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International Financial Institutions
and the Rethinking of the State in the Age
of Neoliberal Globalization (from the 1990s
to Covid-19)
di Francesco Amoretti, Adriano Cozzolino,
Diego Giannone

Abstract – In this paper we analyse the documents of two prominent
international financial institutions (IFIs), the IMF and the World Bank, in
order to shed light on how these institutions conceived of the role of the State
since the 1990s, and legitimated the reform of State institutions. By paying
particular attention to the question of State reform, we argue that IFIs played
a strategic role in providing for a “global” framework to guide and legitimate
the transformations of the State at national level. On more empirical grounds,
we perform a diachronic analysis of IFIs’ discourse on the State, by comparing
three junctures: (a) the 1990s, i.e. the crucial decade of the ‘globalization
project’, (b) the global financial crisis of 2008 and its aftermath, and (c) the
current Covid-19 crisis. Through the development of a detailed account how
IFIs conceive the State and its role, the paper aims to make sense of the State–
market relations on a more pragmatic way, and in the light of both junctures
of economic expansion and crisis. In the final section, through a preliminary
analysis of the documents produced during the Covid-19 pandemic, we
highlight also some possible innovations in State discourse compared to the
previous phases. In the light of the empirical analysis, the main argument of the
paper is that IFIs conceived the State as key to the long-term development and
preservation of market economy.

Introduction
From the 1980s until the current Covid-19 pandemic crisis,
scholars put cyclically in question the role, powers and even
the future(s) of the State. During the 1990s (the “globalization
decade”1), for example, an influential interpretation argued that
1
L. Panitch - C. Leys - A. Zuege - M. Konings, The Globalizazion Decade. A
Critical Reader, London, 2004.
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the State was in a process of retreat due to the rise of new actors
such as transnational corporations and financial firms, within a
context of increasing competitive pressures deriving from global
market integration2. In fact, the transformations of the State since
then rather suggest that, more than a hollowing out or a “retreat”
(in Susan Strange’s words) of the State, at stake was (and still there
is) a process of hardening of somee State structures and institutions
(especially executive apparatuses and independent agencies),
less permeable by democratic processes and forces, namely by
alternatives to neoliberalism: thus, an increasingly strong State as
the “counterpart” of free market societyy3.
Within the controversial historical relation between the State
and the market since the halcyon years of globalization (1990s),
the crisis of 2008 constituted another fundamental step. Actually,
«in the crisis-ridden core [the West], a full-blown depression
was averted by the State taking over the reins from capital»4.
The appearance of a “return” of the State to rescue the capitalist
market economy poured fresh water into the State–market debate.
«Refurbished capitalism»5, «reinventing state capitalism»6, «State–
capitalism redux»7, «return of statism»8, «return of the State»9 are
some of the arguments developed to describe the policy role of the
State in the aftermath of the global financial crisis. The question,
2

S. Strange, The retreat of the State: The Diffusion of Power in the World
Economy, Cambridge, 1996; K. Ohmae, The End of the Nation State: The Rise of
Regional Economics, London, 1996.
3
D. Cahill, The end of Laissez-Faire? On the durability of embedded neoliberalism, London, 2014; W. Bonefeld, The Strong State and the Free Economy, London,
2017; A. Cozzolino, Neoliberal Transformations of the Italian State, Lanham
(MD), 2021.
4
B. Van Apeldoorn - N. de Graaff - H. Overbeek, The Reconfiguration of the
Global State-Capital Nexus, “Globalizations”, vol. 9 (1972), n. 4, p. 472.
5
C. McNally, Refurbishing State Capitalism: a Policy Analysis of Efforts to
Rebalance China’s Political Economy, “Journal of Current Chinese Affairs”, vol.
42 (2013), n. 4, pp. 45-71.
6
A. Musacchio - S.G. Lazzarini, Reinventing state capitalism. Harvard, 2014.
7
I. Alami - A.D. Dixon, State capitalism (s) redux? Theories, tensions, controversies, “Competition & Change”, vol. 24 (2020), n. 1, pp. 70-94.
8
J. Kurlantzick, State capitalism: How the return of statism is transforming the
world,
d Oxford, 2016.
9
I. Bremmer, The End of the Free Market: Who Wins the War Between
Corporations and States, New York, 2011.
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however, is whether the State has really shrunk only to rise again
after the global financial crisis, or whether there is a broader
continuity in the role of the State vis-à-vis global markets. In this
regard, we argue that, in order to understand such a question, a
closer look at the document production of International Financial
Institutions (IFIs) such as the World Bank (WB) and the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) – institutions at the forefront
in building and legitimating the global market integration – can
help us to better frame the role and transformations of the State
since the 1990s.
With specific respect to the WB and IMF, while their role
in the construction of the global market economy has been
thoroughly analysed throughout the “globalization project”10, by
contrast their views on the State and its transformations have been
much less investigated. To this purpose, this paper aims to fill this
gap by analysing how the WB and the IMF have conceived the
State and State-market relations from the 1990s to the present
Covid-19 crisis. The rationale behind our research is that both the
IMF and the World Bank (the «globalizers»11) have been, since the
1980s, two key actors in setting and pursuing a common agenda
to furthering both globalization and the institutional and political
restructuring of the countries involved in their programs12. As
already noted, while the influence of IFIs in the creation of a
10
«To call globalization a project emphasizes its political dimensions. [...] the
globalization project (1970s-2000s) superimposed open markets across national
boundaries, liberalizing trade and investment rules and privatizing public goods
and services. Corporate rights gained priority over the social contract and redefined development as a private undertaking», P. McMichael, Development and
Social Change. A Global Perspectivee (sixth edition), London, 2016, p. 110.
11
N. Woods, The globalizers: The IMF, the World Bank, and their borrowers,
Ithaca, NY, 2006.
12
R.H. Wade, US hegemony and the World Bank: the fight over people and
ideas, “Review of International Political Economy”, vol. 9 (2002), n. 2, pp. 215243; M. Chossudovsky, The globalization of poverty and the new world order,
Montreal, CA, 2003; P. Cammack, What the World Bank means by poverty reduction, and why it matters, “New Political Economy”, vol. 9 (2004), n. 2, pp. 189211; R. Peet, Unholy trinity: the IMF, World Bank and WTO, London, 2009 (ed.
or. 2003); B. Thirkell-White, The IMF and the Politics of Financial Globalization,
Basingstoke (Uk), 2005; T. Carroll, Introduction: Neo-liberal development policy
in Asia beyond the post-Washington consensus, “Journal of contemporary Asia”, vol.
42 (2012), n. 3, pp. 350-358.
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“global” epistemic community for economic development under
neoliberal influence has been investigated13, a long-term exploration
specifically addressed to the reconstruction of their discourse on
the State is lacking. In our view, such a work would provide for a
broader understanding of the ideational struggle for the structural
transformation of the State from an international perspective. Thus,
by laying emphasis on the discursive and ideational dimensions
backing the legitimation of these processes, our paper aims to
provide (i) an in-depth analysis of the discourse on the State and
on State transformations from the perspective of the IMF and
WB; (ii) an explanation of the continuities and changes in State
(policy) action during times of economic expansion and crisis.
It is important to stress that the strategic influence of IFIs in
the reconfiguration of the State does not imply a homogenous
process, eventually resulting in the same outcomes across different
contexts. In other words, the transformations of the State are not
an automatic outcome of global market integration. Instead, just
like the process of neoliberalization involving the States since the
1990s testify, we can say that also IFI’s action develops through
«hybridizations, contradictions, territorial differentiations,
geographical inequalities which, however, as a whole do not
prejudice, but on the contrary support and reinforce, the systemic
character [...] of the hegemony of market-oriented forms of
regulation»14. The adoption of a longitudinal perspective would also
eventually provide evidence for a path-dependent characterization
of IFIs approach to the State and its transformations. Actually, the
analysis of IFIs understanding of the State, in different junctures
of economic expansion and crisis, constitutes a meaningful test
bench for their ability and/or willingness to adapt their vision and
policy to different circumstances.
The article, eventually, is organised as follows. Next section
outlines the theoretical perspective. Afterwards, we move to the
in-depth study of some key IMF and WB documents to shed light
on the main elements that surround the “State discourse”. The
13
N. Woods, The globalizers, cit.; K. Bayliss - B. Fine - E. Van Waeyenberge
(eds), The political economy of development: The World Bank, neoliberalism and
development research, London, 2011.
14
G. Moini, Teoria critica della partecipazione. Un approccio sociologico,
Milano, 2012, p. 123.
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analysis covers in-depth the 1990s, and then turns to the post2008 moment and to the current Covid-19 pandemic crisis, that
constitute two moments in which «the neoliberal doctrine (‘market
freedoms’) underlying the globalization project has been met with
growing contention»15. The conclusions discuss the relevance of
the analysis.
IFIs and the transformations of the State: the theoretical
perspective
A long-standing theoretical tradition aptly demonstrated the
limits of liberal ideology in considering the State and market as
two analytically separate spheres, to a large extent independent
from each other16. In particular, Fernand Braudel’s work was
fundamental both to describe, in the longue durée perspective,
the strict interconnection between capitalism, social values
and the State17. In this respect, the State – either as guarantor
of monopolies, or as container of anti-market’s power – plays a
crucial role for market economy, a fact that, especially in the wake
of the rise of neoliberalism, has been often obscured by naïve and
dichotomous representations of State-market relations. Thus,
contrary to interpretations arguing the end of the State vis-à-vis the
expansion of “free” market, we maintain both a strict interrelation
between the State and market and the crucial role of the State for
the existence and broadening/consolidation of market economy.
As regards the timeframe of the analysis, we start from the
1990s for two reasons. The first is that the 1990s are a moment
of consolidation of globalization in terms of policy and ideology,
and accordingly, of the (re)definition of the role of the State in

