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Discourses about Market Capitalism in the Age of Subjective Ideals:

Andysts of discourse have long recognized that certain individuas take the “imperatives’ of reasoned
judtification serioudy. Such disputants usualy do not make explicit the basis of their pogitions. They
stake out and defend their positions on the basis of unarticulated normative criteria. Nevertheless,
disputants argue their positions within distinctive cognitive and evauative frames* The French
sociologists Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot have expended much effort delineeting these
evaudive frames. Inthear article “Sociology of Critical Capacity”, aswell astheir book-length
studies™, Boltanski and Thévenot sketch the contours of these frames. They map what they call
orders of justification or “grammars of worth'.> When debaters exploit particular orders of
judtification in the course of an argument over the gppropriateness of inditutiona arrangements, they
base their judgments on the particular evaluative criteriainscribed within the grammar. These
grammars serve anideologica function when individuas struggle discuravely over the vaue of
group-specific particular practices and ways of life. Thus, we can speak of ideological grammars of
worth when ideologigts rely on these grammars in vindicating certain practices as worthy and
discrediting other practices asillegitimate or worthless* In their article Boltanski and Thévenot
explore how both expert and lay ideologists operate with these ideologica grammars. In their view,
both laypersons and experts generaly depend on grammars of worth when participating in everyday

debates regarding the proper ways of “coping with existing arrangements”.> However, as Boltanski
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and Thévenot recognize, grammars of worth aso play arole in more far-reaching debates about the
socid order itself. Under certain circumstances disputants will be inclined to scrutinize, criticize, and

defend generd indiitutional arrangements rather than specific modes of conduct.

In the following paper, | will examine historica and recent ideologica discourseswhich ded with an
economic system that has come to define our very notion of economics - “market capitaism”.®
Market capitalism, which often remains an abstraction in the hands of its defenders and critics,

has been the subject of an enormous variety of ideologica discourses, whether legitimating and
delegitimating in character. Nevertheless, dl of the recent strains of ideologica discourse about
market capitalism share certain grammars of worth or "orders of judtification”. When we probe the
thematic and didectica underpinnings of recent discourses, we discover a profound sSmilaity in ther
evauative grammars. We can throw this striking smilarity into sharp relief by juxtaposing recent

Anglo-American discourses about market capitalism (1973-2001) with discourses about market

capitalism from an earlier era (1910-1940).

THE SHIFT IN THE LOCUS OF (DE)LEGITIMATION:
NONMORAL AND MORAL GRAMMARS OF EVALUATION IN DISCOURSES ABOUT
MARKET CAPITALISM

During the twenties and thirties, individuas felt free to put into question the legitimacy and worth of
these taken-for-granted inditutions such as market cgpitlism. At atime when social, economic,
and cultura forces were disrupting entrenched established socia and economic ingtitutions,

individuals challenged the legitimacy and worth of the reigning economic system.” Asthe primary
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inditution undergoing "destabilization” , market cgpitalism became the focal point of ideologica
contestation.?  During these unsettled times the alocative and provisioning system of market

capitalism had not yet ripened into its mature Sate.

In the 1930s, the modernizing process had not yet completely overtaken the ingtitutions of
sgnificatior” corresponding to market capitalism. For this reason, the legitimating and oppositional
discourses concerning market capitalism did not yet participate in awider order of judtification
revolving around individud-level values and ends. Neither the defenders nor the opponents of
American market cgpitalism pitched their arguments explicitly in terms of vaues referencing the
individua such as autonomy, self-reliance, liberty, saf-fulfillment, or well-being. From the late Sixties
onwards, however, disputants apprehend market society as an arenain which individuals negotiate
thair “private life-projects’™®, rather than a venue in which socia groups seek to redlize principles of
collective order.  After the transformation of the cultural landscape during the late Sixties and early
seventies, the detractors and defenders of “free market” capitalism draw fredy from the “liberd”
idiom of individud sdf-determination, liberty, autonomy, well-being, and sdlf-fulfillment. At the same
time, they shun the earlier idiom of efficiency, equity, and orderliness. It israre for contemporary
ideologists, whether libertarian or progressive, to tie their daims about market capitalism to collective
idedls such as progress, socid solidarity, productivity, or equity. The vaues of theindividud have
supplanted the values of the callective in arguments about the legitimacy and worth of market
capitdism. Theimport of market capitdism liesin its consequences for individuals' “agentia

capacities’™, rather than its consecquences for the integrity of the socia collective.
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When we juxtapose post- 1968 discourses with earlier discourses, particularly discourses from the
twenties and thirties, we cannot help but notice a dramatic shift in the locus of (de)legitimation. This
shift concerns the priority granted to individud-leve vaues vis-a-vis collective-vadues.  Post-60s
ideological struggles unfolded in an arena very different from the one in which earlier struggles took
place. Arguments about the efficiency and productivity of market-based provisoning and economic
coordination no longer took center stage. Indeed, apologists for the market system only resorted to
daims about the market' s efficiency and productivity when formulating strictly economic arguments.™
For post-1960s exponents of “market fundamentalism”*?, it is not the economic virtues of the market
mechanism which spesk loudest in its favor, but its mordly beneficia properties. In their ideologica
doctrines, mord ideds serve as the basis by which to judge the worth and legitimacy of market
capitdism.  What decides the legitimacy of market exchange is its congruence with cherished moral

ideals rather than its potentid for advancing collective godls.

Likewise, post-60s opponents of unrestrained market capitalism condemn itsfailings in the name of
mora principles. Recent critics of the market system have gppeded to expliatly mord vauesin ther
critiques of the market syssem. They point to the market system’ sincomptibility with deeply rooted
human vaues such as equity and sdf-determination. Asin the nineteenth century, detractors of the
market till lament the injustices of economic inequity and deprivation. Like nineteenth century critics
such as Carlyle, these critics lament the vulnerability of the individua to the pressures exerted by

impersona " cash payment nexus'. ** To them, market forces erode the autonomy of human agents,
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particularly in their capacity asworkers. Such critics of the market often resurrect the humanigtic
Marxian argument thet the individud’ s participation in wage-1abor renders him incapable of redizing
his potentidities. These critics argue that the system of exchange-reations, generdized throughout
society, compels the unpropertied individud to participate in stultifying wage-Iabor, thereby depriving
him of the opportunity to develop his aptitudes and capacities™ Thus, in ariticizing the market, both

sympathizers and detractors turn to values of sdf-determination, saif-actudization, and freedom.

NONMORAL DISCOURSESABOUT MARKET CAPITALISM:
THE WANING OF THE INDUSTRIAL ORDER OF WORTH

In the period between 1914 and 1935, when the capitdist market economy seemed to totter on the
“edge of the abyss™®, proponents of market capitalism labored to articulate its virtues in persuasive
ways. At the sametime, capitalism’s detractors crafted and disseminated innovative new critiques of
“the wage-profit systlem”.*”  During this period, both proponents and critics of the existing system
could take advantage of at least two digtinct grammars of worth in formulating their claims about the
legitimacy of market capitdism. 2 When we examine the lay and expert discourses regarding market
capitdism, wefind an interesting pagtiche of evauative grammars. Ideologists from both sides put
into play elements drawn fromtheindugtria grammar, on the one hand, and the emergent market

grammar, on the other hand. *°

While the critics of the wage-profit system deployed market-oriented criteria of evauation
garingly®, their opponents readily harnessed market-oriented repertoires of evauation. The market

order of judtification, particularly the market-based criterion of consumer satisfaction, figured
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prominently in the defenses of capitalism articulated by forward-1ooking members of the American
business establishment. The busnessman William Kixmiller observed in his apology for American

corporate capitalism, Can Business Build a Great Age? that business could not prosper without mass

consumption ==

Under the new system there will be anatural leveling of humanity because the success of the new
system depends upon alarge consuming population; in general, to make money you must serve

this population - make goods and help build alarge market for these goods...the improvementsin
productive efficiency brought about by technological developments, resulting inamore effective
production of goods, should create their own purchasing power... Now, however, because mass
production requires mass consumption, business must perfect circulation..in order for the new economy
to function, there must be an adequate flow of purchasing power to the producer so that as a consumer
he can buy the products of industry.

