanyi 1922 and 1925. Polanyi got counter-criticism by Mises (Mises 1924) and by Weil (Weil 
1924). For the overview of these debates, see Rosner 1987.  
15 Hayek summed up the debate in the thirties, he also came into it. (Nakayama 2002). 
16 Rosner 1987 thought that the idea of Polanyi was close to that of Bauer. About the fact that Polanyi 
was both against liberal and against planned economy, see also Cangiani and Thomasberger 2002. p. 
14. 
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pointing out inner problems using a different kind of socialism, in a kind of guild-socialism system.17 

Only in GT in the forties, Polanyi came to point out a more fundamental side of the Debate. 

As was typically written by Mises in the article ‘Interventionismus’ in 1926,18 the Debate could be 

integrated as an issue of intervention from the viewpoint of liberals. With this concept, the contrast of 

two different systems of liberal economy and planned economy is interpreted as the difference of 

degree of intervention: The former is understood as a system without intervention, while the latter as 

one with full intervention. Mises formulated that the difference was whether the private ownership of 

measures of production was allowed or intervention was executed on the private ownership by some 

outer power.19  

What deserves our attention here is that this viewpoint enables the domestic and international power of 

intervention to be seen at the same level. So the question becomes what effects the intervention 

policies have or should have. As Mises as well as Polanyi pointed out, a more serious problem was at 

the international level than at the domestic level.20 As the double movement grows over the boundary 

of nation-states, the problems also become international, typically seen in the crisis of gold standard 

and of balance of power and in the rise of the World War. 

Mises criticized that it was the most destructive outcome of intervention policies that the moral was 

degenerated and world economy was confronted with the fatal crisis.21 On the contrary, Polanyi 

criticized this kind of logic as totally anachronistic. He denied it by mentioning to the apparent 

paradox in the history of self-regulating market that economic liberalism or laissez-faire was never 

carried out without intervention but rather always with full intervention, while many social 

movements against liberalism requiring intervention policies occurred very naturally without 

intervention.22  

Further, he emphasized that the concept of interventionism itself showed a confusion of the thoughts 

of liberals, as they always called for intervention first to establish and then to maintain their market 

system.23 Sato maintains that Polanyi, by so criticizing, emphasized the defectiveness of the creed of 

economic liberalism to have never realized own ideal of self-regulation and free competition.24 What 

                                                        
17 Polanyi 1922.  
18 This article was integrated into a book, Kritik des Interventionismus , 1929, which was translated 
into English later (Mises 1929/ 1977). 
19 Mises 1926. p. 615. ‘Intervention is a limited order by a social authority forcing the owners of the 
means of production and entrepreneurs to employ their means in a different manner than they 
otherwise would.’ (Mises 1929/ 1977. p. 29.) 
20 Mises also analyzed the period after the First World War. (Ibid. p.630-631).  
21 ‘Das Ergebnis des Weltkrieges und der destruktionistischen Wirtschaftspolitik der letzten 
Jahrzehnte wäre, wenn man die Lohnbildung des Marktes nicht gestört hätte, ein Niedergleiten der 
Löhne gewen, aber keineswegs Arbeitslosigkeit.’ (Ibid. p. 631.) 
22 ‘’While laissez-faire economy was the product of deliberate state action, subsequent restrictions on 
laissez-faire started in a spontaneous way.’ (Polnayi 1944/ 1957. p. 141). 
23 Ibid., p. 149. 
24 Sato 1994. 
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people saw increasingly since the end of the nineteenth century was not the economic liberalism of 

self-regulation but rather of concentration and monopoly. But more importantly here, the confusion of 

liberals, Polanyi thought, was detrimental in promoting the last resort of political intervention at the 

time of world-wide level of economic crisis, 25  quite contradictory to their ignorance of any 

intervention before. This allowed, of all the systems, for the rise of fascism that denied any freedom of 

individuals.  