15

P. McMichael, op. cit., p. 22.
I. Wallerstein, La scienza sociale: come sbarazzarsene, Milano, 1995, p. 257.
17
«Capitalism is unthinkable without the active complicity of society. It is
necessarily a reality of a social and political order and even a fact of civilization:
it is necessary, for it to proliferate, that the whole of society accepts, in a certain
way, more or less consciously, its values. [...] Capitalism can only triumph when
it identifies with the state, when it iss the state», F. Braudel, La dinamica del capitalismo, Bologna, 1977, p. 49-50.
16

86

QUADERNI DI SCIENZE POLITICHE 20/2021

this process18. This is a period of momentum of an ambitious
intellectual effort, by national and international institutions, to
rethink the State and legitimate its transformations, while also
favouring global market integration. The second and already
mentioned factor of the timeframe is the possibility to understand
the role of the State through IFIs’ eyes in a long-term perspective
covering both moments of market expansion (i.e. the 1990s)
and crisis, such as that of 2008 and the present Covid-19 crisis.
Through the diachronic comparison, it is possible to provide for
a more nuanced and complex picture of State–market relations
and State transformations in the globalization era – therefore by
paying attention to the complex adaptation (and re-articulation)
of State action in different junctures.
As regards the question of State transformations, it is only
recently that the idea that even States transform has been more
systematically explored19. Yet, as many scholars have convincingly
argued20, «actually existing neoliberalism» finds its roots in a
historical collateral process of deep “reconfiguration” – instead of
retrenchment – of the State. It is therefore this reconfiguration
that should be investigated: to this aim, we argue that a convenient
starting point is to conceive of the State not only with reference
to its coercive powers, institutions, legal framework, or material
capabilities, but also in the light of its ideological and ideational
aspects. In this last regard, as noted by Philip Abrams (1988), «[t]
he State is first and foremost an exercise in legitimation – and what
is legitimated is, we may assume, something which if seen directly
and as itself would be illegitimate, an unacceptable domination»21.
Thus, the idea of the State as such is a «significant political reality»

