A New Global Capitalism?
From "Americanism and Fordism"
to "Americanization-Globalization"
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"Americanism is swamping us."
Luigi Pirandello (1929)

Introduction
This paper has two parts. First, we discuss the development of the discourse
on Fordism and post-Fordism and its transition into a broader rubric about
globalization. In the second part, we analyze dimensions of neoliberal
globalization. Throughout the paper we elaborate and illustrate a socio-cultural
approach to "economic" matters—regime analysis—that challenges the neoclassical and neoliberal paradigms which dominate among American policy elites
and which the United States exports globally through its political and economic
power. Our main focus is on the American role in and hegemonic ideological
vision of neoliberal globalization.

Socio-Cultural Rupture and Regime
Theories of Capitalism
Fordism: Marxian-Gramscian Origins
During the late 1970s, British and Continental thinkers revived the thought
of early twentieth-century social theorist Antonio Gramsci. By the mid-1980s the
revival was global, spread by new cultural studies approaches that employed his
ideas and embraced him as a leading precursor. Stressing his concept of hegemony, cultural theorists shifted from postwar Marxist structuralism to revised or
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post-Marxist perspectives, forged fresh critiques and politics, and stirred debate
about the composition and very idea of the "left." About the same time, other
thinkers, attempting to come to grips with substantial changes in economic
conditions and public policy, revived Gramsci's concept of Fordism ([19291935] 1971).2 Paralleling cultural theorists, they rejected economic determinism
and acknowledged the importance of culture. But following Gramsci' s own break
with "mechanical" Marxism, they continued to engage problems framed by Karl
Marx and kept political economy and capitalism at the center of their work.3
Generally Gramsci's concept of Fordism built on Marx's analysis of the
transition from small-scale capitalism, which retained important premodern
elements, to a complex, increasingly global capitalism that employs science/
technology as its leading productive force, mechanizes production, deskills
workers, and generates big firms, big states, and big unions (i.e., Marx's shift
from "manufacture" to "modern industry").4 Although prescient about major
features of twentieth-century capitalism, including globalization, Marx focused
primarily on the early phase of the Second Industrial Revolution, which occurred
in England nearly forty years earlier than in the United States and economically
advanced parts of Europe. Marx did not live long enough to witness the onset of
the era of mass production and mass consumption described by Gramsci.
By contrast, Gramsci theorized developments after World War I, when the
new type of capitalism was being consolidated in the United States. He stressed
the sweeping rationalization of production, the central role of finance capital, and
the linkages between "petty bourgeois savers" (i.e., middle-class stockholders)
and financial elites. However, his core concept of hegemony also emphasized the
increasingly significant role of mass culture, mass media, mass consumption, and
the enlarged state (e.g., expanded regulation, planning, and propaganda). His
discussion of "Americanism and Fordism," a titled section of his Prison Notebooks, articulated his view that the capitalist economy is embedded in broader,
historically specific socio-cultural regimes, each with distinct structures and
processes, dominant and subordinate strata, hegemonic and counterhegemonic
blocs, and patterns of struggle.
The term Fordism signifies the importance that Gramsci attributed to the
assembly-line production, managerial hierarchy, and technical control introduced by automobile magnate Henry Ford. However, Gramsci's vision of the new
capitalism featured distinct political and cultural, as well as "economic," dimensions. He held that the Fordist labor process relied centrally on Taylorist
rationalization, which simplified necessary operations, eliminated others, and
radically routinized, deskilled, and intensified labor.5 Accordingly, managers and
technicians did all the thought work and instituted comprehensive top-down
control, which required operatives to work faster, more continuously, more
mechanically, and in a more coordinated fashion. Gramsci claimed that Fordist
elites were aware of the physically and psychologically demanding nature of the
new labor process and that they recognized that conventional methods of labor
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control, which relied on simple force, could not cope adequately with the new
work regime's consequences—mounting worker dissatisfaction, high turnover,
and workplace sabotage. Contending that the emergent strategy was to regulate
workers by consent as well as by coercion, Gramsci held that Fordists improved
wages and fringe benefits, provided more stable employment, and expanded the
state's role in protecting worker well-being. At least indirectly, he anticipated the
post-World War II era's capital-labor compromise and welfare state. Decrying
the American "ideology" of equating higher wages with democratization, however, Gramsci argued that the new policies were manipulative responses to meet
the demands of the Fordist labor process (1971, 310-13).
