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I doubt Professor Joseph Stiglitz requires much introduction, he is an academic of 

some note having previously been chief economist at the World Bank, a Nobel Prize 

winner and now a professor at Columbia Business School.  Freefall is Stiglitz’s latest 

book, the subject matter is focused on analysing the 2008 financial crisis or as  

Stiglitz’s phrases it the Great Recession.  

 

Freefall is US centric and nothing if not ambitious in its scope, as it charts a course 

through ten chapters, of how the Great Recession arose and the flawed response by 

the US government through to how a new capitalist order, reformed economics and 

new society might emerge. In the book, Stiglitz is at his best when writing about the 

causes of the crisis, the flawed response from governments and the required reforms 

to economics, subjects he undoubtedly knows well given his experience.  In contrast 

the weaker parts of the book are when he ventures into the terrain of what might 

constitute a new capitalist order and new societal bargain. A weakness made evident 

by the relative brevity of the chapters covering these topics and an inability for his 

commentary to move past that old chestnut of advice, the government needs to 

focus the economy on innovation and the innovation focus should be carbon 

reduction technology.  Nevertheless, although these later chapters are perhaps the 

weaker parts of the book, through a sustainability lens which many of the readers of 

this journal have, comments from an economist of Stiglitz’s stature regarding climate 

change and new economic bargains that move away from free market ideologies and 

the typical Washington consensus are welcome.  

 

In analysing reasons for the great recession Stiglitz highlights that a combination of 

deregulated markets, high levels of liquidity, low interest rates and subprime lending 

was always going to be a “toxic combination” (p1).  Further it was and is a 

combination made worse by the banks short term profit focus and their migration 

away from being in the storage business (originating mortgages and holding them) 

to the moving business (taking mortgages, repackaging them and selling them on).   

Throughout Stiglitz’s analysis he drops anecdotes that make you question whether 



there is a different species of human operating in the financial industry. For example 

he highlights how the credit rating agencies were offering consulting advice to the 

banks on how to get good credit ratings on financial products from those same 

agencies - a practice that makes one’s jaw drop with its sheer outrageousness! In 

summary, Freefall is a great read for anyone interested in what happened in the 

financial crisis and what should or could be done. Enjoy!  

 