18

In relation to the Italian case cfr. A. Cozzolino, Neoliberal Transformations,

cit.
19
S. Leibfried et. all (eds) The Oxford Handbook of Transformations of the State,
Oxford, 2015.
20
D. Cahill, op. cit.; W. Bonefeld, op. cit.; N Brenner - J. Peck - N. Theodore,
After Neoliberalization?, “Globalizations”, vol. 7 (2010), n. 3, pp. 327-345.
21
P. Abrams, Notes on the Difficulty of Studying the State, “Journal of Historical
Sociology”, vol. 1 (1988), n. 1, p. 79. See also the key volume of P. Bourdieu, On
the State: Lectures at the Collége de France, 1989-1992, Malden (MA), 2016. Cfr.
also P. Corrigan - D. Sayer, The Great Arch: English State Formation as Cultural
Revolution. Oxford, 1985.
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and the State itself is also an «ideological thing [...] the device in
terms of which subjugation is legitimated»22.
Therefore, along with structural processes linked to the evolution
of global capitalism23, the transformations of the State are also the
result of political and hegemonic struggles at the level of ideas and
ideologies. These transformations do entail not only a process of
reconfiguration in the institutional system, but also a process of
redefinition, and legitimation, of the idea of State in the light of
specific ideological landscapes. Consistently, by “reconfiguration
of the State” we can understand a twofold process that puts the
accent on the strengthening of executive powers and apparatuses,
and other non-accountable institutions (aimed to provide a strong
framework to market economyy24), along with the social and
discursive construction of State transformations, including the
role of ideologies and ideas in legitimating such process. Yet, while
the dynamics of this last segment of the “construction” of the State
have been mostly studied at the national level25, our analysis aims to
shed light on the construction of the State at the international level,
therefore focusing on the specific role of IFIs. In this last respect,
and given the transnational dimension of neoliberal ideology, we
argue that adopting a “global” focus improves our understanding
of how specific ideas and visions of political institutions unfolds
across many spatial levels – from international to national.
In specific relations to the role of international institutions,
many scholars showed how IFIs proved to be at the forefront in the
global diffusion of neoliberal policies since the 1980s, with a keen
commitment to promote international integration of financial
markets. Since the early 1990s, the «Washington Consensus»
(WC) started to identify the core of IFIs’ policies, comprising
a set of measures as fiscal discipline, interest rate liberalization,
privatization, enhanced competition and strengthening of property
22
P. Abrams, op. cit., p. 68. Cfr. also B. Jessop, The State: Past, Present, Futures,
London, 2016.
23
A. Bieler - A.D. Morton, Global capitalism, global war, global crisis,
Cambridge, 2018.
24
B. Van Apeldoorn - N. de Graaff - H. Overbeek, op. cit.; Cfr. also A.
Cozzolino, Reconfiguring the state: executive powers, emergency legislation, and neoliberalization in Italy, “Globalizations”, vol. 16 (2019), n. 3, pp. 336-52.
25
Cfr. A. Cozzolino, Neoliberal Transformations, cit., chapter 5.
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rights. Almost a decade later, given the «pernicious implications»26
of the WC, which was met with increasing opposition in many
regions of the world, some advocated a reform of IFIs policy
through a more comprehensive approach in which «the private and
public sectors were now understood to be intimately “entwined”»27,
actually relaxing the idea of the inescapable antagonism between
the State and market. While basically remaining pro-market
Consensus «advocated a
oriented, the so-called post-Washington
more comprehensive agenda that emphasised good governance,
regulatory reforms, and social sustainability»28. Importantly, both
the IMF and the WB started to develop a broader approach to
economic policy and development, in which the institutional
dimension and the role of the State became a key leverage to
prompt processes of reform and change. The question, now, is to
explore the distinctive features of how, concretely, IFIs imagined
and legitimated the State and its transformation.
The construction of the State through IFI’s eyes: a long-term
perspective
The IMF and World Bank started to pay increased attention to
State institutions and governance especially since the 1990s29.
While during the 1980s IFIs mostly focused on narrow
economic reforms, in the 1990s they zoomed in on the State as a
fundamental counterpart, on structural grounds, to markets. IFIs
reckoned that the State, rather than being an obstacle to market,
turned to be a leverage to secure and embed market economy
into a strong institutional framework. In this respect, and in the
light of our theoretical discussion about the relevance of ideas
to understand State transformations, we argue that IFIs played
26
K. Bayliss - B. Fine - E. Van Waeyenberge, The political economy of development, cit., p. 6.
27
K. Bayliss - B. Fine - E. Van Waeyenberge, cit., p. 7.
28
A.B. Güven, Whither the post-Washington Consensus? International financial institutions and development policy before and after the crisis, “Review of
International Political Economy», vol. 25 (2018), n. 3, p. 2; see also S. Engel,
The World Bank and the post-Washington consensus in Vietnam and Indonesia: inheritance of loss, London, 2012.
29
B. Thirkell-White, op. cit., pp. 64-67.
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a fundamental strategic role not only as regards policy-making,
but also in providing for a discursive framework to legitimize the
transformations of the scopes and purposes of the State in specific
relation to market. Ideas, in a critical IPE perspective, possess a
proper “material structure”, namely they «must be located in social
practices and thus cannot be separated from the (social) structures
in which actors are located and which shape their agency»30. Thus,
we see ideas and discourses as social constructs – aimed to legitimate
and naturalize societal change – arising within specific politicaleconomic structures, and in the light of specific international and
transnational power relations. Accordingly, such “constructs” and
narratives are not born in a empty political and institutional space,
but are conveyed by specific and powerful actors who are able to
impose a meaning on the desired change, while also (relatively)
homogenising that change across different political and societal
contexts.
In this last respect, for example, among the plethora of
documents elaborated and published by IFIs, we paid particular
attention to the World Development Reports31 (WDR) produced
by the World Bank, which are particularly important as they offer
the detailed view of the Bank and articulate its vision at length.
The WDRs were aptly defined as the “yearly encyclicals”32 of the
WB, since they consist of an annual report published since 1978
and addressing a specific issue (the State, public service provision,
labour, poverty, health, and so on). With respect to our research
questions, these documents have a particular strategicc importance
as they «summed up and publicly advertised Bank ideas in a
particular area»33, while also being widely read by domestic policymakers and State representatives. The analysis of these – and many
30

B. Van Apeldoorn, Transnational Class Agency and European Governance.
The Case of the European Roundtable of Industrialists, “New Political Economy”,
vol. 5 (2002), n. 2, p. 158; cfr. also A. Bieler - D. Morton, The Deficits of Discourse
in IPE: Turning Base Metal into Gold,
d “International Studies Quarterly”, vol. 52
(2008), n. 1, pp. 103-28; A. Cozzolino, The discursive construction of Europe
in Italy in the age of permanent austerity, “JCMS: Journal of Common Market
Studies”, vol. 58 (2020), n. 3, pp. 580-598.
31
The documents are available at the following link: https://openknowledge.
worldbank.org/ handle/10986/2124.
32
M. Holland, quoted in R. Peet, op. cit., p. 127.
33
K. Bayliss - B. Fine - E. Van Waeyenberge, op. cit., p. 4.
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other – key documents would provide for a detailed account of
the main elements concerning IFIs’ idea of the State and its role,
as well as the main factors of change and/or continuities between
junctures of expansion and crisis. The following section is divided
in two main paragraphs: the first explores the 1990s juncture, the
second zooms in on two key phases of crisis, namely the global
financial crisis of 2008 and the current Covid-19 crisis.
Crafting the neoliberal State: the 1990s juncture
The World Bank and the reconfiguration of the State
The 1990s are a moment of particular importance to understand
the transformations of the State. The fatigue of the Washington
Consensus on the one hand, the consolidation of globalization
and the collapse of the socialist model in Eastern Europe on the
other, gave momentum to an in-depth redefinition of the idea of
State, and to the legitimation of its reform. The key contribution
came from the publication by the World Bank of two WDRs
entirely devoted to the State: From Plan to Markett (1996) and The
State in a Changing World (1997)34.
The first report is addressed in particular to former socialist
countries, therefore to economies based on economic planning
and in a process of transition to market capitalism. Clearly
welcoming this transition, the report zooms in on the role of the
government, which is deemed to retain a crucial function to the
development of markets. According to the report, «institutional
reforms – establishing clear property rights, sound legal and
financial infrastructure, and effective government – will be needed
to make markets work efficiently»35. The efforts of the Bank are
addressed to legitimate the strengthening of the State/government
while also redirecting its intervention. As we read in a key passage
of the report,