Gramsci argued that Fordist business elites developed novel cultural mechanisms to exert control in the wider society and to create the "standardized
individuals" called for by Fordism's highly regimented forms of work and mass
produced products. For example, he explained that Fordist owners and managers
expressed increased interest in the moral and psychological condition of their
workers. He contended that Henry Ford's surveillance of workers' family life,
sexuality, and other activities outside the workplace exemplified efforts to
nurture the voluntary submission of workers to the labor discipline required by
this new order. Gramsci claimed that the Fordist cultural project was executed,
as well, by public organizations and even voluntary associations (e.g., the Rotary
Club, YMCA, and YWCA). In his view, American Puritanism, especially its
emphases on monogamy, female subordination, and repressed sexuality provided
a cultural basis for worker compliance. He believed that Prohibition and other
resurgent remnants of Puritanism, which Ford supported, fostered a social
psychological climate that harnessed workers to their jobs and contributed to the
rise of the emergent Fordist regime of capital. But Gramsci held that the effort to
revive this austere form of cultural discipline was aimed primarily at workers,
while elites and middle classes were permitted and sometimes even encouraged
to engage in wider alcohol use, increased sexual freedom, and experimentation
with new types of culture and consumption (Gramsci 1971, 294-306).
Gramsci viewed Fordism as more than a system of material production,
insisting that it relied on cultural resources and forged new personality types.
However, he held that the new capitalism was in an early phase and was mostly
an unrealized ideal even in the United States ( 1971,286,317). He also argued that
the Great Depression left everything open to question. Understanding that
regional patterns of hegemony influenced capitalist development, Gramsci held
that the remnants of Europe's parasitic, privileged, semi-feudal elites resisted
Fordist "rationalization" and could block the full development of Fordism there.
He thought that these traditionalist remains provided U.S. Fordism a significant
advantage over European capitalism (1971, 305). He also argued that European
elites might attempt to fuse elements of Fordism to divergent types of regimes
(e.g., fascist corporatism). As illustrated by Gramsci's description of the "backward" cultural characteristics and social organization of his native Italy and the
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emergence of fascism and Nazism, it is clear that he saw Fordism as an important
but contested possibility of global capitalism. Regardless of the contingencies,
however, Gramsci thought that Fordist elites in the United States, by then the
leading capitalist power, were creating a "planned economy" that was replacing
earlier capitalism's "economic individualism." He believed that the need to
balance mass production with mass consumption and avert economic crises
required comprehensive bureaucratic planning and cultural coordination (Gramsci
1971,279,306-16).
The Post-World War 11 Era: "From High Fordism " to the "End of the American
Century"
We use "High Fordism" to signify the triumph of Fordist capitalism in postWorld War II era advanced capitalist societies.6 As Gramsci argued, the United
States was the main innovator and leader of the early phase of the Fordist
transition. Although Fordist development was interrupted by depression and war,
the United States began the postwar era with its productive system intact and as
the world's hegemonic military and economic superpower. The United States'
geopolitical split with the communist bloc and with procommunist and unaligned
postcolonial nations prevented a consolidated global capitalism under U.S.
