
IMF Red

Yesterday, the world saw something rarely seen: the IMF red (literally) in tooth and 
claw.  

What it saw, first, were the latest Greek proposals returned "track changed" 
overnight into IMF-acceptable.

To perhaps a good number of those observing this transformation, there was perhaps 
a frisson at the slap, or perhaps a thought of  "about time". 

To the IMF-gnomes who produced it, there was probably puzzlement. The table is 
just a clear presentation so that all could see what had and had not been changed in a 
note that was never intended for the light of day—why the fuss?

But perhaps other onlookers were discomforted by what was done by this global 
institution in their name; a whole government program, drawn up against the 
backdrop of depression and against its grain, peremptorily shoved by bureaucrats 
back in its face like a schoolboy's homework redline squiggled. And no Mary 
Poppins "Ship-shape lickety spit" job this; much darker fables are evoked.

Then, in the rouged note itself, the quick-march integers "1, 2, 3" for the budget 
primary balance that will suck 3 percent of GDP from demand through 2016 and 
more beyond that, with pension and military cuts, blocked revenue-measures, 
"offsets" for supreme court over-rulings of earlier IMF-requirements, various action 
dates hard-specified and consultations with European standard setters erased, and so 
on. Not a word on debt relief.
 
And everything set as "prior actions", the longest such list a former IMF Director 
has "ever seen" from the institution that only in March ostentatiously committed to 
more parsimony in its voluminous demands on Greece. And all to be done before any 
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billions change hands between Greece's seething official creditors; if a deal is done, 
Greece will not see a penny of it.

The fruit of all this, as projected by the IMF, is "growth", just as it has projected in 
compound gross error for Greece ever since 2009, with disquietingly, even the same 
individual who made those wild 2010 and 2012 IMF projections still red-squiggling 
the latest Greek plans and still shaping those IMF forecasts. 

Perhaps, for some onlookers, this is just the inevitable consequence of "living beyond 
one's means" so that that there is no need to look too deeply into the faces of the 
affected, nor the antecedents, nor the governance of it all.

While perhaps, for other onlookers, it is a brief discomforting tearing of the veil of 
the multicolor logo'd, equity-, water-, gender-, environmental-loving, taboo-busting, 
apologetic, inclusive, élaned, and anti-austeritied IMF. 

But, somewhere underneath all that, there is a shared uneasy sense about it all: 

if the Greeks borrowed too much, others thereby lent too much and the 
lenders have largely been bailed out blameless; 

if the Greeks shouldn't have joined the Euro, the Euro should not have been 
so hopelessly misdesigned for them to join; 

if the Greeks should show more humble Euro-team-spiritedness, then others 
should show also less imperious-Euro-biliousness; 

if the Greeks shouldn't threaten to bring the Euro-house down, then nor 
should Euros dismantle the Greek homestead; 

if the Greek elites should have paid more attention to economics and less to 
venal self-serving politics, then so, most assuredly, should those of Europe; 
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if Greeks should have seen it all coming and their sums should have added up, 
then the same injunctions most certainly also apply to their red-liners;

and if the Greeks want to live by the Euro, then do they really have to die by 
the Euro too? 

But there was no reflection of any of this yesterday. Just those little red marks.

And that document was not the only news from the IMF yesterday. The second item, 
released under all the diversion, was that Mme. Lagarde let it be known
that she would "consider", perhaps as reluctantly as Jeanne d'Arc, a second term as 
IMF Managing Director from 2016. 

And so, with consummate ease, the European commitment upon her appointment to 
immediately terminate its erstwhile total monopoly on this post slipped into an 
undertaking regarding the incumbent after her, just the sort of subtle word 
adjustment that might have been carefully track-changed by an IMF-fonctionnaire. 

And like their other "small" red-edits, it is high-consequential, in this case setting the 
stage for the continent's grip on the office and its key role in Euro affairs to go on for 
another half decade, and after then, who knows. Just a little thing, lost in the 
kerfuffle yesterday, and downplayed relative to the "urgent need" to nudge a pittance 
of voting rights on the IMF Board from the Europeans in the direction of the 
"Emerging Markets", monstrously still held up by those perfidious Americans! 

- - - - - - 

Many have suggested uncomfortable echoes from history in the Euro crisis, 
including the lunatic descent into World War 1. That too, was in no-one's interest, 
least of all its formal initiator as invader of Serbia, Austria-Hungary, which was   
entirely dismembered by the end of the convulsion. 
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But perhaps yesterday has a more telling historical reference. 

I fear that yesterday was Europe's second "let them eat cake" moment: 

Like its predecessor, the antecedents included many efforts by the "Ancien 
Regime" to reform itself in crisis, which, as they would tell it, were going well until the 
"sans culottes" appeared; 

Like its predecessor, the risks of "conceding" to insolent riotous demands were 
seen as divine-regime-threatening, so the protesters were repulsed with the harshest 
of force and disdain, and left their many-mirrored interlocutors that day utterly 
humiliated and empty-bellied; 

Like its predecessor, the events seemed as nothing at the time as attention 
quickly moved on; 

And, like its predecessor, those words were most likely not actually spoken by 
the person to whom they are ascribed. 

Yet, just like its predecessor, those words do not just betray the mindset of a 
clever woman, a French Queen, but that of an entire regime, backed by the ablest 
fonctionnaires, imperiously inured to the suffering and injustice for which it is 
responsible, blaming those outside its walls for their own childish misfortunes, and 
oblivious to the ultimately catastrophic consequences of its insouciance for the 
regime itself and for the woman to whom those infamous words were attributed.
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