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Wednesday, March 18, 2009 

 

The “Uncapitalism” 

 

“Will capitalism be different?” Such was the question from the erudite host 

directed at President Obama’s Treasury Secretary, Timothy Geithner appearing 
on the PBS Charlie Rose Show. A thoughtful guest might have responded with 

at least a request for clarification if not a full definition of “capitalism.” But this 
was Tim Geithner, quickly earning a reputation for lacking clarity or even 
competence in his job as a political…well; let’s just say in his political role. One 

should not perhaps be surprised that he dutifully dumped whatever was on his 
mind at the time as he responded with, “I think capitalism will be different, and 
the financial system will be dramatically different. It’s already dramatically 

different. Again, if you look at the scale of adjustment and restructuring in the 
financial system, it’s already happened.” 

Where to start with this mish-mash? If “capitalism” will be “different” then it’s 
not capitalism. It is something else. The proper question along this line of 

inquiry ought to have been, “Will the US social system be different?” The 
purpose of the interview should have been centered on getting at the truth and 
understanding facts raised. Was there some other purpose to this “show?” 

If you accept that capitalism is a social system based on political liberty and 

private property then, quite frankly it has only existed in theory not practice. 
The US started out in principle with the concept of political liberty but the 
remnants of mercantilism infected the young country with the notion of a 

governing role in the economy. Economics was a very young science at the 

time—Adam Smith’s revolutionary and famous An Inquiry into the Nature and 

Causes of the Wealth of Nations was published in the revolutionary year 1776—
and for the first forty years or so the United States languished economically. 

There were also challenges to political liberty in that time with the Alien and 
Sedition Acts passed in 1798. Eventually, gradually, the ideas and findings of 

Smith—that wealth creation depends on free markets, protected private 

property rights and minimal government—began to take hold. From the 1820s 

and until the First World War the US grew from a new independent state to 
world leadership economically at a rate unprecedented in world history. All this 
happened in a political economy that was as close to the capitalist ideal as has 

ever existed anywhere. But it was not—and never has been—capitalism. 

It could not last. The reactionary ideas of the German and French socialists 
helped to further metastasize what was already the European susceptibility to 

government’s role as a motive force in the economy. Unfortunately these 
reactionary and bad old ideas were carried to the United States and spread to 
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the universities, schools of journalism and other intellectual institutions. As 
more of the intellectuals and their academic progeny began to populate the 

culture, ideological shifts resulted. With the partial intervention of the US 
federal government in the American economy long established in the banking 

and railroad industries it was as though a small dosage of a bad drug led first 
to dependency and then to addiction. Most people are aware that the role of 
government has continued to increase in the economy and moved more 

intrusively into the lives of individuals. Ultimately though, the prognosis of 
such growth is death by gradual decay. This is the modern welfare state, a 
mixture of elements from socialism, fascism and only a tincture of capitalism. 

It is a mixed economy. Perhaps the question from Mr. Rose ought to have been, 
“How will the political-economic mix be different?” 

But let’s say that by the term “capitalism” we do, for amusement, mean 
something resembling the historically prevailing “intention” of US statesmen 

with regard to a proper social system. Let’s say further that we realize this 
“intention” is not as prevalent as it once was but that it is still favored. In other 
words, more people like it than don’t, even though they may not be sure what it 

is. 

Some years ago in the late 1960s the 7-Up company launched a successful 
advertising campaign presumably targeted at gaining market share from others 
in the soft drink industry. Cola drinks have a long history in the US and much 

has been made of original secret recipes and other such efforts to keep 
potential and existing customers aware of the product. 7-Up promoted its soda 
drink as “The Uncola.” It was a controversial campaign in the industry though 

it may seem quaint now. It is not unlike the status change of “capitalism” in 
the US. Americans may have a long established relationship with it but its 

market share is being challenged by the reinvented old European variants of 
statism. Using “capitalism” to describe what I think is in fact the proper social 
system has always troubled me because of the corruption of its meaning by 

inexact usage. But while I work on a better name to represent a social system 
that is built on political liberty and private property I wish the proponents of 

the existing mixed economy in the US would stop referring to it as “capitalism.” 
It should be “The Uncapitalism.” 
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