34
World Bank, From Plan to Market. World Development report, Oxford,
1997, and The State in a Changing World. World Development report. Oxford,
1997. Also important, even if less theoretically ambitious, is the report Building
Institutions for Markets (2002).
35
World Bank, From Plan to Market, cit., p. 22.
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The transition from plan to market calls for a wholesale reinvention
of the government. The State has to move from doing many things
badly to doing its fewer core tasks well. This means that government
at once shrink and change its nature. No longer the prime economic
agent, it must instead facilitate private activityy36.

What are, thus, such “core tasks” the report talks about? Generally,
while governments must retain from (i) directly producing and
distributing goods and services, and (ii) restricting private
commercial activity and being directly involved into the financial
system, by contrast they must focus on «promoting macroeconomic
stability and providing a legal and institutional environment
that supports private sector development and competition»37.
The report also emphasises the State’s key role in privatizing
former public-owned enterprises and favour the creation of new
businesses by establishing private property rights38. If From Plan
to Market is particularly interesting as it designs a new role for the
State in a context of transition to market economy, The State in a
Changing World represents the most important and comprehensive
intellectual effort to re-imagine the State in a globalizing world,
and foster a common global agenda for institutional change. It is a
detailed “map” on how reforming the State, therefore expressing a
fundamental strategic importance.
First of all, the document acknowledges that, during the
Twentieth century, the State enormously expanded in size and
scope of government activity. The report reckons that postwar
industrial growth and welfare were possible thanks to such an
expansion, later adding that
[...] The State’s influence has also shifted the emphasis from the
quantitative to the qualitative, from the sheer size of State and the
scope of its interventions to its effectivenesss in meeting peoples’ needs.
As in the 1940s, today’s renewed focus on the state’s role has been
inspired by dramatic events in the global economy, which have
fundamentally changed the environmentt in which States operate.
The global integration of economies and the spread of democracy
have narrowed the scope for arbitrary and capricious behaviour.
r

36

Ibi, p. 110.
Ibi, p. 112.
38
Ibi, chapter 3.
37

92

QUADERNI DI SCIENZE POLITICHE 20/2021

Taxes, investments rules, and economic policies must be even more
responsive to the parameters of a globalized world economyy39.

The last passage is particularly interesting to understand the
transformations of the State. While during the 1940s Western
States took the reins in boosting industrial growth and welfare,
during the era of “global integration” the attention shifts towards
the quality of government and its effectiveness – evaluated
according to market criteria40. Secondly, the global economy
is assumed as a new reality/environment which at once (i)
t
narrows the general scope for State action (external constraint)
and (ii) guides State’s policies, which must be responsive to its
parameters. Another key element of this WDR is its ambitious and
complex strategy of change, which covers all the aspects of the
transformation, from economic policies to institutions. The report
aims, in fact, to ««provide a framework for guiding these efforts»41 and
«for addressing the issue of the State’s effectiveness worldwide»42,
strategically outlining a comprehensive and international blueprint
for political-institutional change. Such a strategy is divided in two
parts: (1) «Matching the State’s role to its capabilities»; (2) «Raise
State capabilities by reinvigorating State institutions». The first
one concerns the «fundamentals» (Table 1), and aims to improve
State’s capacity, this latter defined as the ability to undertake
and promote collective actions efficiently. We read that «the
State is essentiall for putting in place the appropriate institutional
foundations for market. And government’s credibility [...] can
be as important for attracting private investments»43. The second
one aims to strengthen the performance and efficiency of State
institutions bringing these closer to the firm model «by providing
incentives for public officials to perform better»44. The table 1
offers a synthesis of the main elements of the twofold strategy.
39

World Bank, The State in a Changing World, cit., 1997, p. 2.
W. Davies, The limits of neoliberalism. Authority, sovereignty and the logic
of competition. London, 2014; D. Giannone, The politics of global indicators in
designing, promoting and legitimating the competition state, in “Partecipazione e
conflitto”, vol. 10 (2017), n. 2, pp. 472-491.
41
World Bank, The State in a Changing World, cit., 1997, p. 2.
42
Ibi, p. 3.
43
Ibi, p. 4.
44
Ibi, p. 7.
40

•

•

•

Rule of Law
Macroeconomic stability and low
inflation (in addition, liberalization
of trade; avoiding price distortion)
Tight fiscal policy
Infrastructure
Protection of the vulnerable and
environment (e.g. through private
pension schemes)
Effective regulation (foster
competition and innovation)
Fostering markets: liberalization,
privatization and better regulation
Industrial policy (encourage
coordination and market/private
sector development)
Managing privatizations
Self-restricting rules e.g. through
common-currency arrangements
Through working in partnership
with firms and citizens
Agreements with multilateral
organizations as the IMF and the WB

Source: World Bank (1997). Authors’ elaboration

•
Constraint
•
State power
(in the case
•
of weak State
institutions) •

Beyond the
basics

•
•
•

Fundamentals •
•

Matching role to capacity

Improve
•
responsiveness •
•

Subjecting the •
State to more
competition
•

Effective rules •
and restraints
•
•

Voice: greater information and transparency, public debates;
Broadening participation
Devolving power to local/regional government (when
appropriate)

Boosting competition within the civil service through (i) a
merit-based recruitment system; (ii) a merit-based internal
promotion; (iii) adequate compensation
Improve the competition in the provision of public goods
and services, e.g. through performance-based public agencies
endowed with managerial accountability

Separation of powers; watchdog bodies/independent agencies;
judicial independence
Strengthening mechanisms for monitoring and punishment
Decrease corruption by reducing discretionary authority e.g.
through lowering controls on foreign trade, remove barriers for
private industry, privatize State firms to ensure competition

Reinvigorating State institutions

Table 1 - World Bank’s twofold strategy to reform the State
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Table 2 - State reform and the global economy
The State and the global dimension

Removing Obstacles to State reform

Embracing external market integration
and competition, managing open world
markets
Promoting global collective action (e.g.
managing regional crisis; promoting
global economic stability; protecting
the environment; fostering research and
development; promoting foreign aid)

Matchingg role to capability
p
y (see Table 1)
Strategic
g sequencing
q
g
First-generation
g
reforms
f
:
Aim: reducing inflation and restore
growth
Instruments: drastic budget cuts, price
liberalization, deregulation, autonomous
agencies; trade and foreign investment
liberalization; social funds; some
privatization
Actors: ministry of finance/economic;
central bank; private financial groups
Second-generation
g
reforms:
f
Aim: improving competitiveness and
macroeconomic stability;
Instruments: labour reform, restructuring
of social ministries, large-scale
privatizations, etc.
Actors: presidency and the cabinet,
legislature, civil service, political parties,
State and local governments, private
sector, etc.

