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Supercapitalism: The Transformation of
Business, Democracy and Everyday Life
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ke PhD student, Center on Philanthropy, Supercapitalism: The

Indiana University Transformation of

o , ' Business, Democracy
The shrinking American economy has backed itsel

into a severely unsustainable corner of inequaliyg

and Everyday Life

injustice and diminished working opportunity anandi ROBERT B. REICH
prospects as the U.S. government reported the

consumers o!lsposable |nco.me took biggest drop o

record as nation’s GDP declinddSomewhat related to

these important public policy issues, is Robert B.

Reich’s most recent bool&uper-capitalism, published =

a year ago and now out in paperback. ProfessohReic (% : Robert B. Reich
from the Goldman School of Public Policy at the

University of California Berkeley and a former labo thih+ © Vintage Books
secretary under Bill Cllnj[OHS admlnl'stratlon, exEs T © New York

the neglected side of topics featured in the ctir2€08

American presidential campaign season. thlike H ) 2007

His basic idea in this book is that the link betwee . : 979
capitalism and democracy has become attenuate
“Capitalism has become more responsive to what w
want as individual purchasers of goods, but denoycra
has grown less responsive to what we want togetber
citizens.” (p.5). In a clear sense, we people only
remember our role as consumers or investors dtineg
past decades, but unfortunately we all forget oarem
important role as being the citizens

ISBN :
978-0-307-27799-2

! News report fromThe Indianapolis Qar, Friday
October 31, 2008, Al. As the report said, Americar
stopped buying everything from cars to corn flakes
the July-to-September quarter, reducing spending b
the largest amount in the past 28 years and pushang
national economy into what could be the most p&infu
recession in decades.
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in the political community. Turning supply chains, lowered production costs,
into a negative result, “capitalism has and enhanced capital markets, but also
invaded democracy” and created whatthe de-regulation process that both lead
Reich calls the term as the economy became more democratized.
“super-capitalism.” For him, the late Being constrained in the 1950s and
1950s and early 1960s represent thel960s by oligopolistic companies, labor
zenith  of American  democratic unions, and regulators, consumers and
capitalism, what he calls the “Not Quite investors are right now able to demand
Golden Age.” (p.15). Then, he wrote better, faster, and cheaper products and
down, all things economic and services. Established firms failed and
democratic have changed very new small or median entrepreneurs rose
dramatically. everywhere in their own place, helping

This is not the traditional explanations t0 create a new, more prosperous form
about the beliefs from the evil of of capitalism growth.
globalization, or the negative effects of So secondly what has caused this
contracting-out economic policy. Reich “crisis of democracy in the age of
handily dismisses such superficial super-capitalism”? Why do “our values
explanations for America’s as citizens have virtually no effective
transformation, focusing instead on means of expression”? Reich’s answer is
more subtle drivers of change and howquite simple in the diversified process of
to respond to them. For the most part,modernization ---“you and me.” His
Reich  celebrates the economic constant word is that business
achievements of the last 30 years. Hiscompetition has intensified and
concern lies with the socio-political executive pay has risen because of “the
context of those achievements. “Marketsincreasing pressure on companies from
have become hugely efficient at consumers like you and me who want
responding to individual desires for better deals, and from investors like us
better deals, but are quite bad atwho want better financial returns.” In
responding to goals we would like to other words, it is you and me that we put
achieve together. While Wal-Mart and too much emphasis solely for the role of
Wall Street aggregate consumer andconsumer and investor, therefore cause
investor demands into formidable power the market going absolutely crazy and
blocs, the (democratic) institutions that out of control.
used to aggregate citizen values have Third, from the democratic
declined.” (p.126) perspective, Reich argues that these

In the first place, as a result of not gains have had three unlucky
only new technologies in the consequences: less economic security,
globalization that created international fewer checks on the excesses of the
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market, and less concern of citizen The whole picture, as Reich argues, is
interests from  Washington D.C. that “a kind of faux democracy has
Newspapers run daily stories on the firstinvaded capitalism.” He doesn't believe
two; Reich covers familiar ground here. the fantasy ideas of corporate social
But on the third topic he offers more responsibility (CSR) and stakeholder
sophisticated thinking than standard capitalism because they do not actually
explanations that usually involve a capture what a democracy polity should:
political conspiracy by “big business.” “create rules that balance the interests of
The nature of business is born to pursueconsumers and investors with the
the for-profit, so to encourage the broader interests of the public.” In my
for-profit sector to fit into a opinion, sometimes Reich might
not-for-profit mission just for public overstate his central opposition between
good is too ridiculous and for Reich, this the roles of consumers, investors and
does not make any sense at all. citizens. | will argue that it is very hard

Furthermore, in the Not Quite Golden to believe the fact that most people walk
Age, competition between firms was around in a nation state of cognitive
minimal because bureaucracy andconflict, as he seems to imply. And in
oligopoly were the rule of the day. In the some cases, what's good for us as
era of super-capitalism, nevertheless,consumers is also good for us as being
competition has become superchargedcitizens such as the issue of tourism
The economic result has been andevelopment —and  environmental
explosion of opportunity, but the logical Protection in east Taiwan. Other
extension of that competition into experiences from European empirical
politics has meant the sucking of power studies of social enterprise in Italy and
and money to Washington D.C. Today U-K. also show that people can have
we might see Google Inc., Yahoo., and both organizational identity in for-profit
Microsoft Corp., three examples showed activity —and  nonprofit  behaviors
in this book (Chapter 4, pp.143-146), coherently, which means being the role
now fight their technological battles as of consumers and that of citizens is not
much in lobbying White House and always necessary located in the
Congress as on our computer softwareZ€ro-sum game situation.
and internet websites innovation. Unlike other authors’ ideas that
Anyone interested in the health andusually focusing narrowly on the
accountability of democracy should care concept of the market itself while
very much about such over discussing the market failure, Reich
concentration in the government. Yes, acknowledges that the panacea cannot,
we do need to a kind of citizen revival and should not, be only recreated in the
movement immediately. market again. “Super-capitalism” has
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changed the rules and thus demands newechnical questions involved in keeping
ideas. He argued a strong case, forthe great economic machinery moving
instance, for abolishing the corporate ahead.” (p.49). The book’s conclusion
income tax. (pp.216-217). Yet his mentioned to the point that “most
suggested solutions largely still involve fundamentally, since only people can be
the old ideas: make better laws andcitizens, only people should be allowed
regulations, and reduce the role ofto (equally) participate in democratic
money in the political process. He again decision making,” which might be an
reminded us of the important role of appropriate footnote in the development
politicians when the market failure and of Taiwan’s democracy nowadays.
government failure happen at the same

time. Nonetheless, even the formation

and implementation of law itself is quite

political and self-interest oriented as the

public choice theory mentioned.

To sum up, super-capitalism is one of
the possible correctives to the gratuitous
populism that consistently goes into
political language. If the post-war
history has taught us anything, it is
probably that change is always a basic
constant element of capitalism. The
author himself made clear that even as
the postwar social bargain of democratic
capitalism seemed to reach full strength,
it was eroding over time. Perhaps what
we should care about at this moment
when Barack Obama just won the 2008
presidential election in Novembe dis
just like the implication from John F.
Kennedy in his 1962 commencement
address at Yale University, he declared
that “What is at stake, is not some grand
warfare of rival ideologies...but the
practical management of a modern
economy. What we need today is not
labels and clichés but more basic
discussion of the sophisticated and
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