
Capitalism & Globalisation
Capitalism, Globalisation and The Victims of Progress

The culture of capitalism is devoted to encouraging the 
production and sale of commodities. For capitalists, the 
culture encourages the accumulation of profit; for laborers, 
it encourages the accumulation of wages; for consumers, it 
encourages the accumulation of goods. In other words, 
capitalism defines sets of people who, behaving according 
to a set of learned rules, act as they must act.
There is nothing natural about this behavior. People are 
not naturally driven to accumulate wealth. There are 
societies in which such accumulation is discouraged. 
Human beings do not have an innate drive to accumulate 
commodities; again, there are plenty of societies in which 
such accumulation is discouraged. People are not driven to 
work; in fact, contrary to popular notions, members of 
capitalist culture work far more than, say, people who live 
by gathering and hunting. ─ Richard Robbins, 2005:13

This website is designed to facilitate a seminar course titled Global 
Problems and the Culture of Capitalism. In the class, students critically 
examine the related cultural processes that are “capitalism” and 
“globalisation,” with special attention given to the “victims of progress.” 
Required reading for the course are two books by anthropologist John 
Bodley: Anthropology and Contemporary Human Problems (2008a) and 
Victims of Progress (2008b). The course itself is named after Richard 
Robbins’ textbook Global Problems and the Culture of Capitalism (2011), 
which has an excellent companion website.

John Bodley is the author of a number of other important works, including 
Growth, Sustainability, and the Power of Scale (2004a), Uses of Resources 
and Space (2004b), The Power of Scale: A Global History Approach (2003), 
Globalization in Historical Perspective (2002a), and Anthropology and 
Global Environmental Change (2002b). He is also author of the textbook 
Cultural Anthropology: Tribes, States, and the Global System (2011). 
[complete references here.]

Capitalism

Richard Robbins summarises the situation as follows: “[T]here has emerged 
over the past five to six centuries a distinctive culture or way of life 
dominated by a belief in commodity consumption as the source of well-
being. This culture flowered in Western Europe, reached fruition in the 
United States and spread to encompass much of the rest of the world, 
creating what some anthropologists, sociologists, and historians call the 
world system. People disagree on the critical factor in the development of 
this system, and whether or not it was even historically unique, although 
most agree on certain basic ideas. Among the most important are the 
assumptions that the driving force behind the spread of the contemporary 
world system was industrial and corporate capitalism, and that the spread 
of the world system is related in some way to the resulting division of the 
world into wealthy nations and poor nations, or into wealthy core, 
developed, or industrialized areas, and dependent peripheral, undeveloped, 
or non-industrialized areas.

The spread of the capitalist world system has been accompanied by the 
creation of distinctive patterns of social relations, ways of viewing the 
world, patterns of food production, distinctive diets, patterns of health and 
disease, relationships to the environment, and so on. However, the spread 
of this culture has not gone uncontested; there has been resistance that 
has taken the form of both direct and indirect actions ─ political, religious, 
and social protest and revolution.”

In Bodley’s first edition of Anthropology and Contemporary Human 
Problems (1976), he defined the global culture as an unsustainable “culture 
of consumption.” This initial characterisation derived from his earlier 
conclusion that since 1800, “autonomous tribal peoples throughout the 
world had been deprived of their resources, territories, and independence 
because of a seemingly insatiable demand for resources emanating from 
industrial nations” (2008:95). At that time, Bodley resisted the label 
“capitalism” because commercially driven unsustainable consumption may 
take many forms, “but by the end of the twentieth century, with capitalism 
triumphant worldwide and resource consumption accelerating, there was no 
doubt that capitalism was the dominant culture of consumption. 
(2008a:96)”

A focus on resource consumption raises many troubling 
questions about the nature of commercial societies, 
capitalism, and sustainability. The consensus among 
economists is that economic growth is the very essence of 
capitalism. Historically, capitalist growth has invariably 
meant increased consumption, but it is possible to imagine 
capitalism without growth, development without growth, 
and development without capitalism as we know it. ─John 
H. Bodley, 2008a:96