Source: World Bank (1997). Authors’ elaboration

As already noted, a key section of the report is addressed to insert
the State organically into multilateral institutions and open up
State boundaries to the transnational flow of capitals, goods and
service and to international (multilateral) cooperation.
The last part of the report, The Agenda for Changee45, offers a comprehensive and pragmatic account to foster the reform of the State
worldwide. It emphasises that «the State has enormous sway over a
country’s economic and social development and whether that development is sustainable. The State’s potential to leverage, promote
and mediate change in pursuit collective ends is unmatched»46. The
45
46

Ibi, chapter 10.
Ibi, p. 157.
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WB offers an overview on different regions of the world (MiddleEast and North-Africa, Sub-saharian Africa, Latin America, former
Soviet space, etc.) and, according to their specificities and to the
“state of the State”, delivers several advices concerning, for example, the preventing of State collapses and/or reconstruction of failed
States, or the improvement of State capacities in cases of transition
from an economic order to another. Thus, the changing global environment and the new forces of globalization are the common
denominator for societal change throughh State reform.
The International Monetary Fund: good governance through the
reform of the State
In close coordination with the World Bank, also the IMF increasingly
turned its attention towards the question of State reform and
institutional change. The discursive and policy framework of “good
governance”, which had been strongly sponsored by the IMF (and
the WB) from mid-1990s47, represented the main innovation of this
period. In the context of our analysis, the document Good Governance:
the IMF’s Rolee48 is particularly important for two reasons: first, it
outlines what the IMF thinks about governance in a comprehensive
fashion; second, it outlines the thought of the IMF as regards its role
and strategy in fostering good governance.
Traditionally – we read in Good Governance – the IMF’s main focus
has been on encouraging countries to correct macroeconomic
imbalances, reduce inflation, and undertake key trade, exchange,
and other market reforms [...] While these remain its first order of
business in all its member countries, increasingly the IMF has found
that a much broader range of institutional reforms is needed if
countries are to establish and maintain private sector confidence and
thereby lay the basis for sustained growth49.

Generally, the concept of good governance involves especially the
public sector and public institutions. It comprises a normative side
47
See J. Demmers - A.E.F., Jilberto - B. Hogenboom (eds), Good governance
in the era of global neoliberalism: conflict and depolitisation in Latin America,
Eastern Europe, Asia, and Africa, London, 2004.
48
IMF, Good Governance: the IMF’s Role, Washington, 1997.
49
Ibi, p. 2.
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and a process of reform aimed to improve transparency, especially as
regards State budget and public finance, in addition to policy-making
efficacy, strong and effective policy institutions, and accountability. All
of these efforts aim to build a strong, reliable and effective regulatory
and institutional framework to ensure the strengthening of market
economy. Importantly, the IMF outlines a comprehensive strategy to
deal with member States in promoting good governance. Here several
elements matter. First, such strategy is embedded into the practice of
consultations (under Art. IV of IMF statute) and especially within
the IMF financial assistance programs, to the extent that «financial
assistance from the IMF in the context of completion of a review
under a program or approval of a new IMF arrangement could be
suspended or delayed on account of poor governance»50, namely, a lack
of institutional reforms. Second, the IMF calls for a more proactive
approachh in reforming institutions and public administration,
therefore broadening its expertise previously only focused on “narrow”
macroeconomic policy. Third, the IMF also advocates to enhance the
collaboration with other multilateral institutions, in particular the
World Bank, «to make better use of complementary areas of expertise»51
and for the «coordination of action to improve governance»52. The
World Bank too put “good governance” in a central place since
the 1980s, favouring the consolidation of a common international
epistemic framework about government action and reform. In WB’s
vision, for example, at stake is «not just less government but better
government – government that concentrates its efforts less on direct
interventions and more on enabling others to be productive»53. More
importantly, the World Bank also specifies that «good governance
includes the creation, protection, and enforcement of property
rights, without which the scope for market transactions is limited.
It includes the provision of a regulatory regime that works with the
markett to promote competition»54. As to the IMF, two more points
50

Ibi, p. 8.
Ibi, p. 2.
52
Ibi, p. 11.
53
World Bank, Sub-Saharan Africa. From Crisis to Sustainable Growth: A
Long-Term Perspective Study, Washington, 1989, p. 5.
54
World Bank, Building Institutions for Markets, cit., p. 6. In addition, since
1996 the World Bank has developed a tool to measure good governance, covering
over 200 countries and measuring six dimensions of governance: Voice and accountability, Political stability and absence of violence, Government Effectiveness,
51
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must be clarified. First, in the document Good Governancee the IMF
underlines the irrelevance of a country’s political regime with respect
to the evaluations about its levels of “good” or “poor” governance.
The second is that the successful involvement of IMF’s staff is more
«likely to be successful when it strengthens the hands of those in
the government seeking to improve governance»55, and especially
technocrats in the State. Once again, the aim of institutional reform
aims to strengthen the government instead for calling for a generic
“retreat”.
The broadening of IMF range of interventions to the institutional
system and the strong commitment in favour of institutional (instead
of just macroeconomic) reform is confirmed in many other reports
and document published by the Fund.56 For instance, the 1998
Annual Report asserts that the IMF will be «[a]ssisting member
States in redefining the role of the State in the economy as a positive
force for private sector activity, including through restructuring and
privatization of State-owned enterprises and by generally reducing
government interventions in areas where market forces provide greater
efficiency»57; and also by «[h]elping members improve governance by
establishing a simple and transparent regulatory environment and a
professional and independent judicial system that will uphold the rule
of law, including property rights»58.
The 1990s represent the key moment of the consolidation of State
transformations and State-market relation. In next paragraph we
analyse the post-2008 moment to understand how IFIs conceived the
role of the State in this fundamental – while highly critical – moment.