leadership and helped generate its "permanent war economy." U.S. "military
Keynesianism" or "guided capitalism" lacked comprehensive income redistribution, social welfare programs, and planning of European social democracy, but
it did substantially increase state expenditures, state regulation of the economy,
and social welfare and public goods."7
While most major capitalist societies were forced to rebuild after the war,
U.S. manufacturing firms dominated their huge home market and much of the
world market in the 1950s and 1960s. Despite major growth of the service sector,
manufacturing still drove the U.S. postwar expansion. Explosive growth of
federally subsidized suburbs (single-family homes and highway systems) and of
the standard middle-class consumer package (e.g., autos and home appliances)
forged a new mass consumer society. Employing breakthroughs in mainframe
computer and other information processing technologies, managers of the primary sector's vertically integrated, corporate firms increasingly rationalized,
centralized, and automated their operations. The dramatic expansion of higher
education facilitated a new wave of managerial professionalization; increased the
upper middle-class ranks of highly trained technical, financial, and legal specialists; and expanded basic research for the military and corporate sectors. Innovations and growth of mass media and mass entertainment, especially TV, and
expansion of the retail sector (e.g., shopping centers and chain stores) revolutionized marketing. The private sector's much enhanced methods of advertising and
marketing and the state's Keynesian managing of aggregate demand (e.g.,
through state spending, monetary regulation, economic "fine-tuning") fostered
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High Fordism's unparalleled ability to balance production and consumption and
to maintain low unemployment, steady accumulation, and high rates of profit.
During the postwar "capital-labor accord," union membership peaked, but
unions generally cooperated with management. They traded aspirations for
stakeholder rights in capital and shared control of the labor process for higher
wages and benefits and stable employment. There was increased affluence, social
security, and educational opportunity, especially for white males, and much
upgraded standards of living for unionized blue-collar workers, the middle class,
and above. Policy intellectuals and the press proclaimed the United States to be
a new type of ultramodern, middle-class democracy that escaped classical
capitalist crises and class conflicts and effectively ended debates over basic
ideology (Hodgson 1978, 67-98).
Many critics and advocates alike held that High Fordism worked so well for
the enlarged and politically decisive middle class that alternatives were hard to
imagine. However, sharp class, racial, and gender inequalities remained entrenched. Criticizing American intellectuals' acquiescence to injustice and regimentation, radical sociologist and social critic C. Wright Mills warned that a
"postmodern" world of "Cheerful Robots" was arising. Similarly, Herbert
Marcuse, the leading theoretician of the 1960s "New Left," asserted that the
United States was a "society without opposition." He held that its structure of
"total administration" and technical coordination retained "stupefying" and
"exhausting" types of work, but integrated the working-class into the system by
effectively and widely delivering entertainment and consumer goods that "indoctrinate and manipulate" and destroy critical sensibilities and the desire for
liberation. Contesting these views, the era's leading sociological theorist, Talcott
Parsons, contended that the American "working-class" approximated "the leisure
class," while "upper occupational groups" were among the hardest "'working'
groups in human history." He argued that postwar America's unparalleled
affluence and democratization were realizing the promise of liberty and equality
and were earning the genuine support of the populace, rather than mere formal or
ideological legitimacy. Portraying the United States as the "lead society''
Parsons held that "Americanization" would extend the advantages of progressive
modernization's latest evolutionary breakthroughs to the rest of the world. He
decried the New Left's "ideological pessimism" and premature claims about the
rise of arepressive "postmodern society." In his view, progressive modernization
had more than a century to go before it would lose impetus (Mills 1961,165-76;
Marcuse 1964; Parsons 1971, 86-7, 112-14, 129, 140-3).
By the late-1960s, race riots and campus disturbances, increased inflation,
slower economic growth, and socio-political fragmentation had begun to erode
High Fordist consensus. Numerous crises during the 1970s (racial tensions, oil
shortages, recession, Watergate, the lost Vietnam War, the Iran-hostage crisis,
increased taxation, and stagflation) increased socio-political fragmentation.
