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Alan S. Blinder 

Alan S. Blinder is the Gordon S. Rentschler Memorial Professor of Economics and Public Affairs at 
Princeton University and served as the vice chairman of the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve. 
Dr. Blinder delivered his Bartels Lecture, "The Evolving Political Economy of Central Banking," on April 
19, 2016, at the Statler Auditorium. The presentation was part of the global conference, “The Changing 
Politics of Central Banking.” 

The changing politics of central banking 

Conference connects social scientists with bank 
officials 
By Jonathan Miller, Mario Einaudi Center for 
International Studies 

People often describe a nation’s economy as a 
ship, with its political leaders in the wheelhouse 
charting the course. If you stick with that analogy, 
then central bankers are the mechanics in the 
engine room, keeping everything tuned and 
lubricated. The last thing you want to do is 
distract them with politics. 

When the ship hits an iceberg, though, both the analogy and the dictum break apart. 

The failure of many central banks to anticipate the 2008 global financial crisis has led to dramatic 
changes in both their policies and the tools they use, including new forms of lending, new regional 
collaborations, and experiments such as negative interest rates. 

It also raised a raft of questions about the independence of central banks and central bankers. How 
insulated should the banks be from broader public policy? Who should be watching over them? When 
does oversight become interference? 
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These were some of the issues addressed at “The Changing Politics of Central Banking,” a first-of-its-kind 
conference organized by the Mario Einaudi Center for International Studies, Meridian 180, and the 

Global Finance Initiative on April 18 and 19, 2016, at Cornell. 

Attendees included current and former high-ranking central bank officials from Asia, Europe, the United 
States, and New Zealand. On the academic side were economists, political scientists, anthropologists, 

sociologists, and legal scholars. 

The goal of the conference was "to stage a conversation with social scientists and professionals about 
finance and its future,” said Hirokazu Miyazaki, director of the Einaudi Center and a professor of 
anthropology. "You can't possibly understand what's happening in the world of monetary policy without 

understanding politics." 

The conference was part of a larger initiative at the Einaudi Center to bring new forms of expertise to 
the discussion of complex technical issues, Miyazaki said. 

That approach resonated with conference keynote speaker Adam Posen, president of the Peterson 
Institute for International Economics and former member of the Bank of England's Monetary Policy 
Committee. "Interdisciplinary is a word that is tossed around a lot," he said, "but here it is very real, and 

working," 

In his keynote address, Posen said that central bankers' responses to crises have less to do with 
economic theory than with historical, political, and cultural issues. Bankers are real people who live in 
the real world, and their decisions draw on experience, cultural norms, and personal judgment. In times 

of crisis, he said, "the world doesn't look a lot like the theory." 

The tension between theory and judgment came up repeatedly during the conference, sometimes in 
testy exchanges. Some in attendance argued that central banks should focus on simple targets, such as 
keeping inflation at a constant rate. Others said bankers needed to recognize that in complex 
economies, nested in a complex global economy, meeting social and political goals required a more 

nuanced or multimodal approach. 

"Central bankers are often so absorbed in the ‘trees’ of the current economic situation that they lose 
sight of the ‘forest,’" added 2016 Henry E. and Nancy Bartels World Affairs Fellow Alan S. Blinder, a 
professor of economics at Princeton and former vice chairman of the Board of Governors of the U.S. 
Federal Reserve. "For their part, academic researchers need to train their powerful tools on real world 

issues instead of chasing intellectual will-o'-the-wisps." 

Blinder's Bartels lecture described how political realities shape central bank policies. A video of his talk is 
available here, and an article in the Cornell Chronicle is available here. 

“Since the financial crisis, both practitioners and central banking scholars have recognized that existing 
intellectual paradigms for understanding the role of the central bank are no longer adequate,” said 
Annelise Riles, professor of law and anthropology at Cornell and director of Meridian 180. “Existing 
frameworks are far too narrow to take into account the broader political, social, and cultural 

implications of the work of central bankers on local, national, regional, and global scales.” 

The first day of the conference (click here to see videos) was open to the public and addressed a range 
of questions facing central banks and the scholars who study them. What is the proper relationship 
between political policy and financial policy? How can scholars from the fields of anthropology, law, 

sociology, and political science help central bankers do their jobs? 

http://www.lawschool.cornell.edu/Conferences/changing-politics-of-central-banking-conference/index.cfm
http://einaudi.cornell.edu/
http://meridian-180.org/
https://einaudi.cornell.edu/global-finance-initiative
http://www.cornell.edu/video/changing-politics-of-central-banking-conference
https://www.einaudi.cornell.edu/news/alan-s-blinder-named-2016-bartels-world-affairs-fellow
http://www.cornell.edu/video/alan-blinder-political-economy-of-central-banking
http://www.cornell.edu/video/alan-blinder-political-economy-of-central-banking
http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/2016/04/blinder-european-central-bank-shifts-political-winds
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLs7Y2nGwfz4Huj-Q4DId9Npc2ej9IVdk1
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The second day featured a private discussion among scholars and practitioners on topics such as market 
governance, central banks’ relationships with market participants, and international cooperation. Alan 
Blinder's Bartels World Affairs Fellow Lecture at Statler Auditorium closed the conference on April 19.   

The “Changing Politics of Central Banking” conference was co-sponsored by the Institute for the Social 
Sciences and the Tobin Project.  

Cornell Chronicle Prewrite 

Cornell Cast 

Cornell Chronicle 

http://news.cornell.edu/stories/2016/04/blinder-european-central-bank-shifts-political-winds
http://socialsciences.cornell.edu/
http://socialsciences.cornell.edu/
http://tobinproject.org/
http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/2016/04/bartels-world-affairs-fellow-alan-blinder-lectures-april-19
http://www.cornell.edu/video/alan-blinder-political-economy-of-central-banking
http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/2016/04/blinder-european-central-bank-shifts-political-winds