Here we could see the core of his criticism of liberalism. For Polanyi, it was the freedom of individuals 

that mattered most. Though he made a sharp criticism of liberalism, he kept his interest in the freedom 

of individuals for his whole life, so that he always had to think of the possibility and limit of liberalism, 

just as his contemporary opponents like Ludwig von Mises. It was already explicit in his investigation 

of fascism in 1935 that was the negative form of individual freedom, and in the GT, in the last chapter, 

‘Freedom in a complex society’. After summarizing the limit of institutional freedom or liberalism, he 

maintained as follows; 

 

‘Yet there are freedoms the maintenance of which is of paramount importance. They were, like peace, 

a by-product of nineteenth-century economy, and we have come to cherish them for their own sake.’26     

 

He claimed that it should be the true purport of the world to seek for peace and freedom, the latter of 

which meant inner freedom of individuals. Polanyi was a faithful advocate of the traditional ideal of 

liberals, peace and freedom, even though both seemed to be mere by-products of social institutions. To 

make the thing more correctly, he took highly of the fact that the national and international system of 

institutions of liberalism kept the world without war for about hundred years of the Nineteenth 

Century as an outcome. What deserved mentioning for him was, it was not only because of balance of 

power but also because of international monetary system that peace was maintained.27 He did not just 

evaluate the role of it, but rather saw into the fundamental danger of the time, that the system to 

maintain peace had been collapsed, so that people did not have any other systematical tool for peace 

for the future after the middle of forties of the twentieth century. 

 

2-3. Polanyi’s Criticism of Marxism 

As is seen in the previous section, Polanyi basically stood against liberalism, seeing institutions of 

self-regulating market critically. He hence focused on the phenomena of concentration and monopoly, 

referring to the tremendous power and role of finance capitals in the nineteenth century. Further in 

                                                        
25 Polanyi, loc. Cit., p. 206.  
26 Ibid., p. 254. 
27 ‘… the balance-of -power system could not by itself ensure peace. This was done by international 
finance, the very existence of which embodies the principle of the new dependence of trade upon 
peace.’ (Ibid., p. 15). 
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several points of the GT, he emphasized the importance of social classes for his analysis. From these 

evidences, it seems safe to claim that Polanyi fundamentally agreed with Marx and Marxists. 

Nevertheless, it would be misleading to overestimate this influence. It is because he placed Marx in 

line with classical economists of the nineteenth century, of which he gave a sharp criticism, and tried 

to have a critical look into Marxism. The essential point is that classical economists made their 

theories according to the Law of Nature that corresponded not to human law but to laws of animal and 

plant, because of the necessity to deal with the issue of poverty. 

 

‘… a free society could be regarded as consisting of two races: property owners and laborers. The 

number of the latter was limited by the amount of food; … The biological nature of man appeared as 

the given foundation of a society that was not of a political order. …. Economic Society had emerged 

as distinct from the political state.’ 28 

 

‘ ….The true significance of the tormenting problem of poverty now stood revealed: economic society 

was subjected to laws which were not human laws. … a dichotomy  appeared which marked the birth 

of nineteenth century consciousness. From this time onward naturalism haunted the science of man … 

Marxian economics was an essentially unsuccessful attempt to achieve that aim, a failure due to 

Marx’s too close adherence to Ricardo and the traditions of liberal economics.’29  

 

This is the basic viewpoint of Polanyi to see the unequal world of economy towards progress and 

development. But, since we are going to discuss the naturalism more generally in a later chapter, we 

can restrict ourselves here to the issue of Marxism. The main reasoning of Polanyi was that Marx and 

Marxism failed to achieve their goal because they adhered to the basic perspective of liberal 

economics, even though they saw it from the opposite side and criticized many detailed ideas of it. 

