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,Q�0HPRU\�RI�-R\FH�$SSOHE\

$EVWUDFW��This�essay�discusses�Joyce�Appleby’s� idea�that�capitalism,�apart� from�being�an�
economic�system,�also� is�a�cultural�one.�Her�earlier�work,�which�included� the�intellectual�
KLVWRU\�RI�FDSLWDOLVP�� VWUHVVHG� WKH� WKH� LPSDFW�RI�HDUO\�$PHULFDQ� WKRXJKW�RQ� WKH� HPHUJLQJ�

national� identity� of� the� United� States,� particularly� in� the� context� of� free� enterprise,�
individualism�and� the�marketplace.�After� a�brief� discussion�of�Appleby’s� early� ideas,� the�
DUWLFOH�JRHV�RQ�WR�DVVHVV�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�FDSLWDOLVP�DV�D�FXOWXUDO�V\VWHP��WUDFLQJ�LWV�SRWHQWLDO�

XVHIXOQHVV� LQ� WKH� VWXG\�ERWK� RI�$PHULFDQ�FXOWXUH� DQG�RI� WKH�GLVFRXUVHV�SHUWDLQLQJ� WR� WKLV�

economic�system�and�the�culture�it�is�associated�with.

.H\ZRUGV��-R\FH�$SSOHE\��FDSLWDOLVP��FRQVXPHULVP��LQGLYLGXDOLVP��$PHULFDQ�LGHQWLW\

There�are� several�problems� that�make� the�study�of�capitalism�dif¿cult,� regardless�
of� the� ¿eld� from�which� one� approaches� the� topic.� First� of� all,� the� issue� is� often�
glaringly�politicized.�In�many�cases,�it�is�not�dif¿cult�to�guess�the�author’s�political�
preferences�when�reading�such�a�book�or�article.�Some�authors�are�conscious�of�this,�
DQG�LQIRUP�WKH�UHDGHU�RI�WKHLU�SROLWLFDO�RU�LGHRORJLFDO�VWDQFH�DW�WKH�YHU\�EHJLQQLQJ�

of�their�works,�which�helps�one�take�into�account�their�possible�bias.�Moving�away�
IURP�SROLWLFV�� WKH�VHFRQG�LVVXH�FRQFHUQV�RWKHU�LGHRORJLFDO�IDFWRUV��RZLQJ�WR�ZKLFK�

publications�often�are�overviews�of�their�authors’�beliefs�about�the�moral�qualities�
of� the�marketplace,� or� lack� thereof,� rather� than� scholarly� analyses.�This� includes�
RSLQLRQV�SHUWDLQLQJ� WR� WKH�GUDZEDFNV�RI� FDSLWDOLVP�� VXFK�DV� LWV� IRFXV� RQ�PDWHULDO�

JRRGV�� DQG� WKH� EHOLHI� WKDW� LW� IRVWHUV� SROLWLFDO� DSDWK\�� DV�ZHOO� DV�PRUH� FHOHEUDWRU\�

voices,�which�see�it�as�the�ultimate�tool�for�achieving�personal�satisfaction.�Finally,�
and�most�signi¿cantly�in�this�context,�a�major�portion�of�the�writing�on�capitalism�
portrays�it�as�a�rigid�and�unchanging�construct.�This�projects�a�false�image�in�which�
D� ODUJHU� SDUW� RI� WKH� JOREH� LV� UHQGHUHG� KRPRJHQRXV� WKURXJK� WKH� ZRUNLQJV� RI� WKLV�

HFRQRPLF�V\VWHP��ZLWKRXW�DFNQRZOHGJLQJ�LWV�PDQ\�UHJLRQDO�YDULDQWV��ZKLFK�LQFOXGH�

revised�approaches�to�such�issues�as�universal�healthcare�or�market�regulation.�These�
problems�are�acknowledged,�yet�there�is�no�agreement�on�what�causes�them.
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Joyce�Appleby,�who�passed�away�at�the�age�of�87�on�December�23UG,�2016,�
RIIHUHG�DQ�LQWHUHVWLQJ�SHUVSHFWLYH��FDSLWDOLVP�LV�QRW�RQO\�DQ�HFRQRPLF�V\VWHP��LW�DOVR�

is�a�cultural�one.�The�thesis,�made�in�her�penultimate�book,�7KH�5HOHQWOHVV�5HYROXWLRQ��
$�+LVWRU\�RI�&DSLWDOLVP,�may,�at�¿rst,�seem�trite�and�not�at�all�innovative.�After�all,�
there�have�been�studies�of�“the�culture�of�capitalism”�in�the�past.�Nonetheless,�the�
seemingly�minor�change�from�“the�culture�of�capitalism”�to�“capitalism�as�a�cultural�
system”� carries� the� implication� that� culture� under� this� economic� system� is� not� a�
reaction�to�it,�or�mindless�conformity�enforced�by�it,�but�its�inherent,�negotiated�part.�
This�idea�is�often�missing�from�many�analyses�of�the�subject,�which�tend�to�consider�
culture�and�capitalism�as�opposing�forces,�or,�like�Marxism,�tend�to�view�consumer�
culture�under�capitalism�as�banal,�exploitive,�and�disempowering�the�people.��This�
article�will� look�at�Appleby’s�work�on�capitalism,�particularly�its� signi¿cance� for�
American� national� identity.� It� will� also� and� show� how� her� approach� can� prove�
bene¿cial� for�the�understanding�of�the�cultural�dynamics�between�production�and�
consumption.�Finally,�I�will�also�try�to�shed�light�on�how�her�approach�can�provide�
insight�pertaining�to�the�various�academic�discourses�on�the�subject.

Since�her�¿rst�book,�(FRQRPLF�7KRXJKW�DQG�,GHRORJ\�LQ�6HYHQWHHQWK�&HQWXU\�
(QJODQG��$SSOHE\� IRFXVHG�RQ� WKH� YDULRXV�KLVWRULFDO� DQG� LQWHOOHFWXDO�FXUUHQWV� WKDW�

LQIRUPHG�FDSLWDOLVP�LQ�LWV�HDUO\�IRUPDWLYH�VWDJHV��DORQJ�ZLWK�WKH� LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO�

variance� in� how� people� approached� this� topic.� Many� scholars� found� the� work�
UHLQYLJRUDWLQJ��DV�LW�RIIHUHG�QHZ�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RQ�HDUO\�FDSLWDOLVP��DQG�ORRNHG�DW�WKH�

issue� from�a�different� standpoint� than�previous� studies�did.�Although� it� took� into�
FRQVLGHUDWLRQ� WKH� SKLORVRSKLFDO�XQGHUFXUUHQWV� RI� OLEHUDOLVP�� IRXQG� LQ� WKH�ZRUN�RI�

VXFK�WKLQNHUV�DV�-RKQ�/RFNH��LW�DOVR�FRQVLGHUHG�PRUH�SUDFWLFDO�DVSHFWV�RQ�WKH�EDVLV�

of�the�work�of�such�authors�as�Edward�Misselden�and�Thomas�Mun.
+HU�IROORZLQJ�ERRN��&DSLWDOLVP�DQG�D�1HZ�6RFLDO�2UGHU��7KH�5HSXEOLFDQ�

9LVLRQ�RI�WKH�����V� looked�further�into�the�topic,�this�time�speci¿cally�at�the�case�
of� the� U.S.�Appleby’s� discussion� of� the� cultural� currents� that� led� to� the� demise�
of� Federalism�and� the� rise�of� a� Jeffersonian�Republican� framework�draws�on� the�
then-recent�rede¿nition�of�the�concept�of�liberty�and�personal�freedom,�which�was�
understood�as�the�right�to�participate�in�the�political�life�of�a�community�(15-17).�
<HW��LW�KDG�RWKHU�PHDQLQJV��WRR��LW�ZDV�DOVR�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�WKH�KLVWRULF�ULJKWV�RI�DQ�

LQGLYLGXDO�RU�D�JURXS�RI�LQGLYLGXDOV�WR�FHUWDLQ�WLWOHV�RU�DVVHWV��D�QRWLRQ�WKDW�$PHULFDQ�

colonists� strongly� opposed� (17-19).� She� also� took� into� account� the� intellectual�
history�of�the�concept�as�developed�by�Thomas�Hobbes�and�John�Locke�(19-23).��

1� There�are�exceptions�to�this,�most�notably�in�the�¿eld�of�anthropology.�It�also�should�be�
noted�that�Marxism,�despite�its�suspicions�pertaining�to�the�cultural�aspect�of�capitalism,�
DOORZHG�PDQ\�WR�DSSURDFK�WKH�LVVXH�RI�SRSXODU�FXOWXUH�ZLWK�V�EHWWHU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��WKH�

classic�example�being�Walter�Benjamin’s�“The�Work�of�Art�in�the�Age�of�Mechanical�
Reproduction.”

2� This�also�highlights�another�of�Appleby’s�interest,�namely�the�role�of�history,�and�the�
development�of�this�¿eld.�She�wrote�two�books�on�the�topic,�$�5HOHQWOHVV�3DVW��+LVWRU\�
DQG�WKH�$PHULFDQ�3XEOLF�DQG�7HOOLQJ�WKH�7UXWK�DERXW�+LVWRU\��D�FROODERUDWLRQ�ZLWK�/\QQ�
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Appleby� shows� the� complex� inÀuences� that� characterized� the� colonists’� point� of�
view� in� light�of� their�reaction� to� such�events�as� the�Quartering�Act�or� such� ideas�
as� the�aforementioned�thinkers’� revolutionary�belief�that�the� sovereign’s�authority�
was�not�sacrosanct.�She�sees�such�situations�as�the�grounds�which�led�thinkers�and�
statesmen�like�Thomas�Paine�and�Thomas�Jefferson�to�further�develop�the�way�that�
OLEHUDOLVP�ZDV�XQGHUVWRRG��ZKLFK�KDG�D�IRUPDWLYH�UROH�LQ�WKH�ZD\�$PHULFDQV�ZRXOG�

understand�free�enterprise.
Appleby� continued� her� examination� of� the� interplay� of� philosophy,�

politics,�and�culture�in�the�context�of�the�early�U.S.�in�her�later�work.��/LEHUDOLVP�
DQG� 5HSXEOLFDQLVP� LQ� WKH� +LVWRULFDO� ,PDJLQDWLRQ� ZDV� ZULWWHQ� LQ� D� VLPLODU� YHLQ��

investigating�the�inÀuence�of�socio-political�theory�of�the�late�eighteenth�and�early�
nineteenth�century�had�on�the�developing�ideology�of�colonists-cum-citizens.�The�
book�notices�the�perseverance�of�the�struggle�“between�the�heirs�and�the�disinherited”,�
that�takes�root�in�the�American�revolutionary�tradition.�Americans�are�conscious�of�
this,�and� the�U.S.�Constitution,�along�with� the�Bill�of�Rights�and� the�Declaration�
of�Independence�are�common�referents�for�both�sides�in�such�conÀicts�(222-224).�
Although� this� clearly� suggests� the� importance� of� these� texts� and� the� ideological�
WUDGLWLRQV�WKH\�UHSUHVHQW�LQ�$PHULFDQ�FXOWXUH��LW�DOVR�SRLQWV�WR�WKH�SUREOHP�RI�WKHLU�

understanding� in� the�context�of�changing�cultural�circumstances.�It� is�noteworthy�
KRZ� RIWHQ� WKH� LVVXH�RI� LQWHUSUHWLQJ� WKHVH� GRFXPHQWV� UHPDLQV� D� IRFDO� SRLQW� LQ� WKH�

arguments�“between�the�heirs�and�the�disinherited.”
This� heritage� of� American� ideals� is� further� explored� in� ,QKHULWLQJ� WKH�

5HYROXWLRQ��7KH�)LUVW�*HQHUDWLRQ�RI�$PHULFDQV��LQ�ZKLFK�$SSOHE\�IRFXVHG�RQ�WKH�

¿rst�native-born�citizens�of�the�United�States.�The�book�undertakes�the�somewhat�
neglected�issue�of�how�a�generation�lacking�the�colonial�or�revolutionary�experience�
UHDFWHG� WR� D� QHZ� RUGHU� DQG� QHZ� ZD\V� RI� WKLQNLQJ� WKDW� ZHUH� WKH� UHVXOWV� RI� WKDW�

experience.� Appleby� writes� about� their� precarious� position,� but� also� notes� that�
they�were�conscious�of� their� role�as�a� transitory� generation�more� frequently� than�
one�would�expect�(240).�She�maps�the�ways�in�which�the�ideals�of�the�revolution�
congealed�onto�a�complex�identity,�which�rejected�the�Federalist�party�on�the�one�
hand,�but�negotiated�Jefferson’s�Republicanism�on�the�other�(52-55,�57).�The�role�
WKDW�LGHDV�RI�IUHHGRP��LQGLYLGXDOLW\��DQG�SULYDWH�HQWHUSULVH��SOD\HG�LQ�WKH�IRUPDWLRQ�

of�a�new�culture�is�emphasized,�although�such�narratives�often�contrasted�with�the�
stark� reality.�Although�some� of� the� risks� proved�bene¿cial,�many� ¿rst-generation�
$PHULFDQV�VWUXJJOHG�ZLWK�EDQNUXSWF\��GHIDXOWHG�RQ�WKHLU�FUHGLW��DQG�ZHUH�DIIHFWHG�

Hunt�and�Margaret�Jacob.�The�former�book�discussed�the�impact�the�development�of�
KLVWRU\�KDG�RQ�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\��SDUWLFXODUO\�LQ�OLJKW�RI�WKH�FKDQJHV�LQ�WKH�VHFRQG�KDOI�RI�

the�twentieth�century.�The�latter�was�an�analysis�of�history�as�an�intellectual�¿eld�from�
times�of�the�Enlightenment�to�the�end�of�the�twentieth�century,�in�which�she�scrutinizes�
the�impact,�bene¿ts�and�drawbacks�of�the�various�paradigms,�mostly�through�the�focal�
point�of�newer�approaches,�including�poststructuralism�and�postmodernism.

3� Appleby�also�was�interested�in�the�life�of�Thomas�Jefferson.�She�wrote�a�short�book�on�
him,�and�co-edited�a�volume�of�his�political�writings.
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by� various� economic� crises.� Other� contradictions� beckon� at� the� topics�Appleby�
SUHYLRXVO\� GLVFXVVHG� LQ� /LEHUDOLVP� DQG� 5HSXEOLFDQLVP�� VXFK� DV� DQ� RVWHQVLEOH�

GHYRWLRQ�WR�WKH�LGHDOV�RI�IUHHGRP�WKDW�VRPH�$PHULFDQV�KDG�QR�SUREOHPV�UHFRQFLOLQJ�

with� chattel� slavery.� It� also� shows� how� deeply� enterprise� and� freedom� became�
encultured�into�the�backbone�of�American�culture.

Taking� into�consideration� the�criticism�of� capitalism�as�an�eroding� force,�
the�idea�that�it�is�a�cultural�system�may�raise�eyebrows.�Many�believe�it�perpetuates�
greed,� exploitation,� and� vanity.� Furthermore,� it� often� is� accused� of� leading� to� a�
GHWHULRUDWLRQ� RI� WUDGLWLRQDO� YDOXHV�� ZKLOH� LWV� SURPRWLRQ� RI� LQGLYLGXDOLVP� DQG� WKH�

privatization�of�life�have�been�accused�of,�among�other�things,�effectively�dissolving�
the� communities.� It� is�noteworthy� that,�despite�political�overtones,� such�criticism�
appears� on� both� sides� of� the� political� spectrum.�This� is� even� visible� in� the� ¿eld�
RI�HFRQRPLFV��ZKHUH�VRPH�VFKRODUV�VHH�FDSLWDOLVP�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�DQ�DXWKHQWLF�DQG�

organic� culture.� One� need� only� think� of� Juliet� B.� Schor’s� work,� particularly� her�
ERRNV�7KH�2YHUZRUNHG�$PHULFDQ�DQG�7KH�2YHUVSHQW�$PHULFDQ��LQ�ZKLFK�VKH�VKRZV�

$PHULFDQ�FDSLWDOLVP�DV�D�V\VWHPLF�WUDS�ZKLFK�OHG�WR�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�ZRUN�VSHQG�

F\FOHV��ZKLFK�SUHVVXUH�SHRSOH�WR�ZRUN�PRUH�LQ�RUGHU�WR�VSHQG�PRUH��EXW�DOVR�WR�DQ�

increase�of�private�debt.�Such�criticism�is�not�a�new�phenomenon,�and�can�easily�
bring�to�mind�older�traditions,�for�example�the�work�of�Thorstein�Veblen.�However,�
even� earlier� iterations� are� not� dif¿cult� to� ¿nd.� How� can� such� a� phenomenon� be�
GHHPHG�D�FXOWXUH"�

Out� of� all� people,� it� was� Theodore� Adorno—by� no� means� a� friend� of�
capitalism—who� criticized� Veblen’s� attacks� on� conspicuous� consumption� as� not�
understanding� the� importance�of�culture.�Although�Adorno�himself�often� remains�
DWWDFNHG� IRU� KLV�SHUFHLYHG� HOLWLVP� DQG�D� GLVPLVVDO� RI� WKH� SRSXODU��KH� DJUHHV�ZLWK�

Veblen�that�“[c]ulture…�today�has�assumed�the�character�of�advertising,”�but�rails�
against� the� American� economist’s� idea� that� it� always� was� such� a� phenomenon�
(79).�Adorno’s�own�criticism,�however,�reÀects�the� tendency�of�dismissing�newer�
developments�in�culture�as�the�results�of�the�detrimental�effects�of�commodi¿cation.�
Gary� Cross,� drawing� upon� G.� Stedman� Jones,� sums� this� up� succinctly:� “the�
‘authentic’�popular�culture� of�one�period� is� the� commercialism�of�an� earlier� era”�
(4).�This�partially�is�the�result�of�an�underappreciation�of�how�goods�are�used,�and�
how�their�use�may�inÀuence�producers.4�$OWKRXJK�RIWHQ�QHJOHFWHG��WKH�XVHV�RI�JRRGV�

4� Cultural�studies�are�a�notable�exception,�particularly�in�relation�to�their�focus�on�the�strain�
EHWZHHQ�WKH�ZD\�FRQVXPHU�JRRGV�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�DV�FXOWXUDOO\�HPSRZHULQJ�RQ�WKH�RQH�KDQG��

but�also� reinforcing� the�hegemonic� status�quo�on� the�other�(see,� e.g.,�Dick�Hebdige’s�
6XEFXOWXUH��7KH�0HDQLQJ�RI�6W\OH,�John�Clarke’s�“Dupes�and�Guerillas:�The�Dialectics�of�
Consumption”�or�John�Fiske’s�“Shopping�for�Pleasure:�Malls,�Power,�and�Resistance”).�
Mark�Gottdiener’s�essay�“Hegemony�and�Mass�Culture:�A�Socio-semiotic�Approach”�
offers�an� interesting�elaboration� on� this� topic� from� a� somewhat�different�perspective.�
$GGLWLRQDO�LQVLJKW��KLV�WLPH�IURP�DQ�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ��FDQ�EH�IRXQG�LQ�7KH�

6RFLDO�/LIH�RI�7KLQJV��&RPPRGLWLHV�LQ�&XOWXUDO�3HUVSHFWLYH,�edited�by�Arjun�Appadurai.�
However,�only�two�texts,�and�only�partially,�focus�on�a�modern�capitalism.
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DQG� WKHLU�FXOWXUDO� OLIH�DUH�FUXFLDO� WR�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�FDSLWDOLVP��UHJDUGOHVV�KRZ�RQH�

quali¿es�this�economic� system.� It� is� through� the�act�of�consumption� that�a�mass-
SURGXFHG�REMHFW�PD\�WXUQ�LQWR�D�EHORYHG�WRNHQ�RI�FKLOGKRRG��D�UHPLQGHU�RI�D�FORVH�

person,�or�an�expression�of�a�profound�emotion.�Even�in�what�many�hold�to�be�its�
ZRUVW�LPSXOVHV��FDSLWDOLVP�FDQ�OHDG�WR�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�QHZ�FXOWXUDO�SKHQRPHQD��

ZKLFK�LQ�VRPH�FDVHV�PD\�HYHQ�IDFLOLWDWH�VRFLDO�FKDQJH��LQ�VSLWH�RI�WKH�IDLUO\�FRPPRQ�

view� that� such� developments� are� futile.� One� can� think� about� 1980s� children’s�
cartoons,�of�which�the�chief—if�not�the�only—purpose�was�to�sell�toys.�Some�of�the�
FKLOGUHQ�ZKR�QDJJHG�WKHLU�SDUHQWV�IRU�QHZ�WR\V�GXULQJ�WULSV�WR�VXSHUPDUNHWV�DUH�QRZ�

adult�collectors�of�the�same�dolls�and�action�¿gures�that�originally�were�imagined�
as�a�highway�to�their�parents’�pockets.�This�includes�both�those�produced�by�major�
corporations,�as�well�as�small,�third�party�initiatives�catering�speci¿cally�for�these�GH�
IDFWR�connoisseur�markets.�They�even�have�the�capacity�to�challenge�social�norms,�
DV�LOOXVWUDWHG�E\�%URQLHV��DGXOW�PDOH�FROOHFWRUV�RI�WR\V�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�0\�/LWWOH�

3RQ\�franchise,�traditionally�marketed�towards�girls.�It� is� additionally�noteworthy�
KRZ�RIWHQ�WKH�VWUXJJOH�IRU�FLYLO�ULJKWV�ZDV�IRFXVHG�RQ�DFFHVV�WR�FRQVXPHG�JRRGV�DQG�

services�(e.g.�Livingston�89,�99;�Greenberg�241-243;�Weems�316-323).�Others�point�
RXW�KRZ�WKH�FDSLWDOLVW�PDUNHWSODFH�IDFLOLWDWHG�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�D�QHJRWLDWHG�$PHULFDQ�

identity,�crucial�in�the�process�of�establishing�immigrant�communities�(Heinze�19-
27).�This� shows�that�capitalist�consumer�culture�is�a�¿eld� in�which�a�struggle� for�
enfranchisement�can�be�carried�out.

Appleby’s� suggestion� that� recognizing� capitalism� as� a� cultural� system�
allows� one� to�better�understand�both� those�who�criticize� it,� as�well� as� those�who�
SUDLVH�LW��DQG�WR�VHH�WKHVH�WZR�SRLQWV�RI�YLHZ�DV�GLIIHUHQW�VLGHV�RI�WKH�VDPH�FRLQ�UDWKHU�

than� contradictory�approaches.�Appleby� ultimately� sees�capitalism� not�as�a� rigid,�
unmalleable�construct,�but�as�a�Àexible�one,�in�which�change�is�not�only�possible,�
but�almost�certain.�As� such,�it� is� a�living�and�organic�structure,� rather� than�just� a�
series�of�economic�and�¿nancial�formulas�and�assumptions.�It� is�a�cultural�system�
that�evolves,�which�changes�with�every�generation�(ch.�1),�and�acknowledges�that�
people�can�alter�their�consumption�patterns�owing�to�their�experience�(ch.�13).
� Many�of�the�problems�with�the�criticisms�of�capitalism�are�associated�with�
the� fact� that�many�critics�assume� that� they�exist�outside� this� system,�or� that� their�
consumer�patterns�represent�proper�and�valid�choices,�in�contrast�to�those�of�others.�
This�is�ironic,�as�they�very�often�actually�hold�a�privileged�position�in�the�capitalist�
hierarchy,�and,�as�economists,�scholars,�experts�and�pundits,�they�can�be�considered�
workers� of� ideological� state� apparatuses.� James� B.� Twitchell� notices� how� many�
FULWLFV�RI�FDSLWDOLVP�LQ�WKH�DFDGHPLD�IDLO�WR�VHH�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�RFFXS\LQJ�D�SULYLOHJHG�

SRVLWLRQ�LQ�VRFLHW\��/LYLQJ�,W�8S�275-279),�and�do�not�take�into�account�their�own�
materialism,�not�realizing�that�choosing�a�Volvo�over�a�BMW,�or�purchasing�books�
in�large�quantities,�can�easily�be�quali¿ed�as�such�(/HDG�8V�LQWR�7HPSWDWLRQ�22-24;�
35-37;�47-49).�Tim�di�Muzio�illustrates�this�with�the�case�of�a�Chicago�professor�
who�lamented�a�possible�increase�in�income�taxes,�claiming�that�he�was�not�at�all�
wealthy,�and�could�not�afford�to�pay�the�proposed�rates.�However,�his�annual�income�
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of�$250.000�actually�classi¿ed�him�as�a�member�of�the�top�0.04%�of�global�income�
earners�(21-22).�The�problem�in�such�cases�is�the�tendency�to�use�one’s�immediate�
environment�as�a�point�of�reference.�This�beckons� toward�an�ideological� reading,�
in�which� such� a� setting� would� become� normative� and� naturalized,� casting� other�
social�groups�as� inferior,�without�taste�and�knowledge,�characterized�by�passivity�
DQG�SURQHQHVV�WR�PDQLSXODWLRQ�DW�WKH�KDQGV�RI�FDSLWDOLVWV�DQG�EXVLQHVV�RZQHUV��DOO�RI�

which�often�are�common�criticisms�of�capitalism.�
Seeing�capitalism�as�a�true�cultural�system�allows�one�to�better�understand�

such� criticism.� It� reminds� us� that� such� quali¿cations� are� levied� from�within� that�
culture,� along�with� its�doxa�and�hierarchy�of�cultural� capital.�It� is� for� this� reason�
WKDW�WKH�FULWLFV�DUH� UHIXWHG�RQ� WKH�JURXQGV� WKDW� WKH\�GLVPLVV�RU�GR�QRW�XQGHUVWDQG�

certain�cultural� tastes.�Although�the� recognition�of�voices�both�criticizing�as�well�
as�celebrating�capitalism�does�not�revolutionize�discourse�pertaining�to�this�topic,�
it�reminds�us�that�a�comprehensive�understanding�of�this�phenomenon�requires�one�
to�take�into�account�various�perspectives�with�their�contexts.�This�issue,�as�glib�as�
LW�PD\� VRXQG�� LV� D�FRPPRQ� SUREOHP� IRXQG� LQ� WKH�ZULWLQJV� RI� WKRVH�ZKR� GLVPLVV�

DXWKRUV�WKH\�GLVDJUHH�ZLWK�DV�HLWKHU�GXSHV�RI�FDSLWDOLVP��RU�DV�LQWHOOHFWXDOO\�P\RSLF�

moralists.� Examples� would� include� authors� such� as� Grant� McCracken,� James�
Twitchell,�Thorstein�Veblen,�Vance� Packard,� Jean�Baudrillard,�Theodore�Adorno,�
Frederic�Jameson,�among�others.

The�recognition�of�capitalism�as�a�culture�may�also�provide�more�information�
on�issues�that�are�otherwise�dif¿cult�to�answer,�such�as�the�peculiar�dynamics�found�
in�the�shifting�ideologies�related�to�the�market,�particularly�in�times�of�crisis.�Appleby�
GLG�QRW�EHOLHYH�WKDW�VXFK�FKDQJHV�ZRXOG�EH�UDSLG�RU�UHYROXWLRQDU\��DQG�VKH�VWDWHG�WKDW�

such�situations�as�the�2008�crisis�and�the�subsequent�Great�Recession�are�more�than�
likely�to�repeat�in�the�future�(ch.�13).�However,�she�was�cautiously�optimistic�about�
this�issue.�Her�narrative�suggests�that�the�rede¿ned�norms�pertaining�to�the�amount�
RI� DFFHSWDEOH�PDUNHW� UHJXODWLRQ�� WKH� UHODWLRQVKLSV�RI�ELJ�EXVLQHVV� DQG� OHJLVODWRUV��

etc.�are�not�the�results�of�careful�economic�consideration,�but�of�the�cultural�trauma�
caused�by�such�downturns.�History�shows�that�this�is�not�unprecedented.�After�the�
FUDVK� RI� ����� WKH� VXSSRUW� IRU� JRYHUQPHQW� UHJXODWLRQ� JUHZ� JUHDWO\�� DQG�PDQ\� RI�

these� changes� lasted� for�over� a� generation.�The� approach� only�changed� after� the�
1970s,�as�a�result�of�new�problems,�such�as�stagÀation�and�the�fuel�crisis,�which�took�
support�away�from�Keynesian�policies.�This�was�a�factor�that�led�to�a�massive�wave�
of� deregulation� in� the� subsequent� years,�which�many� see�as� contributing� heavily�
to�the�most�recent�¿nancial�crisis�(e.g.�Geisst�410-413,�433-436,�446).�Americans�
DUH�QRZ�DJDLQ�UHWKLQNLQJ� WKHLU�DSSURDFK�WR� WKH�PDUNHW��DQG� WKH� WRSLF�KDV�EHFRPH�

more�prominent�in�culture.�The�Occupy�movement,�although� it�seems� to�have�all�
but�disappeared,�gave�Americans�new�nomenclature�with�the�99%�(Di�Muzio�198-
199).�The�accessibility�of� the�American�Dream�became�a�widely-discussed� issue,�
and� class� division� in� the� U.S.� started� receiving� more� attention.� Literature� also�
VWDUWHG�SD\LQJ�PRUH�KHHG�WR�WKHVH�LVVXHV��DQG�RQH�FDQ�QDPH�VXFK�QRYHOV�DV�3KLOLSS�

Meyer’s�$PHULFDQ�5XVW,�Adam�Haslett’s�8QLRQ�$WODQWLF�RU�William�Gibson’s�7KH�
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3HULSKHUDO�as�examples.�Some�writers�tried�to�understand�the�wealthiest�members�
of�American�society,�which�can�be�illustrated�by�such�novels�as�Sophie�McManus’s�
7KH�8QIRUWXQDWHV�and�Jonathan�Dee’s�7KH�3ULYLOHJHV.

The�view�of�capitalism�as�a�cultural�system�also�provides�insight�into�the�
peculiarities�of�the�most�recent�elections.�The�economic�downturn�of�2007-2012�very�
OLNHO\�FRQWULEXWHG� WR�D�JHQHUDO�XQZLOOLQJQHVV�RI�$PHULFDQV� WR�HQGRUVH�FDQGLGDWHV�

seen� as�accommodating� for� big�business.�This�may� help�understand�how�Donald�
Trump’s� assurances� that� he�was� self-funded� enticed�many� conservative� voters� to�
choose�him�over�other�candidates�the�Republican�party�considered�for�nomination.�
This�also�explains�why� the�younger� generations—those�who� at� the�moment� tend�
WR�EHOLHYH�WKDW�WKH\�ZLOO�QRW�EH�FDSDEOH�RI�DWWDLQLQJ�D�KLJKHU�HFRQRPLF�VWDWXV�WKDQ�

their�parents—embraced�Bernie�Sanders,� and�shunned�away�from�Hilary�Clinton,�
ZKR�ZDV�RIWHQ�DFFXVHG�RI�EHLQJ�D�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�RI�WKH�IRUFHV�WKDW�FRQWULEXWHG�WR�WKH�

growing�inequality�in�the�U.S.,�as�well�as�the�most�recent�recession.





-R\FH�2OGKDP�$SSOHE\��ERUQ�RQ�$SULO��WK,�1929,�died�December�23UG�2016,�was�a�
distinguished�American�historian.�She�was�the�former�president�of�the�Organization�
of�American�Historians,�the�Society�for�Historians�of�the�Early�American�Republic,�
and�the�American�Historical�Association.�She�also�was�Harold�Vyvyan�Harmsworth�
Professor�of�American�History,�and�a�Guggenheim�fellow.
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