In Kixmiller' s view, the wage-profit system dedlivered consumer satisfaction a the same time that it
promoted efficiency in production. Thus, the dictates of efficiency did not contradict the imperatives
of consumer satisfaction and profit-making.  1n making this argument, Kixmiller tried to defuse the
critics arguments about the industrid deficiencies of the wage-profit sysem. He smultaneoudy
affirmed the wage- profit system’s capacity to redlize the kinds of ends (consumer satisfaction)
inscribed within the market order of worth.  Thus, Kixmiller fdt he had to harmonize these potentidly
conflicting grammars of worth before he could press them into ideological service. Thus, pro-
capitdist ideologists focused their efforts on demonstrating the congruence of market- oriented
criteria (such as consumer satisfaction) with the industrid criteriaembraced by capitaism’s critics.
However, they did occasonaly defer to indugtrid criteria of evauation, even asthey put forward
arguments founded on consumer choice and other vaues drawn directly from the market order of
worth. At times the defenders of market capitaism even expended ideologica resources trying to
rebut dlegations of inefficiency. Kixmiller and other apologists for market capitalism denied that

market capitalist promoted wastage and inefficiency.
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To amuch greater extent than their pro-market counterparts, the critics of market capitdism
appealed to the industrial order of worth. Those who contested the legitimacy of the wage-profit
system couched their arguments primarily in the idiom of industrial values. They decried the
inefficiencies, wastefulness, and inequities spawned by market capitdisn. The arguments of the
Taylorist engineer Henry Laurence Gantt serve as an excellent example of such discourse. Gantt
was one of thefirg critics of market capitalism to venture beyond the popular critique of the grasping
“plutocracy” and extend his critique to the “entire system of selling for priceg’.  In his 1916 book,

Indudtria L eadership, the Gantt blamed business enterprises pursuit of "cost efficiency” (economic

efficdency) for the inefficiencies of American indudtry:

Inasmuch as the factories are controlled by men of commercial instincts or training, their gaugeis
necessarily not efficiency, of which they know nothing, but profits, of which they know a great deal...
our difficulty in the past had been mainly with the commercial man, who has certain theories of
efficiency gained from the cost accountant which are fatal to our efforts to make improvements of
any kind.?

In 1918, Gantt attacked the “wage-profit sysem” on account of its wastefulness.

An engineer’ sway of eliminating the profit system would be to encourage production and make the
distribution of the product such a frictionless thing that salesmanship would become almost alost art...
It istruethat our great waste is caused by the system of production for profit...The present system
commits usto avicious circle of strikes, higher wages, then higher prices, with a consequent reduction
in the standard of living, which leadsto further strikes. Thisis because production is carried on for profit
and profit is determined not by industry in production but by competition in selling products?

Gantt's argument thus indicts market capitalism on the bagis of itsinconsstency with industria norms.
In his polemic we find a pronounced animosity towards the dleged inefficiencies inflicted by the
emphasis on “salesmanship”.  Gantt complains that the system of profit-oriented production impedes

the redlization of industrid idedls such as technica efficiency, productivity, and need satisfaction.
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During the late forties and early fifties, evauative criteria derived from the market order of worth
began to dominate in ideological discourses about market capitalism These criteria eclipsed earlier
indudtrid criteria, particularly in ideologica statements defending the legitimacy of market capitaiam.
Arguments about the market system’ s dlocative efficiency surfaced in many market-sympathetic
discourses authored during the period. Such arguments followed in the tracks laid down by the

American economist Frank Knight in his 1947 treatise Freedom and Reform. In thistext, Knight

Stated that:

A free market simply means a provision for effective intercommunication, so that every man as a buyer
or seller (or potentially one or the other) isin a position to offer terms of exchange to every other, and
any pair are free to agree on the most favorabl e terms acceptabl e to both parties. A free market will
establish aprice, uniform for all, on every good and service, with the general result that all parties will
specialize in production in a manner and degree which secures for all the greatest advantage compatible
with the free consent of all...Product prices will be as low, and prices for productive services as high, as
is compatible with freedom of choice for producers and consumers. Any profit will reflect superior
achievement by the enterprise-unit receiving it, either in gauging consumers’ demand or in technical
efficiency in meeting this demand..*

Here, Knight argues that the market system properly pits producers against one another in
competition for consumers outlays. In hisview, the market capitaist system exposes producers to
incentives and pendties which reward efficiency and pendize inefficiency. Further, the system
obliges producers to maximize their returns on their investments, thereby ensuring that they produce
products which answer to consumers expressed wants. Thus, Knight'sline of judtification depended
on an economigtic understanding of efficiency. Rather than concaving efficiency in technica terms,
as conservation of energy, Knight gauges efficiency in terms of preference satisfaction. Knight
deems as outcome efficient when it ddlivers the greatest level of preference satisfaction possible
under a given distribution of resources and preferences. % 1n Knight's discourse, the notion of

"dlocative efficiency” displaces notions of "physica efficiency® derived from the industrial order of
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worth. Further, Knight feels no need to pay homage to the ideals of "productive efficiency™ that
which had exerted agrip even on Kixmiller. Unlike Kixmiller, Knight did not even bother to gesture
in the direction of productive efficiency, much less giveit center sage. Thus, the pro- and anti-
market ideologists collaborated in producing a " competitive contradiction”®’ revolving around
efficiency and productivity. Aswewill see, thisideological formation was soon to recede into the

background.

LATER DISCOURSESABOUT MARKET CAPITALISM:

By the late Sixties arguments based on the idea of efficiency no longer commanded the support of
ideologigts intent on judtifying the legitimacy of market capitalism. After this critical juncture,
proponents of market cast about for aternatives to vindications of market capitalism rooted in
notions of efficiency, whether construed as physicd efficiency or economic efficiency. The early
libertarians writing in the mid- sixties derided efficiency-based arguments as “ crass and
materiaistic’?®, and publicly questioned their persuasiveness. Conceding that planned economies
might deliver materia abundance, the libertarian Frank Meyer urged market-sympathetic libertarians
to argue their case on mora grounds” During the late sixties and throughout the severties, a variety
of pro-capitdism libertarians attempted to buttress the mora legitimacy of market capitalism by
arguing that market capitalism promoted vaues indispensable to amordly worthy life. Asthe
libertarian Benjamin Rogge remarked in 1979, the ideologica defense of capitalism required
proponents to abandon familiar arguments about the materia abundance enjoyed by members of

capitdis societies. As he stated in his book Can Capitalism Survive?:

10
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Y ou may be puzzled, then, that | do not rest my case for economic freedom on its productive
achievements; on its buildings, its houses, its automobiles, its bathtubs, its wonder drugs, itstelevision
sets, its Roquefort dressings. | neither feel within myself nor do | hear in the testimony of others any
evidence that man’s search for purpose, hislonging for fulfillment, isin any significant way relieved by
these [goods]. | do not scorn these [material] accomplishments. Nor do | worship them. Nordo | findin
the lives of those who worship them any evidence that they find ultimate peace and justification in their
idols..my central thesisis that the most important part of the case for economic freedom (market
capitalism) is not its vaunted efficiency as a system for organizing resources, nor its dramatic successin
promoting economic growth, but its consistency with certain fundamental moral principles of life
itself..the significance | attach to these moral principles would lead meto prefer afree enterprise system
even if it were demonstrably less efficient than alternative systems...*°

Like many other defenders of market capitalism during this period, Rogge found the gpped to
productivity unpersuasive and rhetoricaly inadequate. In redefining the parameters of the debete,
Rogge recognized that the market system hed to be reframed as an ingtitution incorporating amord

dimension, rather than a system that bore no relationship to moralty.

During the mid-eighties, the ideologica climate changed yet again. With the ascendancy of "market
utopianism'** throughout the Anglo-American public sphere, defenders of market capitalism could
vindicate the system by extolling the virtues of the “primordid” market system.* No longer did they
have to tread cautioudy and expend energy addressing the charges leveled by their adversaries.
Emboldened by the collapse of the Soviet command economy, they exated the indtitutions of market
capitaism without reservation. Free-market "fundamentaists™® argued that in any circumstances the
free market preserves cherished values and promotes socidly and individuadly beneficid conduct. As
market fundamentaists they presented a case for expanding the reach of the market and fortifying its
control over matters of production and alocation. Their far-reaching claims about the virtues of
market capitalism did not go unopposed, however. Even as market capitalism has steadily displaced

aternative economic arrangements, a growing chorus of voices has decried the expangon of market

11
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relations and the subdtitution of market exchange for other modes of economic provisoning and
coordination.® Thus, over the last fifteen years, a number of market-critical discourses have

proliferated dongside arguments favoring the expanson of market exchange and market inditutions.

In the following sections of the paper, | will analyze recent texts deding with the legitimacy and worth
of market capitalism, concelved as the overarching socio-economic Systenvprocess within which
individuals conduct their lives. Like Boltanski and Thévenat, | will focus primarily on discourses
geared towards degpening, systematizing, and clarifying the foundations of market-antagonistic and
market-sympathetic ideologies® By explicating and mapping these discourses, | hope to disclose
the foundational “ideologemes™ at the root of the discourses, aswell as the bedrock principles
undergirding the orders of judtification. It isessentia to recognize that these “retiondizing” ideologes
do not inhabit a culturd vacuum. Indeed, like al ideologica productions, they derivein some way
from the “ cultural models and meaning systems’™’ circulating in the wider cultural system. Before we
delveinto theintricacies of these sophisticated discourses, therefore, we need to skeich the contours

of these folk moddls.

Thelinguist George Lakoff has aready ddineated the two major folk models animating everyday
discourse about mora and politica issues. Dubbed the “ strict father modd” and the “ nurturant
parenting mode”*®, these two metaphorical meaning systems offer guidelines for individuals seeking
mord guidance in their everyday lives. As Lakoff remarks, both modes specify the conditions under

which we judtify the behavior and ends of individuas as mordly praiseworthy. Since the clams of

12
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mordity override nonmord clams by definition, these models play a centrd role in structuring
discourse about the reslms of politics and society.® Individuals who abide by the dtrict father model
regard morality as amatter of disciplining the salf and achieving mastery over one' s base appetites.
According to this schema, only sdf-denia can facilitate mora conduct. Individuaswho abandon
sdf-discipline in order to cultivate happiness are forsaking the imperatives governing mora
behavior.® In its more traditiondist versions, the Strict father mode often condemns happiness as

“sdf-indulgence’*, they nevertheless surface in many libertarian polemics.