They could neither give sufficient answers to the fascistic or protectionist policies in the interwar 

period, because they failed to understand the role and place of protectionism and interventionism as 

the countermovement, nor could find the fundamental problem of the gold standard, just as liberals 

could not. They just presupposed the same system of social institutions based on self-regulating 

market (as we saw in the previous sections) and on the fundamental separation of economic factors 

from political ones. In order, for Polanyi, to criticize Marxism, the latter point of the distinction of 

political and economic factors or what he later called the ‘economistic fallacy’30 was quite important. 

We can see, for example, the following point drawn from this issue.   

Polanyi pointed out the myopic foundation of value theory common to different kinds of economic 

                                                        
28 Ibid., pp. 114- 115. 
29 Ibid., pp. 125- 126. 
30 Polanyi 1977. Chapter 1 was named as ‘The ‘Economistic Fallacy’ (pp. 5 – 17). 
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theories based on economistic viewpoint. In this connection, he mentioned critically to his 

contemporary Marxists such as Hilferding, Bolshevik Sokolnikoff, Lenin and Bauer in,31 discussing 

that they supported a different theory of value from that of liberals, but kept believing in the 

one-to-one correspondence of this value and gold just as liberals. 

Actually, the point stems from a more fundamental irreconcilability. Polanyi aimed to criticize 

Marxists’ theory of imperialism and colonialism, by using his concept of economistic fallacy, that they 

had stressed too much the side of conflict and struggle in expansionist aggressions.   

 

‘We have become too much accustomed to think of the spread of capitalism as a process which is 

anything but peaceful, and of finance capital as the chief instigator of innumerable colonial crimes and 

expansionist aggressions. ….  every war, almost, was organized by financiers; but peace also was 

organized by them.’32 

 

Polanyi pointed out that their concept of exploitation was getting in the way as the hindrance of their 

epistemological sight. He rather emphasized the institutional role of international banking or haute 

finance to mediate national and international interests, which was enabled only in peaceful 

circumstances and which in effect kept the world without war for about hundred years. On the contrary, 

Hilferding and Lenin had failed to grasp the importance of international banking, focusing too much 

on national one.33 That means that they failed to recognize the international constellation of national 

banking, because they stressed too much the conspiratorial nature of this mediating role, exploitation, 

from the viewpoint of economics. It follows from this reasoning that the criticism of intentional 

function and power of these finance capitals leads to the denial of them by force of the state at one 

nation-state level, which should lead to a planned economy. It hence falls into re-confirmation of the 

same foundation as the liberals after all, around the concept of intervention in the system of the 

self-regulating international market, even with the opposite direction.  

Further, the point of economistic fallacy has a wider scope. Polanyi aimed at exploring the process and 

mechanism of institutional change and changes of civilizations. He contrasted institutions with 

civilization,34 where civilization was described to be an outcome of interaction of a great number of 

independent factors and not to be reduced to any circumscribed institutions. Though he did not define 

each concept explicitly, his concept of civilization seemed to have much a longer and wider span in 

time and space than that of culture and that social and economic institutions consisted of some part of 

culture. And with this concept of civilization, he analyzed changes of it as a consequence of 'culture 
                                                        
31 Polanyi 1944/ 1957. p. 25. 

32 Polanyi 1944/ 1957. pp. 15- 16. 
33Ibid., p. 268. 
34. Polanyi op.cit., p. 4. 
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contact', where it was assumed that there were at least two different bodies of culture or social classes 

have their habitation at the same geographical area.35  

 

‘…the contact may have a devastating effect on the weaker part. Not economic exploitation, as often 

assumed, but disintegration of the cultural environment of the victim is then the cause of the 

degradation. The economic process may, naturally, supply the vehicle of the destruction, and almost 

inevitably economic inferiority will make the weaker yield, but the immediate cause of his undoing is 

not for that reason economic; it lies in the lethal injury to the institutions in which his social existence 

is embodied. The result is loss of self-respect and standards, whether the unit is a people or a class, 

whether in the position of a class within the confines of a society.’ 36 

 

He explained that, confronting with each other, two cultures could not coexist but one of them or the 

weaker had to give a way to the strong. The point was that the weaker had to be 'degraded', detribalized 

or debased not only economically but also morally, as this problem was not economic -of economic 

exploitation- in essence.  