Regulatory Quality, Rule of Law, and Control of Corruption https://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/ and https://databank.worldbank.org/source/worldwide-governance-indicators; for a critical analysis see Giannone, La democrazia
neoliberista. Concetto, misure, trasformazioni, Milano, 2010.
55
IMF, Good Governance, cit., p. 3.
56
IMF, Annual Reports (various years). See in particular those issued in 1998,
2001, 2002 and 2008.
57
IMF, Annual Report,
t cit., p. 34.
58
Ibid.
d
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IFIs and the State in times of crises
IFIs, State policy and the global financial crisis of 2008
The 2008 global crisis caused a major economic and financial
shock for many countries, plunging Western economies into
stark recession. The analysis of the policy recommendations
and discourse of IFIs during (and after) the global financial
crisis is crucial to understand possible variations both with the
reconfiguration of the State outlined during the 1990s, and
the way IFIs imagine State intervention in times of crises. This
section, by zooming in on the State question, also contributes to
the scholarly debate that has surrounded the continuities59 and
changes60 in IFIs policy recommendations after the crisis.
Coming to the specific analysis of the documents in regard to
the State, in the WDR of 200961 (Shaping Economic Geography)
y the
goal of the WB is fostering a more integrated economy at local,
national and international level despite the incipient global financial
crisis. Policy-making intervention of the State is crucial to favour
economic integration. More specifically, institutions are framed as
critical factors to develop human capital (“fluid” labour market),
while also the development of infrastructures (e.g. interregional
transport infrastructure; information and communication
59
Some authors, from different theoretical perspectives, stressed the substantial continuity in the trajectory of the Washington Consensus, for example
A.B. Güven, op. cit.; T. Carroll, op. cit.; S. Babb, The Washington Consensus as
transnational policy paradigm: Its origins, trajectory and likely successor, “Review of
International Political Economy”, vol. 20 (2018), n. 2, pp. 268-297; B. Fine - K.
Bayliss - E. Van Waeyenberge, Whither World Bank Research?,
? in K. Bayliss - B.
Fine - E. Van Waeyenberge (eds), op. cit.
60
Other authors stressed that, rather than a strict neoliberal policy, the IMF
embraced what Ben Clift called “contingent keynesianism”, namely a relaxation of
tight austerity doctrine and a more open stance towards “smart fiscal” consolidation. See B. Clift, The IMF and the Politics of Austerity in the Wake of the Global
Financial Crisis, Oxford, 2018. Others, while also stressing the relaxation of fiscal policy, also stressed that “fiscal policy during the Great Recession [...] falls
short of a paradigmatic shift”: C. Ban, Austerity versus stimulus? Understanding
fiscal policy change at the International Monetary Fund since the Great Recession,
“Governance”, vol. 28 (2015), n. 2, pp. 167-183. See also A. Broome, Back to
basics: the great recession and the narrowing of IMF policy advice, “Governance”,
vol. 28 (2015), n. 2, pp. 147-165.
61
World Bank, Reshaping Economic Geography. World Development report,
Washington, 2009.
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services) is an important element to enhance productivity and
trade62. After the immediate post-crisis moment, then turned into
“secular stagnation”, a later WDR
R63 (Governance and the Law,
2017) is particularly relevant to understand the role of the State
and public-private networks in fostering global market integration.
Also in this case, the Bank turns its attention to governance, that
is, enhancing governance forr economic development through
coordination, commitment and coordination64. Importantly,
here the WB seems to be adopting an even more proactive and
flexible approach (compared to the 1990s initial redefinition of
the State) to institutions and policy-making by zooming in on the
(i) function of institutions, (ii) power asymmetries, and (iii) the
role of law (Table 3). In each of these instances, the policy arena
and the importance of law are conceived as particularly relevant
factors to enhance growth and efficiency.
Table 3 - Governance and Development
Traditional approach

Principles for rethinking governance
for development

Invest in designing the right form of
institutions.

Think not only about the form of
institutions, but also about their
functions

Build the capacity of institutions to
implement policies

Think not only about capacity
building, but also about power
asymmetries

Focus on strengthening the rule of law
to ensure that those policies and rules
are applied impersonally.

Think not only about the rule of law,
but also about the role of law

Source: World Bank (2017)

62

Ibi, pp. 270-75.
World Bank, Governance and the Law. World Development report,
t
Washington, 2017.
64
According to the World Bank, «commitment is about supporting consistent policies over time to ensure that promises are delivered. Coordination is
about shaping expectations to enable complementary action. And cooperation
is about limiting opportunistic behaviour to prevent free-riding». World Bank,
Governance and the Law, cit., p. 53.
63
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The function of institutions and governance is thus central for
growth: governance must be effective in «credible commitment
to the security of property rights»65 and to create a business
environment to boost long-term investments. On the other hand,
the (flexible) role of law is key to create a framework for sanction
and coordination to shape the policy arena to smooth the process
of reform by overcoming existing vested interest. This is also
reinforced by the publication A Decade After the Global Recession
(2019)66, addressed to emerging and developing economies. In
this research the WB reckons that since the great crisis the global
economy suffered a decade of weak growth, and that a downturn
was also likely to happen in the near future. Yet, a rather classic
menu of fiscal consolidation, structural reforms, curbing inflation
through independent central bank, and broadly market-led
development is suggested to “build resilience”67. This is a further
sign that in the post-2008 phase the Bank’s position concerning
the State did not mark a departure from the intellectual framework
established in the 1990s, yet it appears also to be less comprehensive
and ambitious68. While a comprehensive explanation of this goes
beyond the scope of this study and needs further research, we can
assume on preliminary bases that this has happened in particular
because of the end of the expansion of neoliberal ideology and
hegemony, and its inherent strength in justifying reforms and
changes.
In relation to the IMF, the Fund detected the roots of the
financial crisis of 2008 in a series of intertwined failures: lack
of market discipline as excessive leverage and risk tacking, poor
financial regulation, lack of global oversight. The light-touch of
financial market regulation was indicated as one of the causes of
the asset price bubble and accumulation of external imbalances,
which ultimately resulted in the failure of the US investment bank
65