By contrast, when individuas embrace the nurturant parenting model, they see the cultivation of
happiness and salf-fuifiliment as serving amora end, rather than undermining sdif-discipline® As
Lakoff notes, individuas often base judgments about merits of market capitaism on its congruence
with the mora imperativesincorporated into the two models. Adherents of the dtrict father mode
champion the “free market”. They seeit as an inditution that enablesindividuas to achieve sif-
reliance by exerting themsdves and disciplining their appetites. By tying incentives and sanctionsto
individuals actions in the economic sphere, the “free market” system enshrines the cherished
principle of individua accountability in the socia order. For adherents of the Strict Father mordlity,
one cannot behave morally unless one takes responsibility for one's Situation.*® For people who
favor the nurturant model, however, the market system may advance mora ends, but it only does so
if it enables individuals to lead fulfilling and happy lives. In the absence of this “eudaimonistic**
function, the market impedes the redlization of mora ends as much asit facilitates their redlization.

The market system cannot serve mord ends smply by virtue of enthroning the principle of individua

13
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accountability in the fabric of the socio-economic order, as it does for adherents of the Strict Father
mordity. Indeed, whenever the market system operates in ways that make it difficult for people to

achieve saf-fulfillment, it deserves mord censure®

In the following section of the paper, | will tease gpart the “mord” ideologica discourses dealing with
the merits and drawbacks of market capitalism. In doing so, we will encounter a variety of
discoursesimplicating severd different orders of justification. Some of these orders of judtification
hearken back to the “industrid” and “market” orders of judtification outlined by Boltanski and
Thévenot. Y, as| argued previoudy, the post-60s ideol ogists who crafted these legitimating
discourses jettisoned indudria and civic orders of judtification in favor of an explicitly individudigic
mord framework. Thisis particularly gpparent in the legitimating discourses originating in the liberad
and libertarian traditions. Just as the proponents of market capitalism enrolled the mora vocabulary
of individuaism, the critics of market capitdism enlisted thismord grammar.  Thus, the progressve
criticsof market capitalism aso staked out their position from a salf-conscioudy mora standpoint.
However, their grammar of worth differed dramaticaly from the libertarian mordity infusng
pro-market discourses. Their discourses incorporated mora claims nourished by the
“eudaimonidtic’ vaues endhrined in the nurturant model of mordity. Thismora charter invested
sf-fulfillment and sdf- development with the status of mora imperatives, unlike the disciplinarian
charter of the libertarians.  Thus, the anti-market ideol ogists criticized market capitalism in the name
of sdf-fulfillment and sdf-development. These new market- antagonistic discourses drew sustenance

from the nurturant vison of mordity. They opposed the “ sovereignty of the market sysem” and its
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hegemony over nonmarket modes of provisoning and alocation on the grounds thet this sovereignty

thwarted individuds in their quest for happiness.

Aswe recdl from the examination of early discourses about market capitalism (1910s-1935),
Ideologists were il ambivaent aout norms drawn from the market grammear of worth. In
particular, they were reluctant to entrust ideal's of consumer choice and satisfaction with the task of
persuading their audience of the virtues (or vices) of market capitdism.  Before the eighties, these
“market-related” idedls had not yet crystalized to the point where they could serve as foundationa
vaues anchoring their own orders of judtification. For example, gpped s to consumer satisfaction did
not gppear in the libertarian discourse which matured in the fifties and early sixties. Yet, in the
eghties and nineties, libertarian ideologists availed themselves of idedls revolving around consumer
choice, consumer satisfaction, and consumer well-being. Thus, contemporary liberd and libertarian
discourses™ about market capitalism are tightly interwoven with the market order of worth, viathe

"ideologemes’ of consumer choice and consumer satisfaction

As| will demondrate through readings of selected libertarian texts, the libertarian ideologists
proclaimed the freedom-facilitating character of market capitalism, while at the sametime
emphasizing its “ hedonic™ virtues. Thus, the later libera and libertarian discourses enrolled
warrants that incorporated notions of liberty and consumer choice. These warrants derived from
neoclasscal understandings of market exchange, rather than moraistic discourses about freedom.

Ironicaly, the libertarians had appropriated notions associated with the very neoclassicd theories
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which were responsible for the notions of efficiency discarded by the mordidtic libertarians of the
gxties and saventies. Aswe recdl, the liberds and libertarians had disavowed the efficiency and

productivity warrants that had served the earlier market enthusiasts so well.

Whilelibera and libertarian market- enthus asts mobilized arguments founded on the ideologeme of
“consumer choice’, progressive critics of the market enlisted warrants deriving from their
“eudamonidic’ mordity. Among many progressive critics of market capitalism, warrantsrooted in
the discourse of s f-fulfillment, autonomy, happiness, and saif-direction appear more ideologicaly
viable than warrants grounded in the “civic” or “industrial” repertoire of evaluation.* Among most
market- antagonistic academics and intellectua's, both expert and lay, the quest to redlize private

life- projects has become indispensable as a means of ddegitimating the ingtitution of market
exchange. Whether they venerate the vaunted efficiency of the market system or not, these critics of
market capitalism ground their arguments in idedls of happiness, autonomy, salf-fulfillment, and
“psychic well-baing”.*® The two poles of consumer vaues and producer vaues now function as the
extremes defining the primary “axis of contention” where socio-economic issues are concerned.™

In order to frame their arguments, the critics of market sovereignty forged a conception of well-being
untouched by “economistic’ understandings derived from the market paradigm.®  Reslizing the debt
owed to neoclassica economics by libertarian discourse, progressive critics such as Paul Wachtd,
and Juliet Schor assailed the cogency and appropriateness of the economistic conception of

17 52

“preference satisfaction”™ . In doing so, they regject one of the linchpins of the market order of

judtification and moved beyond the judtificatory apparatus deployed by the libertarians. Inframing
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their eudaimonigtic idedls, they took painsto distinguish "happiness' from the consumer satisfaction
idolized by the libertarian market enthusiasts. Progressive idedl's of happiness, sdf-fulfillment, and
psychic well-being deployed in the progressive discourses owe little to the neoclassica paradigm.
Indeed, they are often presented in opposition to the model of “preference satisfaction” eaborated

by economists working within the neoclassicd tradition.

THE THEMES OF PRO-MARKET DISCOURSE: LIBERTY AND CONSUMER CHOICE

For libertarian market fundamentaidts, it is the voluntary character of market exchange that renders it
preferable to dl other forms of economic activity. In the hands of market- sympathizers, the market
system is congtrued as an arena where individuas pursue their own ends, while contributing the
redization of others ends. Asthis arenafor the voluntary exercise of choice, the market congtitutes
nothing more than a“neuttral fadilitator” > of individuals own life-projects. At the extreme, libertarian
market-fundamentalists celebrate the transfer of exchangeable goods as the very embodiment of
freedom-affirming conduct in the public sphere. In fredy griking bargains in the open arena of the
market, individuals assert their freedom to acquire and dispose of property, subject only to the

limitations imposed by other market actors exercise of their property rights>

As aforum where contractudly defined rights prevail over other entitlements, the market is
conceived as an arenawhere individuas can fredy grike deds with other individuds, taking into
congderation only their own sdf-defined interests. Inspired by the Audtrian libertarian Friedrich
Hayek, they laud the market as an indtitution that permits individuas to act on their own impulses,

without having to submit to the will of another person.> By establishing market-driven economic
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arrangements, society respects the autonomy of sovereign individuals and permits them to freely
pursue their ends without deferring to others' dictates. Under the market system’ s regime of
property rights, transactors are never obliged to strike deals with specific partners. Dissatisfied
transactors, whether consumers, sdllers, or workers, can aways refuse to enter into specific
exchanges and transfer their services or goods elsewhere® Asaresult, the market process leaves
producers free to meet demand on their own terms, while leaving consumers free to exercise their
power of choice and to withhold their monetary outlays.> In the words of philosopher Elizabeth
Anderson, each party to amarket transaction views his relaionship with the exchange partner as
nothing more than a means to the satisfaction of ends defined independently of the rdaionship.® It is
important to note that this freedom includes the freedom to select jobs and line of work fredly,
subject to the like choices of others competing for the same positions. Thus, market freedoms do

not stop at the freedom to select consumable goods and services.™

Market-sympeathetic ideologists usudly frame their judtifications or critiques using the vocabulary of
dsciplinarian mord ideds, particularly sdf-discipline, noncoercion, sdf-reliance, and persona
initigtive. Praisgng the "free market”, they cite the way in which the freedom to transact in market
settings works to the advantage of individuas trying to achieve sdf-reliance. In their celebrations of
market capitaism, libertarians rarely praise the way in which market system works to the advantage
of individuds trying to achieve happiness, sdf-fulfillment, and other eudaimonigic ends. And ye,
market-enthusiastic libertarians do appropriate “warrants’® seemingly associated with the

“nurturant” model of happiness and salf-fulfillment®® 1n such cases market sympathizers often point
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to the ussfulness of market exchange and market relations for individuas trying to redlize their
agoirations and life-goals. 1t seemslikely that these libertarians are trying to exploit the popularity of
culturally potent “postmaterialist”® values without committing themsdlves to the primacy of
eudaimonigtic values like happiness and saf-fulfillment. Unlike their progressive counterparts, the
libertarian ideologists rest content with a economistic vison of satisfaction and seldom dwell on the
character and destiny of happiness. Thus, when we unpack libertarian and liberd passages dedling
with the character of happiness, we find an implicit economigtic conception lurking in the
background. In their texts, the libertarians show an unwillingness to depart from the economistic
understanding of well-being and happiness® They seem uncomfortable with notions of happiness

inconsstent with the utilitarian vison of preference satisfaction.