Quoting an example of some nation or race confronted with Europeans, he stated that the weaker 

generally had to live in 'living death', as the bearers of the weak culture could not be extinguished nor 

assimilated, even though their culture became extinguished. Thus they had to become the lowest class 

in the society with new value system, deprived of self-respect and standard. This is the worst danger 

that Polanyi called as 'cultural in-between'.  

As we see that Polanyi explained this problem with a novel of Disraeli 'Two Nations', it basically 

comes to nations or national groups in the international circumstances, rather than to culture or 

community in some nation-state. In this way, he tried to open a different approach to set himself 

against expansionist aggression and unequal development from that of Marxists. 

 

3. Appraise of Polanyi’s GT  

Polanyi’s criticism of Marxists on economistic fallacy, as we have seen before, reminds us of his 

distinction of two kinds of economy, taken from the idea of Carl Menger.37 The formal economy 

focusing on the instrumental rationality was the object of his critic, while another, substantial economy 

to carry out ordinary lives of men was positively evaluated. From this perspective, liberals as well as 

Marxists were included in his opponents who were engaged only in the former kind of economy. This 
                                                        
35 This is the viewpoint common to his anthropological analysis. Stanfield 1986 (p. 16). points out that 
this kind of anthropological concept of culture is helpful for correcting too much psychological 
viewpoint of human beings. 
 
36 Polanyi op. cit.. p. 157.  
37 Polanyi himself mentions to Carl Menger in his investigation of two meanings of economy. 
(Polanyi 1977, pp. 21- 24). 
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was the very point where Polanyi launched for a new field of economic anthropology, which was his 

main research interest after 1950s. On the other hand, there are also counter-arguments that Polanyi’s 

explanation of the origin of market system was wrong in the light of history.38 Here, with our interest 

in the concept of intervention, we would like to remain at the evaluation of Polanyi’s thought on 

imperialism and civilization in GT.39 

What makes Polanyi’s insight or his position quite meaningful is, as we have already seen, most 

symbolically seen in his attack on the concept of intervention or interventionism. Interventionism, as 

he saw, is connected with the idea that some power – mostly the power of some nation-state - should or 

should not intervene on the common foundation that the economic and political spheres are separated 

from each other, and that it is hence possible to ‘intervene’ from political sphere into economic one. 

With his criticism, he stood against liberalism, Marxism, standing on a specific position in the milieu 

of Collectivist Calculation Debate, and also against fascism. Instead, he put up one concept, the 

double movement, or the idea that every kind of countermovement against self-regulation of market, 

interventionist policies, protectionism, nationalism, etc. comes from inner and spontaneous 

mechanism of an expanding, progressive civilization. Besides, seen typically in the phenomenon of 

money and finance, the political and economic spheres intermingle with each other, which becomes 

the cause of many conflicts.  

Now, we could think of several implications of Polanyi’s view. First, his view of the double movement 

could be interpreted as the inner contradiction of the civilization of capitalism or imperialism. It is just 

a similar point to that of one of his contemporary Marxist, Luxemburg, though it was written in 

another perspective. 

 

 ‘The more violently, ruthlessly and thoroughly imperialism brings about the decline of non-capitalist 

civilizations, the more rapidly it cut the ground from under the feet of capitalist accumulation. Though 

imperialism is the historical method for prolonging the career of capitalism, it is also the sure means of 

bringing it to a swift conclusion.’40   

 

This statement directly pointed to the contradiction between capitalism and imperialism, while 

Polanyi described it as the inner contradictory mechanism. But it could also be seen as a mechanism of 

self-prolongation of capitalism or imperialism not to complete itself, since its completion means its 

end at the same time.  