Bodley (2008a:97) critiques Robbins’ approach to capitalism (see quote at 
top of page) insofar as “it makes a disembodied capitalism the active agent 
and relegates capitalists, laborers, and consumers to the role of passive 
entities. This has led Robbins to state that the culture of capitalism itself 
‘has reshaped our values … it has largely dictated the direction that every 
institution in our society would take … It has produced wave after wave of 
consumer goods’ (Robbins 1999:9; italics added). Robbins concluded that 
‘the culture’ takes advantage of the natural inclination of people to 
consume. He further explains that ‘the desire, indeed the necessity of 
people to consume more and more is the force that drives the society of 
perpetual growth.’ In reality, the primary human agents who created 
capitalism were elites with vested interest in increasing the scale of 
consumption in order to disproportionately enhance their own power. This is 
not to deny that many other people have also benefited from improved 
material conditions, but the point is that a few people produced a cultural 
system that worked for them but may not have been the best, or most 
sustainable, human alternative. Capitalism is not just a culture, it is also a 
society that takes the shape of overlapping networks of individuals with 
varying degrees of ability to influence material outcomes.”

[W]hen a few aggrandizing people gain monopoly or 
oligopoly access to global-scale transactions and can gain 
disproportionate benefits from directing these transactions, 
elites have an immediate incentive to expand the scale and 
scope of the ‘market’ and to push resource consumption 
beyond sustainable limits. This growth-oriented 
monopolistic commerce is far removed from the local and 
regional markets that support communities. ─John H. 
Bodley, 2008a:98

Globalisation

For Bodley (2002a), globalization can be understood as “a cultural process 
in which peoples, cultures, natural resources, and ecosystems from 
throughout the world are drawn into a single, vast, elite-directed network 
of production and consumption. Such a network was certainly in place by 
1600, but its human and cultural roots lie much deeper. From a broad 
historical perspective, globalization is a scale phenomenon in which growth 
occurs in great waves up to the limits set by particular cultural 
organizational structures, in particular social and natural environments. 
When a growth threshold is reached, either some form of perhaps cyclical 
equilibrium is established, or a breakthrough beyond the limit is achieved 
to a larger scale. Another cultural transformation must take place before 
another growth wave can occur, and so on. Globalization is simply the most 
recent phase of a humanly driven cultural process designed to increase the 
scale of culture. The principal outcome of this growth process is greater 
concentration of social power.

[…] 

Scale theory, by emphasizing the role of human decision-making and 
decision-makers, addresses the theoretical shortcomings of orthodox 
cultural evolutionary theory, and offers a more useful way to understand 
globalization. Evolutionary, historical, or sociological explanations of cultural 
development that take society as the unit that adapts itself under the 
influence of natural selection are theoretically unsatisfactory, because such 
explanations make the growth process appear both natural and inevitable. 
These approaches also tend to ignore, or obscure, the role of human 
decision-making agents, and the differential distribution of the costs and 
benefits of growth. Scale theory takes individuals and households as the 
active, decision-making units, and treats socially expressed culture, 
ideology, technology, and institutions as the means, or survival vehicles 
used by particular human agents to achieve their objectives and improve 
their life chances. This assumes that humans are primarily driven to survive 
and reproduce, and to ensure that their children will be able to do the 
same. In support of this primary biological objective, individuals may have 
an innate, although variable disposition to dominate and exploit others 
whenever possible, and they will seek to minimize their own effort by 
getting others to work for them. However, the existing institutional 
structure of culture sets limits on competitive striving by individual 
decision-makers” (2002a:73-74).

Victims of Progress

Indigenous peoples and their cultural patterns are being 
drastically impacted as the scale of global society and the 
market economy continues to expand. ─ John H. Bodley, 
2008b:15

In Victims of Progress, Bodley considers “the struggle between small-scale 
indigenous societies and the colonists and corporate developers that 
invaded their territories over the past 200 years to extract resources.” He 
illustrates how these small-scale societies have survived by organizing 
politically to defend their basic human rights, and shows that “they are now 
being impacted by oil and natural gas development and tropical 
deforestation, as well as global warming.” Bodley takes account of “the 
effects of technology and development on indigenous peoples throughout 
the world” and ”examines major issues of intervention: social engineering, 
economic development, self-determination, health and disease, and 
ecocide.” (from the publisher)

Indigenous peoples are unique in the contemporary world 
because they share a way of life that is focused on family 
and household, and is organizationally small scale and 
more sustainable than life in urban-based societies 
organized by political centralization, market exchanges, 
and industrial mass production. The scale contrast 
highlights the uniqueness of indigenous peoples and their 
societies and cultures, avoiding the ethnocentrism 
suggested by evolutionary stages of ‘progress.’ ─ John H. 
Bodley, 2008b:3
 