Thelibertarian strain of legitimeting discourse proceeds from the premise thet the market system
feadlitates the individuals quest for “utility”, however thisend is congtrued. Inasmuch as the market
actor can enroll the products, talents, and labor of othersin his autonomous quest to redlize his goals
and aspirations, he enjoys an enhanced “quality of life’. ® By insarting himsdlf into the “impersona”®
nexus of market exchange, the market actor enjoys access to goods and services unavailable to the
individual engaged in saif-provisioning or some sort of associationa economy.® Thisline of thinking
appearsin many libera and libertarian texts. Nowhereisit eaborated with such gusto, however, as
in W. Michadl Cox and Richard Alm’s populist tract celebrating the virtues of American market

capitalism, Myths of Rich and Poor: Why We re Better Off Than We Think, written in 1999.” True

acolytes of market fundamertalism, Cox and Alm rail againg the impediments to marketized
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commerce and give their blessing to the expanson of market cagpitalism into new areas of human
activity. Cox and Alm enumerate in greet detail the enormous improvementsin persond living
standards accompanying the expansion of marketized commerce in the United States over the last
half century.®® They chronicle the proliferation of goods and services that have enriched Americans
lives and lightened Americans burdens over the past haf century. The profusion of exchangesble
goods™ and sarvices dirculating through market channels testifies to society's “tremendous gains from

specidization and [market] exchange’.”

Cox and Alm link this proliferation of goods and services to the overarching vaues of “consumer
choice’.”  To Cox and Alm, individuals should welcome the enlargement of consumer choice as an
unqualified blessng. Expanded consumer choice means grester varieties of goods, more leisure
time, and more "waysto live ongslife".”  After American consumers regp the benefits of this
abundance for along time, they begin to desire “intangibles, such as more leisure, better living
conditions, and a sense of salf-worth”.” Cox and Alm proclaim that market capitaism not only
satisfies Americans' desires for more consumer goods, but satisfies American consumers gppetite for
more “amenities, more luxuries, and more saif-fulfillment” aswell.” It is the abundance of materia
goods made possible by the operation of market capitalism which isresponsble for the evolution of

individuals tastes into desires for intangible goods.

In framing their argument, Cox and Alm do not make any distinctions between ordinary consumer

goods and services, on the one hand, and amenities and sef-fulfillment, on the other hand. Insteed,
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they treat salf-fulfillment as a particular kind of consumer good. In equating well-being proper with
economicaly measurable "utility”, Cox and Alm are employing the same didecticd dratagem as
other libertarian market fundamentdists. By eliding the difference between the state of sdlf-fulfillment
and purchasable commodities, they are ruling out any possible discrepancy between the dollar vaue
of what is consumed and the well-being of the consumer. This stratagem makes sense, considering
that progressive critics of market capitalism have made the notion of economic well-being aprimary

target of thair criticisms.

Cox and Alm rarely entertain the possibility that the expansion of consumer choice might have
perverse effects on the autonomy and well-beng of individuds. They do, however, consder the idea
that the expansion of consumer choice might not serve to make work more enjoyable for producers.
In their discussion of "producer values',™ they make avery reveding observation. Cox and Alm
decide that, whenever consumer choice comes into conflict with “producer choice’™, then the
prerogatives of consumer choice necessarily supersede the clams of producer choice. In Cox’s

words:;

Although it’s become fashionabl e to disparage service industries and their jobs, the great truth

of free-market economiesisthat we consumers dictate what we produce and where we work. We
are both producers and consumers. It’ s inconsistent for us as consumers to want mostly services
yet as workersto produce mostly goods [we want to produce]. Inthe end, we're going to work at
the jobs that produce what we want to buy.”’

Thus, in the Sngle instance when a competing vaue threatens to trump consumer choice, Cox and
Alm come down firmly on the side of consumer choice. Cox is not the only market-sympathetic

liberd/libertarian to commend consumer choice as a priority worthy enough to nullify the dams of

21



Discourses about Market Capitalism in the Age of Subjective Ideals:

producer choice. The British political commentator Arthur Seldon draws up alist of prized vaues

redlized by the unfettered market system. In thislist he includes the following requirement:

6. The machinery of economic activity must put the interest of man as consumer over the
interest of man as producer. Only the market system under capitalism can perform this
task.”

For Sdldon, Cox, Alm, and other libertarian believersin market capitalism, nothing more than
consumption is required for human agentsto attain wel-being and sdf-fulfillment. More specificdly,
it is unnecessary for human agents to work at jobs they find worthwhile and enjoyable. Aslong as
the market system honorsindividuas desires for commodifiable goods and services, individuas can
adways achieve sdf-fulfillment through acts of commodity consumption (particularly the consumption
of leisure goods).” It is therefore undesirable that society respect individuals preferences as
producers at the expense of leaving consumers preferences unsatisfied. |f society were to respond
to producers preferences for autonomous and enjoyable work, it might interfere with consumers
quest for "utility”. Aswe have seen, in the discourse of libertarian market-enthusiasts, agreeter level
of marketized commerce leads not only to greater freedom, but to greater consumer choice as well.
This consumer choice necessarily trandates into enhanced wdl-being and greater possibilities for
sf-fulfillment. Thus, the libertarians welcome the expansion of marketized commerce into more
domains of human activity in name of freedom and well-being.

PROGRESSIVE DISCOURSE ABOUT MARKET CAPITALISM ANDITS
EUDAIMONISTIC THEMES

While economigtic understandings of well-being gill inform the arguments presented by
contemporary market fundamentalists, progressive critics of the market have moved beyond these

conceptions of wel-being. Asearly asthe late seventies, market-criticd tracts started to focus their
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critiques not on the injustices and inequities engendered by market capitalism, but on the harm
wrought on individuds lives by asociety overrdiant on marketized commerce. After abrief hiatusin
the eighties, this“vanguard” critique gathered momentum. In the early nineties, adew of articles and
books came out denouncing the encroachment of market capitalism on unmarketized spheres of

human activity.®

In the view of contemporary critics of the overreaching market, the increased availability of consumer
goods does not necessarily trandate into socid or individua well-being and sdf-fulfillment. Indeed,
as Clifford Cobb and Ted Halstead pointed out in their Atlantic Monthly article "If the Economy is
Up, Why is America Down?", the growth of marketized commerce may actually detract from the
quadlity of individuds lives The deterioration of the socid fabric fuds the growth of marketized
commerce. Asaconsequence, increasing levels of consumer goods often accompany the erosion of
individuals quality of life, not to mention the possibilities for saif-fulfillment® Moreover, in Fred
Hirsch's view, when the market system prevails over dl other modes of provisoning (public
provisoning, barter, time share arrangements, saf-provisoning, associationd provisoning), it
condrainsindividuals to address dl their desires through the individuaized purchase and consumption

of exchangeable goods. Thus, desired goods and services are offered:

..exclusively or predominantly on commercial terms rather than on some other basis..
such asinformal exchange, mutual obligation, altruism, associational bargaining, or
feelings of service...the economy as a whol e becomes more commodity oriented
than individuals would choose if they were confronted with the full consequences
of their preferences in the context of the economy's capacity to satisfy them..®

Thus, Cobb, Halstead, and Hirsch al agree that marketized commerce cannot spread to dl areas of

human activity without endangering the well-being of society and individuads. While the libertarian

23



Discourses about Market Capitalism in the Age of Subjective Ideals:

market fundamentdists show an unwillingness to chalenge the conventiona economistic
understanding of well-being, Hirsch, Cobb and others thus ground their daimsin a slf-conscioudy
non-economistic understanding of well-being. 1t never enters Cox's mind that people blessed with
consumer choice could prefer salf-dedtructive activities to salf-enriching activities: But Cobb and
Halstead draw attention to the destructiveness of many activities registered by the price mechanism

as pogtive vaues.

Melding together earlier criticiams about the market system's corrosion of the socid fabric with
"psychologidtic’ arguments about the damage inflicted by the overreaching market system on
individuals happiness and saf-fulfillment, these critics of market direct their criticisms towards the
effect of marketized commerce on “ subjective well-being” and happiness. They dwdl primarily on
the relationship between individuas participation in market-mediated ingtitutions (consumption and
paid employment) and indicia of psychological and physicd hedth. While their arguments do draw
from a psychologica grammar of worth, they aso incorporate appealsto mord ideds. Infact, their
arguments acquire a mordigtic tenor when they draw on “eudamonistic” warrantsin their critiques of

the overreaching market system.