Also, American manufacturers faced stiff challenges from European and Asian
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competitors in the U.S. home market, profit squeezes, and diminished corporate
profits. The rise of anti-Western movements (e.g., Islamic fundamentalism),
worldwide challenges to Western modernization models, and new political
alignments (e.g., OPEC) threatened U.S. dominance in international politics and
economics. By the mid-1970s Western Europe also faced slower economic
growth, increasing threats of terrorism, growing tensions over immigration,
political fragmentation, and other problems. Critics declared that the High Fordist
state was in a "legitimacy crisis" that derived from its inability to coordinate
effectively or to deliver on its promises to provide social benefits, public goods,
and regulation, on the one hand, and to insure economic growth, on the other
(O'Connor 1973; Habermas 1975).
In this climate, the U.S. corporate right mobilized politically and culturally
against the social side of Keynesian liberalism; well-funded conservative foundations and think-tanks initiated an effective ideological counteroffensive against
regulation, income and wealth redistribution, and taxation (Akard 1992). Ascendent
"neoconservatives" revived free-market economics, and fused it with cultural
conservatism. They charged that Lyndon Johnson's vision of a "Great Society"
empowered a "New Class" of welfare state bureaucrats and policy intelligentsia,
backed by an "adversary culture"of young radicals, who imposed egalitarian
agendas that overreached realistic possibilities for reform, overloaded the state,
rewarded free-riders, and undermined authority, civic morality, and labor discipline.8 By the end of the decade, a number of politically diverse thinkers stressed
an "end of consensus," "the decline of American morale," "the erosion of
American power," or "the end of the American Century."9
The election of Ronald Reagan in 1980 marked the political ascendence of
neoconservative forces, who blamed High Fordist strategies for American
economic and socio-cultural decline and framed a project of "American renewal"
that instituted "neoliberal" economic policies and, with less success, a right-wing
cultural agenda.10 The U.S. left, with libertarian support, resisted the cultural
changes, but mounted little opposition to the neoliberal economic tide. Even
postwar liberalism's timid version of "equal opportunity" disappeared from the
vocabulary of both political parties. Envisioned a little more than a decade before
as the chief motor of postwar growth, High Fordist strategies were now seen as
crippling "rigidities"—nefarious inefficiencies and the prime causes of American socio-economic decline.
A widely read, controversial, and influential work of this period, Daniel
Bell's Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism ([1976] 1996) held that capitalist
work and productive organization were historically undergirded by Puritan
morality and character structure and that this nonmarket culture constrained the
desires unleashed by capitalist acquisition. In his view, however, bourgeois
culture's workaday values and habits were being ravaged by the hedonistic
popular culture that had emerged in the postwar era. Bell argued that the latenineteenth and early-twentieth centuries' avant garde fashioned an "aesthetic"
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modernism contradicting Protestant "asceticism." He contended that the reconstructed "postmodern"version of avant garde aestheticism, revived by the 1960s
counterculture revolt against bourgeois culture and then commercialized by the
mass media and entertainment industry, universalized artistic alienation and
shock, exhausted modernism's creative impulses, and neutralized values of work,
saving, prudence, rationality, and responsibility.11 In this view, popular culture
had evaporated the Puritan views of sexuality and work that Gramsci had argued
were central in regulating the American working-class in the early days of
Fordism. By contrast to the support that Gramsci claimed that American culture
provided Fordist production, Bell asserted that a radical "disjunction of realms"
had emerged ( 1996,3-171). His cultural critique resonated with neoconservative
pleas to revive authority, religion, and Puritan austerity and work habits.
Bell agreed with some neoconservative charges about postwar liberals'
mismanagement of economic affairs and welfare. However, his views on these
issues were more nuanced and politically ambiguous than usual neoconservative
positions. Most important, Bell emphatically rejected neoliberal economism. He
supported the welfare state and its central entitlements and stressed the need for
a "fiscal sociology" and "public household." Bell argued that the Keynesian
revolution and postwar affluence had transformed "economic growth" into a
"secular religion" that holds politics hostage and produces severe "contradictions" (e.g., resource and environmental problems, inflation, and class wars
between the middle-class and working-class over taxation, the state budget, and
entitlements) ( 1996,237-82). Bell contended that American liberalism possessed
the resources to cope with the "national crisis," but that this required liberals to
rethink their "public philosophy" and their conceptions of "social compact."
