
Preface

In the mid-1980s, American economist Hyman Minsky wrote an article enti-
tled ‘Global Consequences of Financial Deregulation.’ Minsky argued that
deregulation and financial innovation – especially securitization – combined to
make the global financial system more fragile, exposing the international
economy to the possibility of a serious financial and economic crisis.1

When a securitization-fuelled crisis emerged in 2007 and 2008, Minsky’s
ideas became popular almost overnight. But Minsky was not able to enjoy the
notoriety or offer new insights, having succumbed to cancer a decade earlier.
In his absence, many economists, Wall Street analysts and journalists have
offered interpretations of Minsky’s economics and its relevance to recent
events. Some of that new literature has been perceptive, but much of it has
missed key points – and many commentators seem to have devoted little effort
to actually reading Minsky’s books and articles.2

In contrast, nearly all the contributors to this volume have a long familiar-
ity with Minsky’s economics and with the traditions of Institutional (or
Evolutionary) and Post Keynesian economics that informed his thinking. Even
before the global crisis, plans were underway for a book of essays outlining
the enduring relevance of Minsky and integrating insights from those tradi-
tions. This book is the result of that collaboration.

The extraordinary timeliness of this collection is, therefore, mostly unan-
ticipated. The modest initial starting point was simply to outline the contours
of a Post-Keynesian Institutionalism (PKI) as inspired in large part by
Minsky.

Nevertheless, the recent financial crisis and accompanying Great
Recession highlight the need to rethink economics with an eye to analyzing
economic instability and securing broadly shared prosperity in the United
States and around the world. The crisis and severe recession also underscore
the connection between the goals of this book’s contributors and the aims of
John R. Commons and John Maynard Keynes, pioneers who laid the ground-
work for PKI. Commons and Keynes were motivated by a desire to make
economics relevant to understanding and preventing financial crises and deep
cyclical downturns; the same is true for today’s Post-Keynesian
Institutionalists.

As indicated above, this book began a few years ago. By the fall of 2010,
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nearly all of it was finished, though there were still a few loose ends, and that
is when I began a position as an economic analyst with the non-partisan, US
Congressional Budget Office (CBO). However, this book is not a CBO prod-
uct, and no CBO time was used to complete the volume. I finished it by devot-
ing a few fall weekends to the task – and I thank my wife, Linda, for the
support and understanding that made this possible.

For the CBO to fulfil its obligation to Congress, it must not advocate policy
– its mission begins and ends with a duty to provide analyses, information and
estimates that are objective, timely and non-partisan. The views expressed in
this volume are those of the authors and should not be interpreted as those of
the CBO. Moreover, not even all of the collection’s authors agree entirely with
each other, though there is, to be sure, wide agreement among contributors on
many matters.

Institutional economists actually have a long tradition of addressing unem-
ployment and business fluctuations by providing analyses and outlining policy
options without engaging in partisanship or policy advocacy. Institutionalist
Wesley C. Mitchell helped found the National Bureau of Economic Research
(NBER) and directed that organization in the 1920s when it participated in
business cycles research in conjunction with a national committee led by
Herbert Hoover, then Secretary of Commerce. According to Mitchell, the
NBER confined itself strictly to fact finding: under its bylaws, he explained,
the bureau ‘is prevented from making positive recommendations on any ques-
tion of social policy, except the policy of basing actions on ascertained facts’.3

Moreover, this collection is not intended as the final word on PKI, and it
certainly does not suggest that Post-Keynesian Institutionalists have either a
definitive set of theories or a monopoly on innovative policy options.

In addition to my wife, I wish to thank the contributors, not only for insight-
ful chapters, but also for collegiality and valuable assistance throughout the
project. Many of them have reviewed chapters, always offering useful sugges-
tions. Additional readers of chapters in draft form include Ilene Grabel, Tom
Kemp, Marc Lavoie, Joelle Leclair, Marty Wolfson, and Tim Wunder; I am
grateful to each of them and also to the capable editors and staff at Edward
Elgar Publishing, especially desk editor Bob Pickens, who gave careful atten-
tion to the volume.

As this book made its way through the final stages of editing and pre-press
production, challenges of financial instability and economic insecurity contin-
ued to make headline news at the local, national and international levels.
Communities from coast to coast in the United States were laying off teachers,
police officers and other public workers. The state of Minnesota shut down its
government at the start of the Fourth of July holiday weekend due to a budget
negotiations impasse. Public unions were under attack across the Northeast
and Midwest. The US unemployment rate remained stuck at over 9 per cent
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and long-term unemployment reached unprecedented post-World War Two
levels. US government officials were mired in a fiscal-policy stalemate as a
debt-ceiling deadline loomed. And in Europe, Greek citizens took to the streets
to protest austerity measures designed to stave off a national debt crisis that
had the potential to trigger yet another global financial crisis.

Unquestionably, there is much work to do. To all who wish to further
explore these issues: Welcome aboard!

Charles J. Whalen

NOTES
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In memory of Hy Minsky,
who taught us the value of standing on the shoulders of giants

when viewing the economic landscape 
and upon whose shoulders we now stand
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