In his progressive statement The Poverty of Affluence™, Paul Wachtel agress with the libertarians

that the reign of marketized commerce has brought about an expansion of consumer choice in many
aress of activity. Just as Cox and Alm catalogue the vast array of goods for salein consumer

markets, Wachtel cites the "panoply of items™®* available to the modern American consumer.
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Whereas Cox and Alm regard consumers access to goods as the prerequisite for happiness and
wel-being, however, Wachtd pointsto the price paid for this access. Wachtel questions whether
the drive to maximize the variety and availability of commodified goods and services actualy makes
individuals happier, more fulfilled, or psychologically hedthier. % Wachtel complains that the
“sovereignty of the market”®, the market’s unchallenged authority of over al matters of provisioning,
condricts the st of possihbilities facing individuas. After consdering various arguments, Wachtel
concludes that the consumer-oriented economy impoverishes the lives of those who renounce
"materid accumulation” as a path to happiness. He deplores the "poverty of red choices' facing
Americans who want to experiment with lifestyles different from the "consumer way of life"

dominating the American landscape.

In his arguments againg the overreaching market system, Wachtd is careful to distinguish "economic
wdl-being®” from well-being proper. In this preoccupation with the inadequacy of economistic
visons of wdl-being, Wachte shows hisideologica affinity with other progressive critics of the
market concerned with the impact of marketized commerce on the well-being and happiness of
market participants. In ther influentid article 1995 article "If the Economy is Up, Why is America
Down?', Clifford Cobb and Ted Halstead revisit the same issues. When they discuss how

economists misuse the GDP as a gauge of naiond wdfare, they make the following argument:

...[ the GDPis] simply ameasure of total output (the dollar value of finished goods
and services). It assumesthat everything produced is by definition "goods." It does
not distinguish between costs and benefits, between productive and destructive activities,
or between sustainable and unsustainable ones. The nation's central measure of well
being works like a cal culating machine that adds but cannot subtract. It treats everything
that happensin the market as again for humanity, whileignoring everything that
happens outside the realm of monetized exchange, regardless of the importance
to well-being...®
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While Cobb and Hastead do not follow Wachtdl in his psychologigtic treetment of happiness, they
concur with him as to the conflation of economicaly measurable well-being and human well-beng.
Both writers take issue with the covert equation between market value and human wefare so

prominent in the arguments of market fundamentdists like Seldon, Cox, and Alm.

Expanding upon Wachtd’ s critique, political scientist Robert Lane' s The Market Experience

revisits many of the issues introduced by Wachtel. Lane, however, conducts a much more extensve
and searching inquiry into the market’ s conseguences for human well-being.®® On atheoreticd leve,
Lane swork marks awatershed in the development of the qudity of life critique pioneered by
Wechtdl. Firg, Lanetracesindividuas happiness to sources which mostly lie outside the market,
such as socid rdations and salf-esteem. ® Second, Lane reformulates the issue of subjective well-
being, in relation to market-mediated processes, including gainful employment and commodity
consumption. In relaion to these economic processes, Lane makes afundamentd digtinction missng
from Wachte’swork. He distinguishes the economic agent in his cgpacity as producer and the
economic agent in his capacity as consumer. For Lane, the productive activities undertaken by the
individud, in hisrole as producer/worker, play alarger role in deciding his overdl well-being than his
activities as aconsumer of commodities. |f the person isto optimize his well-being by participating in
marketized exchange, he ought to attend more to his productive activities than his activitiesas a
consumer of commodities. Thus, a consumer-oriented market system does not redize the val ues of
happiness and sdf-fulfillment as well as an economic system that subordinates consumer choice to

work enjoyment and autonomy.®* Lane argues that maximizing access to commodified goods and
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services does not trandate into optimal well-being and happiness® For Lane, the market system, as
it is currently organized, perpetuates an overemphasis on commodity consumption that can depress
human happiness, even asit (ostensibly) enhances consumer welfare. In effect, the market systlem
favors the rewards of commodity consumption over the intringic rewards of “enjoyment, self-
direction, and learning at [paid] work”.* Since the market system operatesin this manner, it actually

harms human well-being, even as it enhances consumer welfare.

The progressive critics of the market, ranging from economists like Scitovsky, Hirsch, and Laneto
humanigis like Wachtd, dl problematize the relation between market-mediated processes and
eudamonigtic vaues, specifically autonomy and well-being. They are particularly preoccupied with
the pressures marketization brings to bear on individuals participating in the ingtitutions of paid labor™
and consumption. Drawing on psychologistic and eudaimonigtic visons of autonomy and happiness,
they contest the presumption that individuas automaticaly benefit when they can fredy choose from
alarge variety of commodities. In the words of Wachtel, society should promote away of life which

opens up:

..the possibility of akind of liberation considerably more satisfying than
simply being free to choose what is on the shelvesin the grocery store...*

In Wachtd's view, an economic and cultura order that inflates individuas expectations for consumer
goods and services, while dampening their aspirations for sdf-development and sdlf-discovery hardly
merits our respect, let done our endorsement. For the progressive critics of market capitaism, the
ever-expanding horizons of commodification may widen the scope of consumer choice. To them,

this consumer choice does not assure market actor’s happiness, well-being, or saf-fulfillment.
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Indeed, in their view, the market systemy’s “ commerdiaizing bias’™ threatens to increase individuals
dependency on market relations to a pathologicd level. Moreover, they argue that individuas
enmeshed in market-mediated activities - work and consumption - lack the wherewithd to pursue
the kinds of noncommodifiable activities and commitments necessary for fulfilling lives. For these
critics, the overreaching indtitutions of market capitalism, specificaly the inditutions of mass
consumption and employment, throw up obstacles in the way of individuas striving to attain
happiness and develop their capacities. Individuas entangled in the indtitutions of an overreaching

market system find themsalves stymied, when it comes to redizing their eudaimonigtic gods.

Thus, what concerns Scitovsky, Hirsch, Cobb, Lane, and Wachtd hasto little to do with "industrial”
desiderata such as efficiency and productivity. Nor doesit have much to do with socid solidarity,
equity, or any other norm inscribed within the "civic" order of worth.  Insteed, their concerns have to
do with the plight of the individud trying to rediize her private life-gods aspiraions while
smultaneoudy coping with the choices and congraints imposed by the inditutions of market
capitdism. Inthisway, they share something in common with the libertarian exponents of market
fundamentalism, who a so place the predicament of the market-enmeshed individud &t the center of

their discourses about market society.

While Cox and Alm subordinate producer choice (honoring the workers preferences with regard to

work content and conditions) to consumer choice, Lane vindicates the claims of producer choice.

Drawing on psychologica research into sources of satisfaction, happiness, and salf-fulfillment, Lane
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contends that market actors secure more well-being from their autonomous activities as producers
than they secure from their autonomous activities as consumers. Thus, the two Sdes diverge, asto
the meaning and significance of consumer choice in asociety where the individua is expected to act
as achoice-maker in dl areas of her life. For progressve critics of market sovereignty, people
cannot leed fulfilling lives as long as they are enmeshed in labor market and consumption regimes
where their producer aspirations are subordinated to the desires of paying consumers. An economic
system which truly works to the advantage of people seeking well-being would not induce people to
barter away their "noncommodity outputs' (chalenging work, opportunities for self-development,
helping others) in return for commodity outputs which contribute far lessto overdl well-being. As

the sociologist Fred Block remarks in "Why Wél-being Does not Count™:

Thereis good reason to believe that people's feelings of well-being have much
more to do with [noncommaodity factors] than with small variationsin their ability
to buy marketable goods and services..”

Because the overreaching market system feeds off the destruction of the life activities that give riseto
these noncommodity outputs, its growth ultimately endangers the well-being thet it ostensbly
enhances. Aslong as marketized commerce grows by absorbing nonmarketized spheres of activity
and converting them into commodity outputs, people's happiness and autonomy will suffer.

Asthe French critic André Gorz noted, the marketization of noncommercia activities converts
autonomous capacities into tasks performed for monetary compensation. In combination with the
"commodity-bias' of the overreaching market system, the market's tendency to cannibize
"autonomous' activities leads to a deficit in noncommodity outputs.® 1n addition, the marketization
of many spheres of activity constrain people to address al of their wants through the consumption of

purchasable commodities. It therefore tifles any aspirations to saf- provisoning that people may
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harbor. People forfeit the pleasures that come with doing things for themsalves, as they depend

more and more on marketable goods and services.