Ibi, p. 139.
Cfr. World Bank, A Decade After the Global Recession. Lessons and Challenges
for Emerging and Developing Economies, Washington, 2019.
67
Ibi, p. 7.
68
This is probably due to the fact that the fundamental theoretical work on
the State was developed by the World Bank especially during the 1990s. The
issue at stake, after the 2008 crisis, was adapting that strategy to the new times.
But this element needs further research.
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Lehman Brothers (and other financial and insurance companies
in the US and in Europe)69. Importantly, the IMF conceived of
State intervention as a leverage to rescue private firms and provide
for the necessary fiscal means to kick-start the market economy
again. Actually, immediately after the breakup of the crisis the
Fund urged member States to implement a comprehensive fiscal
stimulus package up to 2 percent of GDP to support the financial
system70. Yet, the IMF also stressed the necessity of the stimulus
to be temporary. More specifically, the strategy devised by the
Fund rests on four pillars: «(i) reliance on temporary or selfreversing measures in fiscal stimulus packages; (ii) medium-term
fiscal frameworks envisaging a fiscal correction, once economic
conditions improve; (iii) growth-enhancing structural reforms; and
(iv) a firm commitment to contain the fiscal costs stemming from
population aging»71. In this document (and all the other analysed)
the intervention of the State – in the long post-crisis context – is
devised as necessary insofar as it would sustain the collapsing private
sector, even if this may lead to the deterioration of the deficit-toGDP ratio and public debt. Moreover, the IMF recommended
– when the peak of the crisis had passed – the unwinding of the
crisis-related policy to ensure a sustained recovery and to leave
more room for future manoeuvres. While acknowledging the
low growth of the economy, the IMF’s policy recommendation
fosters a mix of «smart» fiscal consolidation, namely favouring
a balance between growth and fiscal adjustment, and structural
reforms, especially labour and pensions, to boost growth, thus
returning immediately to orthodox neoliberal policyy72. Specifically
as regards the State, in the post-2008 juncture there is a substantial
continuity in State-market relations towards embedding market
economy within a strong institutional framework. If a (temporary)
deviation to austerity emerges, it is only for the sake of preserving
the functioning of markets.

69
IMF, Annual Report,
t 2009. pp. 9-10. Available at: https://www.imf.org/en/
publications/areb?page=1
70
Ibi, pp. 33-36. See also Annual Report,
t 2010, p. 30.
71
Ibi, p. 37.
72
IMF, Annual Report, 2013, pp. 19-20.
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The Covid-19 pandemic and IFIs: towards new directions in the
global political economy?
The IMF and World Bank immediately recognised the
unprecedented economic and social shock caused by the Covid-19
pandemic, and promptly issued a series of policy documents
through which they tried to address the crisis and, above all,
the post-crisis recovery. In such documents, besides rethinking
especially fiscal policy, environment and public investment, the
role of the State emerges as key to navigate through the pandemic
waters and after.
In specific relation to the IMF, a previous research73 that we
conducted on the main policy documents74 published by the Fund
since the outbreak of the pandemic show several interesting and
partly innovative elements, especially in relation to fiscal policy,
public investments and planning.
Generally, the IMF considers the shock from coronavirus to
be unprecedented due to its joint impact on supply (given the
lockdown and the shut-down of production, which will affect
global supply-chains), demand (loss of income for workers due to
unemployment, decrease of consumption), and confidence (given
the uncertain period of the crisis). At the same time, the Fund also
emphasises that, prior to this crisis, negative tendencies as “secular
stagnation” and the ongoing rise of inequalities deeply affected
the global economy. On more political grounds, the IMF also
notes that «in the past years there were numerous protests in many
parts of the world» rooted in issues such as «poverty, inequality,
erosion of trust in established institutions, and perceived lack of

73

F. Amoretti - A. Cozzolino - D. Giannone, Covid-19 Pandemic and the
Fiscal Strategy of the International Monetary Fund: Towards New Directions in the
Global Political Economy?,
? “Partecipazione e conflitto”, vol. 14 (2021), n. 1, pp.
38-56.
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IMF, Fiscal Monitor: Policies to Support People During the COVID-19
Pandemic, Washington, 2020a; IMF, Fiscal Monitor: Policies to Support People
During the COVID-19 Pandemic, Washington, 2020b; IMF, World Economic
Outlook: the Great Lockdown, Washington, 2020c; IMF, World Economic Outlook:
the Great Lockdown, Washington, 2020d; IMF, Global Financial Stability Report:
Markets in the Time of Covid-19, Washington, April, 2020e; IMF, Global Financial
Stability Report: Markets in the Time of Covid-19, Washington, 2020f.
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representation»75. A situation set to increase further due to the
Covid-19 crisis and the lack of sufficient responses by governments.
Given the extent and characteristics of the shock, and in the
light of previous negative socio-economic and political tendencies,
the IMF encourages States to do “whatever it takes”76 to tackle the
pandemic crisis and put in action a bold fiscal policy programme
through large-scale fiscal stimuli, especially (but not limited to) in
advanced economies, on both the spending and revenue sides. In
terms of expenditures, measures include unemployment benefits,
government-funded paid sick leave, wage subsidies, transfers
to household and firms, etc. On the side of revenues, deferral
of corporate and personal income tax payments, tax reliefs and
exemptions. The IMF also states that «[m]odernizing the aging
infrastructure in advanced economies [is] important [since] [...] for
advanced economiess with fiscal space, undertaking more investment
projects is worthwhile because the value of resulting asset will likely
exceed the liabilities incurred, thus improving the public sector’s
net worth»; on the other hand, «[w]here fiscal space is limited, it
is appropriate to reorient revenues and expenditures to increase
investments in health systems, infrastructure, and people»77.
The IMF’s strategy for the post-pandemic recovery is particularly
relevant to understand possible future direction in the global
political economy and the role of the State in this. For example,
“IDEAS” (Investments,
I
Discretionary measures, Enhancing
E
78
Automatic Stabilizers)
S
is one of the strategies developed by the
Fund for the post-pandemic moment. It is a comprehensive fiscal
expansionary policy mix which, by improving public investments
in a wide range of sectors (infrastructures, climate change,
sustainable development, discretionary measures, automatic
stabilizers as unemployment benefits), aims to lift productivity,
create jobs, boost private investments, improve social insurance
and redistribution, support aggregate demand. The rationale of
this strategy is that public investment “could act as a bridge to
sustainable, resilient, and inclusive economic growth, including
by lifting productivity, creating jobs, and spurring private sector
75
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investment”79. While IDEAS was centered on fiscal stimulus
especially in times of economic downturn, the Fiscal Monitor of
October 2020 outlines a broader strategy to boost growth and
create jobs, with a particular attention for public investments and
economic planning. In relation to planning, for example, the IMF
recommends to start planning for development priorities, namely
“for projects that will accompany the likely economic and social
transformations as economies recover from the crisis”80. Thus it
seems that in the Fund’s eyes governments, instead of merely
creating a stable institutional framework for the market, are rather
at the forefront in leading societies through the crisis and beyond:
Governments now also need to prepare economies for safe and
successful reopening, foster recovery in employment and economic
activity, and facilitate transformation to a post-pandemic economy
that, with the right policies, can be more resilient, more inclusive,
and greener. Public investment can make a crucial contribution
toward these goals81.