Core Issues

Although resource exploitation is clearly the basic cause of 
the destruction of small-scale populations and their 
cultures, it is important to identify the underlying 
ethnocentric attitudes that are often used to justify these 
exploitative policies. Ethnocentrism, the belief in the 
superiority of one’s own culture, is vital to the integrity of 
any society, but it can threaten the well-being of other 
peoples when it becomes the basis for forcing irrelevant 
standards upon another culture. . . . [People] often 
overlook the ethnocentrism that until recently commonly 
occurred in the professional literature on economic 
development. Ironically, ethnocentrism threatens small-
scale cultures even today through its support of culturally 
insensitive government policies. 
─ John H. Bodley, 2008b:21

The implications are clear: “some of the world’s most serious social 
problems─including poverty, war, and pollution─can be seen as problems of 
scale and power” (Bodley 2003).

In Global Problems, Robbins (2011) presents twenty thesis statements 
related to the core players/ideologies that are (I) the consumer, (II) the 
labororer, (III) the capitalist, and (IV) the nation-state. Those theses are:

I. The Consumer

(1)  American culture, and Western culture in general, may be 
characterized as the culture of capitalism, or more specifically 
consumer capitalism, and American society may be characterized as 
the society of perpetual growth.

(2)  The core premise of the culture of consumer capitalism is that 
commodity consumption is the source of well-being.

(3)  The central roles in the culture of capitalism are the consumer, the 
laborer, and the capitalist, each operating according to a set of rules 
orchestrated and enforced by the nation-state.

(4)  The culture of capitalism and the society of perpetual growth require 
for the their maintenance the exploitation of most of the world’s 
resources and peoples.

(5)  It is central to the successful operation of the culture of capitalism that 
the consumer be segregated or masked from the consequences of his 
or her lifestyle on the laborer, on the environment, and on the way of 
life of those whose degradation makes his or her life possible.

II. The Laborer

(6)  Profit in a capitalist culture comes largely from the capitalist’s control 
of the surplus value of labor.

(7)  The whole process of capital investment, making a profit, finding the 
cheapest labor, and so on represents what Karl Marx called 
commodity fetishism in which the real source of profits and the non-
economic consequences of capitalism are largely hidden from view.

(8)  Racism and sexism are direct consequences of the process of the 
segmentation of labor, and the requirement in the culture of 
capitalism to provide a ready source of cheap labor.

(9)  There is an inherent tendency of laborers to resist the discipline 
imposed on them by capitalists.

(10)  As in the creation of the consumer, children are among the main 
victims in the process of the creation of the laborer.

III. The Capitalist

(11)  In the course of the expansion of the culture of capitalism, there has 
been a growing concentration of wealth in fewer and fewer hands, a 
concentration that is the direct result of the workings of the capitalist 
economy.

(12)  In the course of the development of the culture of capitalism, there 
has been a marked change in the organization of capital and how it is 
controlled. The result is that only a few organizations control vast 
wealth and are able to dictate the nature of social, political, economic, 
and cultural life.

(13)  One of the dominant historical trends has been the growing 
integration of the global economy, to the extent that anything that 
happens in one area of the world has repercussions in all others.

(14)  In the process of providing financial support to stricken economies, 
the IMF is essentially reducing the risks of international financial 
investors, while, at the same time, transferring the suffering to 
ordinary citizens of stricken countries.

(15)  Democracy, as a system of government, has been largely superseded 
by the operation of the global economy; the principle of one person, 
one vote, has largely been replaced by a system where people vote 
with their dollars.

IV. The Nation-State

(16)  The most important function of the nation-state in the culture of 
capitalism is the regulation of trade and commerce within and without 
its borders, and to provide for the orderly production, distribution, 
and sale of commodities.

(17)  In order to provide the economic integration required for the smooth 
functioning of the economy, the modern state must convince its 
populace that they share a common culture or destiny. This is 
accomplished largely through the state control of mandatory 
education.

(18)  Those individuals and groups that call into question the myth of the 
nation-state or who refuse to be assimilated into it are generally 
subject to extermination; or as Pierre L. van den Berghe said, “The 
terror and horror of mass genocidal killing are not aberrations of the 
modern state; they are in the very nature of it. We live in an era of 
routinized holocausts.”

(19)  The nation-state will soon be replaced by new institutions, the most 
important being the transnational corporation.

(20)  The growth in importance of the non-governmental organization 
(NGO), or the non-profit sector, is largely the result of the withdrawal of the 
state from the provision of services (health, education, welfare, etc.) that it 
had, traditionally, provided.
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