Aswe have seen, the early ideologists who addressed the legitimacy and worth of market capitalism
entered into a debate about efficiency, productivity, and socid order. Their ideologicd sruggles
yielded a competitive contradiction™ at the intersection of the “industrial” and “civic” orders of
judtification. Defenders of market capitaism ended up trying to vindicate the dlams of market
cgpitdism by seizing on its dlocative efficiency. Critics sought to undermine these claims by pointing
to the technicdl inefficiencies and wastage of the system. From a"morphologica” perspective, the
libertarians discursive srategy makes sense. By interweaving the vaues of autonomy and well-bang
with consumer choice, the libertarians fix the meaning of potentidly destabilizing terms. This
ideological maneuver empties the reservoir of connotations emanating from theterms. 1t siripsit of
al meanings which could subvert the libertarian vision of the socia order.™® By adopting an
economistic understanding of autonomy and well-being, the libertarians a so dissociate these terms
from any humanistic connotations they may happen to evoke in peopleés minds. In thisway, the
libertarian market fundamentalists mount a preemptive strike againgt the progressives. The
progressives are depending on the humanistic connotations of these terms.*®* By making both values
synonymous with the satisfaction of consumers preferences, the libertarians manage to suppress
interpretations of happiness incompatible with their market-oriented vison. Finaly, when libertarians
and liberals equate happiness with consumer choice and consumer satisfaction, they strengthen their

grip on the vocabulary of subjecthood.
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When the terrain of the debate shifted, pro-market and anti-market ideologists had to forge anew
competitive contradiction. The ended up framing their arguments in the idiom of the private lifeworld.
They spoke of autonomy, well-being, saif-fulfillment, and persond liberty. Thus, they debated the
legitimacy and worth of market capitaism drictly in terms of its consequences for the private lives of
individuals. This competitive contradiction displaced the earlier compstitive contradiction revolving
around the overtly socid values of productivity, economic justice, and economic equity. No longer
do the terms of the debate originate in orders of judtification thematizing the ideds of the socid
callectivity. Under the terms of this new competitive cortradiction, the market system would be
judged on the basis of individudigtic vaues, even though the market system was understood to be

first and foremost a mechanism for socid coordination and control. 1%

CONSUMER CHOICE AND THE LIBERTARIAN FRAMEWORK: A PUZZLE

In books such as Capitdism and Myths of Rich and Poor, we can see thet libertarian ideologists

equate happiness with consumer choice and preference satisfaction. Rather than interrogating
received understandings of happiness, they appropriate the conceptions supplied by neoclassica
economics. The economigtic vison'slack of mora sgnificance does not deter libertarians from using
it in thelr arguments. Aswe have seen, the libertarians render consumer choice as a " consummeatory
vaue"'®, the value which determines the worth and legitimacy of dl subordinate values. They
embrace an economigtic vison of well-being that makes consumer choice synonymous with the
vaues of individualism. Sdldon, Cox, and Alm rule out the very possibility that society can only

dretch the range of consumer choice by sacrificing more important vaues. But, a the same time, the

31



Discourses about Market Capitalism in the Age of Subjective Ideals:

libertarians define liberty and happiness as the outcomes of the choice-making performances enacted
by the free consumer. In the libertarian's vision, the choice-making acts of the worker or producer

do not merit the same gpprova as the choice-making acts of the consumer.

Because libertarians are generaly committed to disciplinarian worldview discussed by Lakoff, they
find it relaively easy to divest these terms of their humanistic connotations. Only freedom -
interpreted solely as * negative freedom” carries mora connotations for adherents of the dirict father
mordity. It iseasy to connect this type of autonomy to consumer choice. Thus, the libertarians find
it easy to annex the idea of freedom to the al-encompassing vaue of consumer choice. The vaue of
happiness, on the other hand, lack amord dimension for adherents of the disciplinarian worldview.
For adherents of the "strict father mordity’, happiness does not have any mord sgnificancein its
own right. Therefore, when Cox and Seldon gpproach happiness as a condition without moral

implications, they are unfolding an argument congruent with this mordity.

Aswe have seg, the libertarians cite the consonance of market capitalism with principles of liberty,
autonomy, and well-being while progressives criticized the overreaching ingtitutions of market
cgpitaism in the name of autonomy, happiness, and saf-fulfillment. The eudaimonigtic critics of
market capitalism operate with a different understanding of autonomy and happiness than the
libertarians, however. Whereas Cox celebrates consumer choice as an unqualified blessing, the
progressives find the notion of consumer choice impoverished as a surrogate for happiness. For the

progressives, the trandation of autonomy and happiness into consumer choice renders the idea of
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happiness devoid of the mora and psychologica content it warrants. For progressive adherents of
the nurturant model, one cannot do justice to the idedl of happiness without attending to its psychic
and mora aspects. Once we restore the mora and psychologica content to the notion of happiness,
we see that the benefits of consumer choice count for less than producer choice, where market
actors happiness and well-being are concerned. Speaking from the standpoint of nurturant mordity,
the progressive critics regard consumer choice as an inadequate criterion by which to gauge the

eudaimonistic virtues of consumer-oriented market capitalism'®

Our interpretation of the libertarian discourse il leaves us with severd puzzles. First, why would
the libertarians explait the idea of consumer choice so readily in their judtifications of untrammeled
market cgpitdism? Why would they employ aline of justification heavily indebted to the neoclassical
corpus, when their predecessors labored to extricate themsalves from lines of justification built
around neoclassical notions of “efficiency” and “productivity”? Second, why would libertarians and
liberals make use only of warrants grounded in consumer choice, when presenting their case for the
mora worthiness of market capitalism? While “consumer choice” is clearly tied to the kind of
“negative freedom” cherished by libertarians, “producer choice’, the access to the kinds and
quantities of work that one most prefers™® is aso tied closdly to negative freedom. Indeed, the
libertarian and liberal advocates of the consumer-oriented market system do not deny that market
capitalism permits individuals to fredy choose "jobs or career lines™®, subject to the choice of other
market actors. However, they clam that producer choice counts for little, when weighed against the

benefits of consumer choice. Why then does the libertarian so readily favor the clams of consumer
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choice over the clams of producer choice when producer choice would seem to work just as

effectively as awarrant for market capitaism?

Thisis especidly puzzling in view of the theoretical viability of a non-consumer market syslem where
market actors would “consume’ work instead of goods and services. As Samue Brittan argues, it is
perfectly possible to imagine a*“work-scarce” society where people would exchange goods and
sarvices they do not want for work which they do want, rather than the other way around. **’
Although it may seem improbable that most individuas would enjoy working to the point where they
were willing to sacrifice access to commodities, nothing about market exchange itsdlf precludesthis
posshility. Itisentirdy possble to imagine an economic order in which people “bought” the chance
to perform desirable work by exchanging goods and services valued less highly than the additiona
work. Thus, one can acknowledge the clams of “producer choice” values without repudiating one's
fath in theinditution of market exchange. Y €, as we have seen, the libertarians and liberds endorse
the claims of consumer choice, while they dismiss the clams of producer choice. Why do the
libertarians build their arguments solely on the idea of consumer choice and fdl slent when it comes

to the virtues of producer choice?

However, this does not explain why libertarians have eschewed arguments about producer choicein
this vindications of market capitdism. From this perspective it remains unclear why libertarian
market enthusiasts have refrained from trumpeting the claims of producer choice in the same way
they champion the claims of consumer choice. After dl, the ultimate object of consumer choiceis

work itsdf. As Bauman writes, at the upper ranks of the economic hierarchy, modern market
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societies can cast the job-seeker into a Stuation of choice resembling the Situation of the fredy
choosing consumer. The culturd directives of market society invites the job-seeker to approach his
work as the "object of free consumer choice™® rather than the nonchoice of necessity. Moreover,
as Robert Wuthnow learns from his interviews with middle class Americans, alarge mgority of
middle-class workers use the language of the choice-making consumer when speaking about their
career-related decisions.'® In Wuthnow's view, most middle-class American workers consider their
jobs as commitments undertaken fredly for the purpose of persond gratification Moreover, since
the late seventies, a Szable mgority of middle-class Americans judged working & "aboring job"
unacceptable.™® For today’ s middle-class saif-fulfillment seekers, social respectability and economic
security does not suffice for the redization of autonomy and sdlf-fulfillment. In the words of today’s

disaffected Harvard Law School graduate trapped in the bowels of alarge law-firm:

| hate my job, man. I’m dying to get out of here..my job iskilling me..I thought I’d be doing
something meaningful [here]..1!!

Thus, middle-class workersingst on gaining satisfaction from their work, not merely extrinsic
rewards likeincome. Given midde-class workers attachment to producer choice ideds, one would
expect libertarians to emphasize producer choice in their paeans to the market. And yet such
arguments pale in comparison to consumer choice warrants in libertarian tracts such as Myths of

Rich and Poor and Capitdism

CONSUMPTION, WORK, AND THE MIDDLE CLASS LIFE-PROJECT PARADIGM

We can begin to unrave this puzzle, when we consider the role played by voluntary consumption in

112

the "life-project paradigm” of the middle classes.™ Consumer choice, aswell as producer choice, is
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bound up with the individudigtic “ problematic” of the life-world, rather than the societd problematic

of efficiency, equity, or socid solidarity. AsKlaus Eder writesin The New Politics of Class, the

culturd repertoire associated with the “good life’ and persona autonomy has largely displaced the
ideological paradigm associated with societal ideals™ Seeking to digtinguish itsdf from the
bourgeois, on the one hand, and the lower middle classes on the other hand, the new middle classes
have evolved the notion of "the good life™* as a yardstick for evaluating their life-projects and the
life-projects of others. Within this paradigm, the values of autonomy and well-being assume thelir
sgnificance within the framework of a privatized lifeworld. When her horizons are circumscribed by
this privatized lifeworld, the individud does not think of autonomy and well-being as characteristics

of society, but thinks of them as the outcomes of her own private decisons.