                                                        
38 Braudel, for example, criticized Polanyi on the rise of market system (Braudel 1973/ 1986. p. 
278-284. Also, North 1977.  
39 Polanyi expresses his indebtedness to Feis (Feis, H. 1930. Europe, the World Banker, 1870 – 1814) 
in his analysis of finance capital.  
40 Luxemburg 1913/ 1951. p. 446.   
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Second, in connection to the first point, Polanyi’s view implies the possibility for social movements.41 

Hardt and Negri, though they did not referred to Polanyi, discussed the possibility of social 

movements of multitude, analyzing the process of equalization and subsumption of imperialism 

investigating the thoughts of Luxemburg, Lenin and Hilferding.42 But what deserves attention is that it 

was the limit of imperialism with all its prolongation that was discussed there. They have made clear 

the shift of imperialism into a new concept of ‘empire’ in the book. This is also the case with Polanyi. 

He claimed that the international system of self-regulating market had totally been broken down both 

because of, and in spite of, the existence of countermovement. Hence a different possibility of social 

movements from this countermovement must be thought out, not as one of the constituents of double 

movement. 

This point is further connected with the third implication of Polanyi’s thought. Some author utilizes 

Polanyi’s concept of double movement as one of the phases where economy in history repeats itself, 

making its cyclical process of embedding, dis-embedding and re-embedding.43 From this point of 

view, the break down of the institutional system in the interwar period is seen as a mere phase where 

the direction towards intervention, planning and welfare economy was strengthened, while this 

direction was again surpassed by the dis-embedding of economy in the seventieth and eightieth of the 

twentieth century. But, as is apparent in their usage of the concept of intervention, Polanyi would not 

take this idea. Besides, this is an issue how to understand several streams of neo-liberalism, ranging 

from the one in the interwar period to those in the seventieth and eightieth, which is also connected to 

the evaluation of New Deal policies. 

By the way, in thinking of this difference between classical and neo- liberalism, the fourth implication, 

an issue of naturalism in thinking of humanity discussed in the last chapter, is quite useful. Polanyi 

criticized natural-scientism in thinking of human law in the nineteenth century confronted with the 

problem of poverty. In his analysis, he could put humanity or morality as unique to human beings, 

aside from the other natural world of animals and plants, especially with his belief in Christianity. But 

as he himself made clear in his analysis of fascism, the interwar period saw the fascism directed 

toward the negation and control of this side of morality of human beings and inner freedom of 

individuals.44 This was the very essence of political intervention as he called, where we must see a 

different dimension of intervention from those of liberals and Marxism. He explored the problem of 

naturalism in GT, saying that human society became an economic society different from a political one. 

But it does not necessarily mean that a political society, or a society with a system of politics, is 

                                                        
41 This is also a point Mendell and Salee referred to as one of the today’s meanings of GT. (Mendell 

and Salee 1991, especially, part four).  
42 Hardt and Negri, 2000. for example, p. 221- 237. 
43 For example, Blyth 2002. 
44 Polanyi 1935. 
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without any problems. The intervention of our age after the Second World War has mainly been 

directed to morality and humanity in the intermingled body of politics and economics. It would need 

more investigation on the nature of police and politics and on the concept of habitation in contrast to 

that of progress.  
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Table 1. The partition of Karl Polanyi’s life and thoughts 
(A table made from the description of Polanyi-Levitt and Mendell 1987) 

 
 Period What Polanyi did at that time 

1 1886- 1906 From his birth until when his father died. 
2 1907 - 1919 his youth in Budapest until when he immigrated into Vienna 

because of the revolution directed by Bela Kuhn 
3 1920 – 1933 he was a correspondent for a Viennese weekly financial 

journal Die Osterreichische Volkswirt 
4 1934 - 1947 From his immigration from Austria to England in 1934 until to 

his further immigaration to the New Continent 
5 1948 - 1964 Until his death 
 