The case of the World Bank is also interesting in terms of possible
changes in international economic policy. The WB issued several
key documents during and after the breakup of Covid-19 crisis82.
Generally, also the WB recommend governments to take fast
health and economic policy actions – such as fiscal stimuli, social
safety net, subsidies to firms to retain labour, unemployment
benefit – to alleviate the economic shock, sustain the private
sector and protect the poorest and vulnerable segments of the
population, while also investing more resources in the health care
system83. The document Governance Covid-19 Responsee84 is entirely
devoted to the public sector wage bill and to the public sector
more broadly. By acknowledging the unique situation related
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to the pandemic, Governance Covid-19 Response considers cuts
in public sector workers – teachers, police, doctors and nurses,
and other essential jobs – to be highly undesirable. On the one
hand, the WB asserts – importantly – that «the past is not a good
guide»: «[t]he World Bank and the IMF have a standard menu
of reforms on wage bill management in times of fiscal crises, but
these measures are less desirable or feasible under COVID-19»85.
On the other hand, the WB recommends preserving employment
or wages at pre-crisis level, and temporary wage increases for
frontline health workers and hiring staff (even if on temporary
contracts). In this last respect, the WB takes a different stance to
the IMF, which writes that «[p]rogressive and temporary cuts in
the compensation of some public employees may have a positive
impact on aggregate demand. While wage cut measures [...] are
primarily aimed at addressing urgent fiscal financing needs, they
may also help support aggregate demand»86.
Among the documents of the pandemic period, perhaps the
most interesting one is 2050. Strategic Direction Notes, and for
several reasons. First of all, it is expressly addressed to long-term
perspectives. Second, and more important, climate change has
the main place in the policy programme of the Bank. In relation
to this point, the WB urges governments to embed climate
action into government macroeconomic and fiscal frameworks,
national budget, and all levels of policy – also by scaling up
public investments and re-regulating finance. In more epistemic
terms, the WB’s approach seemingly differs from classic marketbased centrality in two respects. The first is the obsolescence of
«conventional macroeconomics», which «do not adequately
account for these risks or for natural resource constraints, however,
and it is likely that they overestimate business as ‘usual’ global
growth»87. The second is the emphasis on economy-wide and,
like the IMF, systems planning. In this case, along with fostering
a «whole-of-economy» approach, the pursuit of climate action
through macroeconomic and fiscal policy is not left to market
interplay, but is entirely addressed to government planning, i.e.
something in stark contradiction with free market orthodoxy,
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and assigning to governments (hence, to States) the leading
role in economic transformation. While it is too early to assess
whether a paradigm change is coming, the sources of pressure, as
social inequalities and the environmental crisis (to a great extent,
amplified by Covid-19), are increasingly pushing for a change in
the policies experimented so far, putting also at stake the social
foundations of the Liberal World Order88.
Conclusions
In this article we analysed how the IMF and the World Bank
conceived the role and transformations of the State in three key
historical junctures, during the 1990s, during the global financial
crisis of 2008 (and its aftermath), and in the present Covid-19
pandemic. We can now outline some of the main elements that
emerged from our analysis. First of all, the 1990s are a period of
momentum for the redefinition of the role of the State and for
the legitimation of its transformations – in a way still unmatched
in terms of intellectual wide-ranging ambition. In the documents
analysed, the WB and IMF aimed to strengthen, rather than
generally reduce, the role of the State. Embedding markets into
strong State institutions, and redirecting the intervention of the
State towards the enlargement, consolidation and preservation
of market economy are part of the broader neoliberal project as
fostered by IFIs. In their turn, this aimed to (i) develop/consolidate
market economy at national level, (ii) foster the insertion of
national economies into the world market. In this respect, we argue
that IFIs played a key and strategic role in the broader processes of
State transformations. Actually the documents analysed, besides
being a framework for action about the lending policy, provided
for a general strategy to guide the domestic efforts to reform State
institutions. As showed in the analysis, especially the WDRs
outlined a pragmatic, flexible and comprehensive strategy through
which national policy-makers could resort to change the legal and
administrative frameworks and embed markets into a strong and
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stable State-system. In addition, the international position and the
technocratic expertise that characterises IFIs gave further strength
and authority to their views, in consequence reinforcing the
discursive order accompanying the neoliberal transformations of
the State. Clearly, while this authority mainly interacts with state
representatives and influences national policy-makers, historically
it has also met widespread episodes of contestation and resistance
by civil society actors – especially in cases of adoption of fierce
austerity and privatization programs.
Partially in line with the analyses that did not find a wholesale
paradigm shift compared to the pre-2008 period, our study
emphasizes a structural continuity, as regards the role of the State,
between moments of expansion and crisis. As far as the State is
concerned, at stake is not a “resurgent State” in the post-2008
period: actually, the State had always performed a pivotal role
for the sake of market economy. On other hand, we also find an
increasing hybridization of economic paradigms towards what
Clift has defined a contingent Keynesianism, the aim of which is
resorting especially to fiscal policy action in favour of a broader
preservation of market economy.
In specific relation to Covid-19 crisis, our exploration shows
similar dynamics but also some interesting innovative patterns.
First of all, both the IMF and the World Bank acknowledge the
secular stagnation in the global economy prior to the Covid-19
crisis, therefore, a crisis in the market-led development model.
Second, given the extent of the coronavirus pandemic, IFIs suggest
– as occurred with the 2008 crisis – a wide array of short-term
macroeconomic and fiscal policy measures to avoid the disruption
of the social fabric, and public investments to lift productivity,
create jobs, and support demand, while also keeping generally
less emphatic tones regarding the virtues of market-led growth.
Above all, while the IMF develops a programme more based on
planning and public investments, World Bank’s documents call
for a revision of the macroeconomic strategy, for instance with
respect to public sector wage bill, climate change and – like the
Fund – economic planning. Of course, it is still premature to say
whether the pandemic will lead to a paradigm shift, or to a further
adjustment of their understanding of the role of the State. The
global economy is characterised by an increasingly challenging
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context made of environmental crisis, inequalities and poverty,
and widespread political upheavals, but on the other hand the
embedding of markets into State–society framework since the
1990s explains also the particular resilience of neoliberalism vis-àvis its structural imbalances.
This article has tried to analyse in a more systematic fashion
the transformations of the State through the lenses of IFIs. Instead
of fostering a supposed «retreat» of the State, the aim of IFIs had
been devoted to embed, since the 1990s and on structural grounds,
market economy into a strong institutional environment. This
framework has been only partially put into question during and
after the two main crises of the last fifteen years. However, still
more research is needed to understand the patterns of variations
between international and national level, as well, as the possible
paradigm shift in the discourse and practice of the State by the
IFIs. In this respect, the Covid-19 pandemic, along with the
environmental crisis, represent an unprecedented challenge to
international and national institutions: how will the crisis shape
the world and the State to come is only a matter of time.
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