These petit bourgeois values now circumscribe the parameters of the debate between defenders and
critics of market capitalism. Both the defenders and critics of market capitalism share a commitment
to the individudigtic vaues inscribed within this life-project paradigm. However, the two sides
appropriate this paradigm very differently. For the libertarian and libera advocates of market
liberdism, the market system redlizes the va ue of negative freedom, above al other * subjectivized”
vaues™ Thus, they identify paramount ideals of subjectivity with the freedoms enjoyed by the
consumer in a“well-supplied market”.*® The progressives, on the other hand, resist the ideological
attempt to identity the idedls of subjectivity with what they regard as an overly redrictive vison of
consumer choice. In their struggle againg the sovereignty of consumer choice vaues, they marshd

producer choice vaues as an ideologica wegpon. They offer the vision of aless consumerist society
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as aconcrete dternative to a society governed by the inditutions of an overreaching market
capitaism. They object to the idedls of asociety where market capitalism has devated the "modadity
of the consumer” to the default mode of living. They also protest the legitimacy and worth of ina
society cemented together exclusively through the "functiona interconnections' of the market

Wﬁe‘n 117

Under the terms of thislife-project paradigm, privatized consumption assumes a unique role for the
middle-class worker. Generdly spesking, it isonly in her capacity as consumer that the middle-class
individud actudizes her individudity and redlizes her privatized aspirations. As Bauman notes,
individuals experience their own acts of consumption as solitary performances prompted by impulses
which they can daim astheir own.™® Whether or not individuals are responding to societal pressures
when they consume, they nevertheless experience that consumption as aredization of their freedom
and wdll-being. For the middle-class American, the communa aspects of consumption are hidden
from view. As aconsequence, middle-dass Americans aspire to earn more money o that they will
enjoy greater freedom, even when they have to trade off vauable time and energy to secure that
money. Without exception, Robert Wuthnow's midd e- class respondents identified money with

"persona autonomy”, "greater individudity... and freedom to be themsdves'. ™

Within the paradigm of the privatized life-project, the modality of the freely choosing consumer

appears as the royd road to autonomy and well-being. The moddity of the worker, however,

sggnds the suspengon of this freedom and well-being in the interests of ultimate objectives which
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have "no meaningful relations with the individuals own goals'. ' Many middie-class workers have a
sense that their work is designed to serve the ends of their organization, rather than their own
ends.”! In Catherine Casey's study of commitment in a corporate workplace, many workers
reported that they "felt most fully themselves™® while away from the workplace. Despite the efforts
of the company to promote workers identification with the gods of the corporation, many workers
had reverted to an indrumentd attitude after severa years at the company. To them, work was
nothing more than away of meking aliving and sugtaining their private lifestyles. Thus while the new
middle classes condemn the “ingrumentaism” and "materidisn’ of the lower classes, they share the
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same underlying posiure towards gainful employment as working-class Americans.™ Thus, while
the idedls of choice embodied in the vocation of the free consumer have gained afoothold in the
sphere of consumption, the "heteronomoudy” organized sphere of production leaves little room for
the exercise of the autonomy integrd to the life-project paradigm. It is comparatively difficult,
therefore, for market-sympathetic libertarians to celebrate the choice-making powers of the worker,
when the content of workers jobs are dictated by the impersonal objectives of the profit-seeking
organization. Of course, as we have seen in Cox's argument, the libertarians try to circumvent this
problem by citing the preferences of consumers as the ultimate determinants of work content and
conditions. But, they refrain from daborating thisargument. Cox and Alm likdly redizethat it is
futile to argue that yielding to the expressed preferences of consumers makes workers any freer than
they would be in a society where consumers did not orchestrate the provisioning process. On some

leve, then, the libertarians grasp the essential moddlities of lifein consumption-oriented market

societies. They understand further thet, in a society where the privatized life-project paradigm holds
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sway, they much couch their gppeals in ways that mesh with this paradigm. Thus, they speak of
autonomy, choice, and well-being, but limit the scope of these ided s to the choice-meaking activities
of the consumer. They leave aside the choice-making activities of the worker, knowing full wel thet

mogt middle-class Americans experience the domain of work as one of congtraint.

CONCLUSIONS

In tracing the historical evolution of ideological discourse about market capitalism in the United
States and Britain during the post-WWI period, we discern a pronounced shift in the themétic locus
of legitimation. \We observe a corresponding shift in the thematic locus of delegitimation.’ Asl|
noted previoudy, a preoccupation with efficiency and productivity consumed pre-WWII ideologists.
Somewhere around the mid-Sixties, this preoccupation began to abate. Arguments pertaining to
societd idedls of order, efficiency, equity, and solidarity lost their gppedl. [deologists from both
camps began to reorient their arguments about market capitalism around questions of individua
autonomy, liberty, and well-being. Thus, the libertarian arguments of the fifties and Sixties
emphasized the market system’srole in preserving market actors freedom of choice. Later
libertarian discourses integrated these arguments based on "negetive liberty” with new arguments
about the hedonic benefits of marketized commerce. For contemporary liberd and libertarian
defenders of “free market” capitdism, the “hedonic” virtues of the market system share the stage
with the liberty-facilitating virtues of market exchange. Likewise, progressive critics of overreaching
market capitaism framed their arguments in the language of autonomy, freedom, and happiness.

Thus, by the time we reach the 1980s and 1990s, the individudidtic “life- project paradigm” had Ieft
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itsimprint on justificatory and critical arguments dike.  Without any deliberate efforts, the libertarians
and progressives had forged a nove competitive contradiction This competitive contradiction
revolved around idedls integra to the middle classes private life-project paradigm. For libertarian
and liberd defenders of market capitaism, the system of market capitalism has proven itslegitimacy
and worth by enlarging the scope of “consumer choice” and broadening the possibilities for

consumer satisfaction. For the critics of market capitaism, market capitaism has betrayed its
promise by making the modality of the consumer the only modality available to individuas seeking to
redize ideds of autonomy and well-being. In thisway, the overreaching inditutions of market
capitdism have disfigured these ided's and |l eft the modern individud's life depleted and

impoverished.
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specifically, Inglehart relates postmaterialism to the supplanting of deficiency (in a Maslowian sense) needs by
“being needs’, such “intellectual curiosity, belonging, self-expression, and aesthetic needs”’ on the one hand
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concludes, a market society will naturally foster the growth of “postmaterialist” values! The fact that such a
devel opment might undermine the incentive structures that undergird market processes, amazingly enough,
does not concern Rothbard! See Alexander Shand, Free Market Morality, 1990, (London: Routledge), pg. 82.
Moreover, thisthesis seemsto contradict the theoretical conclusions of “human capital theory”, which predicts
that people will invest more and more in paid work astheir real wagesincrease, because each hour of work is
worth an ever-greater quantum of satisfaction (in terms of commodity “inputs” its earnings can secure). Thus,
the “opportunity cost” of each hour rises, and the incentive to plow that timeinto gainful employment also
rises, prompting the worker to economize on nonwork timein an effort to maximize his utility. See Henri Lepage,
“The Gary Becker Revolution”, in Tomorrow, Capitalism, 1982 trans., (LaSalle, I11: Open Court Publishing).

Of course, the Becker idea makes little sense, when one realizes that “market goods” are not the only (and not
the greatest) contributorsto “utility”. In fact, theintrinsic rewards of leisure time pursuits may far outstrip the
hedonic gain from market goods!

" See W. Michael Cox and Richard Alm, Myths of Rich and Poor: Why We' re Better Off Than we Think, 1999,
(New York: Basic Books), pg. 63

! See Myths of Rich and Poor, pgs. 36, 55, 63, 148

21n 1999, W. Michael Cox, a Cato Institute Fellow, published abook entitled Myths of Rich and Poor: Why
We're Better Off Than We Think. Judging from the rave reviews on the dust cover, the book attracted praise
from all manner of libertarians and economists.

7 Cox and Alm, pg. 185

™ Cox and Alm, pg. 87

"> See Robert E. Lane, The Market Experience, pg. 665

"® See Robert E. Lane, The Market Experience, pg. 667, where he discusses the clash between “consumer val ues”

and “producer values” that constitutes the emerging ideological battleground in posttraditionalist society.
Lane, however, only approaches work from the “nurturant” perspective, and consequently overlooksthe
potentially divergent view of work fostered by the “disciplinarian” perspective. According to George L akoff,
conservativesin the grip of the disciplinarian worldview regard work as not only a necessary hardship, but a
beneficia hardship, because “hardship builds character”. See George Lakoff, Moral Politics: What
Conservatives Know that Liberals Don’t, 1996, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), pg. 132

" Cox, pg. 156

"8 See Arthur Seldon, “The Values of Capitalism” in Capitalism, 1990, (Oxford UK: Basil Blackwell), pg. 313

™ |nterestingly, the authors devote more than a chapter to detailing the joys of |eisure-goods consumption!

% See Fred Hirsch, Social Limitsto Growth, 1976, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press), Tibor Scitovsky,
The Joyless Economy, 1977, (Oxford UK: Oxford University Press), Juliet Schor, The Overworked American,
1992, (New York: Basic Books), and Robert H. Frank, Luxury Fever: Money and Happinessin an Age of Excess,
1999, (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press)

8 Clifford Cobb, Ted Halstead, and Jonathan Rowe, "If the Economy is Up, Why is America Down?", Atlantic
Monthly, October, 1995, p. 34

¥ Fred Hirsch, Social Limitsto Growth, 1976, (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press), pgs. 87, 105

% this book, Wachtel synthesized many existing arguments, and forged an encompassing critique of the
growth-centered economy. See Paul Wachtel, The Poverty of Affluence, 1989, (Philadel phia: New Society
Publishers). Many writers have followed his lead, including the economists Juliet Schor and Robert

Frank, and the political scientist Robert Lane. 1n 1990, Lane published The Market Experience, a sophisticated
treatment of the psychological dimensions of market exchange.

% Wachtel, pg. 37

% Wachtel, pg. 36
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¥ Wachtel, pgs. 270-1

8 Wachtel, pg. 157

8 Clifford Cobb, Ted Halstead, and Jonathan Rowe, "If the Economy is Up, Why Are we Down?", October 1995,
Atlantic Monthly, pg. 69

¥ |_ane exploits extensive scholarly research into the psychological repercussions of market-based activities,
including remunerative employment, market exchange, and commaodity consumption.

% For Lane, those activities which do not pass through market channels contribute more to an individual’s
well-being than any activities channeled through the market, whether “ producer activities” or “ consumer
activities’. See Lane, chps. 12-18 and Robert E. Lane, The Loss of Happinessin Market Democracies,

2000, (New Haven: Y ale University Press), chpts. 1-4. The term "econocentrism”, coined by Lane, is meant

to denote an individua who, when allocating her time, energy, and commitment to certain pursuits, finds it most
hedonically “profitable” to channel these primary goodsinto her pursuit of economic tangible goals. The
econocentrist diverts most of these goods to gainful employment, so that she works as many hours as needed
to boost the amount of disposable income she can apply towards consumption. By contrast, an individua who
gravitates towards the psychocentric pole would allocate the bulk of her time, energy, and commitment among
the many economically nonremu nerative life-domains, such as social relations, |eisure, self-directed activity,
self-development, etc. At the same time, she restricts the proportion of these resources dedicated to
economically consequential domains, relative to the materialist guided by econocentric priorities. At the
personal level, then, the materialist prefers economically consequential pursuits and life-domains over their
economically inconseguential rivals, when constrained to allocate scarce resources, such astime. Seelane,
pgs. 502-4

% |t isimportant to note that Lane stops short of advocating a nonmarket associational or participatory economy
here.

% |ane discusses the intrinsic satisfactions of work enjoyment and self-direction, the happiness derived from
various forms of companionship, and the satisfaction derived from self-actualizing pursuits. See pgs. 470-4,
505-7 and chps. 2-3in Robert E. Lane, The Loss of Happiness in Market Democracies, 2000, (New Haven:

Y ae University Press)
%ibid., pgs. 330, 336
% Progressive theoristsinterested in the boundary between the public and private spheres, and their maintenance
through gendered patterns of behavior, have studied the impact of labor market participation on household
labor carried out primarily by women. See Joan Tronto, Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument for an
Ethics of Care, 1993, (London: Routledge)
% Wachtel, pg. 32
% See Fred Hirsch, Social Limits to Growth, 1976, (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press), pgs. 105-9
% Fred Block, The Vampire State and Other Myths about the U.S. Economy, 1996, (New Y ork: The New Press)
% See André Gorz, Critique of Economic Reason, 1989 [1988], trans. Gillian Handyside, (London: Verso)
and Reclaiming Work: Beyond the Wage-Based Society, 1999 [1997], (Cambridge UK: Polity Press)
% Margaret Archer, Culture and Agency: The Place of Culturein Social Theory, 1988, (Cambridge UK;
Cambridge University Press), pgs. 211-4
1% Jeremy Gilbert, “In Defence of Discourse Analysis’, in Timothy Bewes and Jeremy Gilbert, Cultural
Capitalism: Politics after New Labour, 2000, (London: Lawrence and Wishart), pg. 61

191 | n seeking to understand the genesis and devel opment of contemporary ideol ogies about market capitalism, we
need to recall Margaret Archer’s conceptualization of ideological conflict as simultaneously ideational and
social in character. The process of ideological contestation, as distinct from nonideological strife, is
inaugurated when the antagonistic parties assert contradictory ideas. Ideological strife opens up an
unbridgeabl e gap between the ideological rivals' visions of the situation. The purveyors of ideol ogies and
counter-ideologies seek to invest their social antagonism with anideational dimension by elaborate ideas
understood as antithetical to one another. Rival ideologists formulate their positions with an eye to setting
up what Archer calls a“ competitive contradiction”. The crystallization of this competitive contradiction
makes it impossible for disputantsto uphold rival positions simultaneously, and thus compels them to take
sidesinideological debates. For an excellent discussion of ideologies, see Margaret Archer, Culture and
Agency: The Place of Culture in Social Theory, 1988, (Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press),
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pgs. 187-89
192 See Charles Lindblom, "Market-System Coordination” in The Market System, 2001, (New Haven CT: Yale
Univesity Press), pgs. 36-41 and André Gorz, Critique of Economic Reason, pgs. 31-35
193 Feliks Gross, "Hierarchies of Values', inldeologies, Goals, and Values, 1985, (Westport CT: Greenwood
Press), pg. 231
%t is certainly possible to critique the market system from the perspective of consumer choice, as Tibor
Scitovsky demonstratesin his book The Joyless Economy, 2nd edition, 1992, (Oxford: Oxford University
Press) and Human Desire and Economic Satisfaction: Essays on the Frontiers of Economics, 1982, (Brighton
UK: Wheatsheaf Books)
1% See Robert E. Lane, “ The Economics of the Intrinsic”, in The Market Experience, 1990, (New Y ork: Cambridge
University Press), pgs. 413-4
1% Robert Wuthnow, "The Morality of the Marketplace" inMeaning and Moral Order: Explorationsin Cultural
Analysis, 1987, (Berkeley, CA: University of CdiforniaPress), pg. 87
197 samuel Brittan, “ The Economics of an Alternative Society”, in A Restatement of Economic Liberalism, 1987,
(London: MacMillan Press), pg. 196
1% Zygmunt Bauman, "From the Work Ethic to the Ethic of Consumption”, inWork, Consumerism, and the
New Poor, 1998, (Buckingham UK: Open University Press), pg. 33
1% Robert Wuthnow, Poor Richard's Principle: Recovering the American Dream through the Moral Dimension
of Work, Business, and Money, 1996, (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press), pgs. 110-117
"9 Daniel Yankelovich, New Rules: Searching for Self-Fulfillment in a World Turned Upside Down,
1981, (New Y ork: Random House), pg. 150
1 Robert Kurson, Who' s Killing the Great Lawyers of Harvard?’, Esquire Magazine, August 2000,
pgs. 84, 88
12 See Eder, pg. 109
3 Alain Touraine, Critique of Modernity, 1995, [1992], trans. David Macey, (Oxford UK: Basil Blackwell),
pgs. 212
!4 See L oren Baritz, The Good Life: the Meaning of Success for the American Middle Class, 1989,
(New York: Alfred Knopf)
115 See Alain Touraine, “ Culture without Society”, in Cultural Values, Vol. 2. No. 1, 1998, pg. 146
18 Alain Touraine, Critique of Modernity, 1995, [1992], trans. David Macey, (Oxford UK: Basil Blackwell),
pgs. 220-2 and Don Slater, "The Freedoms of the Market”, in Consumer Culture and Moder nity, 1994,
(Cambridge UK: Polity Press), pg.s 333-38
17 See André Gorz, Critique of Economic Reason, 1989 [1988], trans. Gillian Handyside, (London: Verso),
pg. 33
118 Zygmunt Bauman, "From the Work Ethic to the Ethic of Consumption®, inWork, Consumerism, and the
New Poor, 1998, (Buckingham UK: Open University Press), pg. 30
9 Wuthnow, 1996, pg. 154
120 See André Gorz, Critique of Economic Reason, 1989 [1988], trans. Gillian Handyside, (London: Verso),
pg. 36
2L Wuthnow, 1996, pg. 120,
122 Catherine Casey, Work, Self, and Society: After Industrialism, 1995, (London: Routledge), pg. 125
123 Middle-class workers often do not perceive the world of work as a domain of constraint and coercion.
Wuthnow's middle class respondents always cited the intrinsic rewards of work, when explaining their
commitment to their jobs. However, as Wuthnow observes, despite these professions of voluntary
commitment, a sense of constraint hauntstheir statements. See Wuthnow, 1996, pg. 188.
124 See Alain Touraine, Return of the Actor: Social Theory in Postindustrial Society, trans. 1988, (Minneapolis
MN: University of Minnesota Press), pg. 111
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