Political ambiguities aside, Bell's broad purview and, especially, his argument
that "economic issues are embedded [in] a larger 'cultural' question" [emphasis
added] anticipated or even called for a revival of discourse about regimes of
capitalism (Bell 1996, 242, 251-60, 278-82).
Revived Dialogue over Regimes of Capitalism: Post-Fordism versus (post)Fordism
New Fordism discourses arose during the late-1970s in response to these
mounting signs of political and cultural crises and reorganization of postwar
capitalism. Like Gramsci, the new approaches contended that the economy's
cyclical growth and contraction phases were intimately interwoven with the rise,
consolidation, and erosion of wider institutional and socio-cultural complexes or
regimes of capitalism.n However, the revived Fordism discourses were, in part,
shaped by earlier approaches to capitalism and by an intellectual climate on the
left that favored regime analysis. Interest in these topics increased in the mid- and
late-1960s and flourished, during the early- and mid-1970s, as refugees from the
New Left attained academic prominence and crises in the postwar regime
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mounted. The new approaches overlapped at key points with Gramsci's analyses
of organizational rationalization and cultural justification, but they usually did
not address his thought. For example, Harry Braverman's Labor and Monopoly
Capital (1974), a widely read study of the maturation of postwar capitalism,
explored more comprehensively and systematically than Gramsci the Taylorist
mechanisms of control in large U.S. firms. Braverman was highly influential
among left sociologists and even stimulated a great deal of mainstream research
and conceptual debate. During the early-1970s, the broad studies of the British
social historians, such as E.P.Thompson, E.J. Hobsbawn, and Christopher Hill,
and of the French Annales school of social history, were widely read in the United
States and Europe.13
The dominant European approach in Marxist theory during the late-1960s
and early-1970s—Louis Althusser's structuralism—employed conceptions of
"social formation" and "ideology" that broke sharply with classical historical
materialism and helped pave the way for the cultural turn in theory and the
reappropriation of Gramsci's thought. During the same period, Marxian-rooted
dependency theory and world-systems theory analyzed capitalism in broad
historical perspective, stressing unequal relations between rich and poor countries in the global system.14 French Marxist Ernest Mandel's Late Capitalism
([1972] 1978) was important because it revived N. D. Kondriatieff s earlytwentieth-century concept of 50-year "long waves" of alternating, roughly 25year boom and bust cycles. Mandel framed a regime vision of capitalism
involving sequential long waves of technological advance, economic growth, and
institutional and cultural innovation followed by socio-economic stagnation,
crisis, and decline.15 He held that the early-1970s was the end of the fourth long
wave's growth period and that erosion and crisis would follow. Predictions aside,
Mandel's idea that capitalism's economic cycle is governed by long waves of
social and institutional change was integrated into important discourses on
Fordism. Moreover, Fredric Jameson (1984; 1991) brought Mandel's ideas into
broader debates over cultural theory by crediting Late Capitalism as the source
of his overall view of contemporary capitalism in his famous argument that
postmodernism represented the regime's "cultural logic."
A major split in the new discussions of Fordism was over the extent of the
late-1970s and 1980s changes—whether features of the emerging phase of
capitalism were "Fordist" or "post-Fordist."16 Also, thinkers disagreed over
whether the changes initiated a better capitalism or merely a revised capitalism
in decline. Fordism was not always mentioned explicitly in these discourses, but,
like Gramsci, they conceptualized capitalism not simply as an economic system
but also as a socio-cultural regime and studied the substantial technical, organizational, socio-cultural, and political changes that lead to regime shifts. However,
Gramsci's emergent Fordist regime, anticipating High Fordism, had stressed
wider state intervention, increased planning, and higher social benefits. By
contrast, the new discourses about Fordism arose in the wake of collapsing faith
in public intervention and planning, falling social wages, and ascending eco-
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nomic individualism. Reactions to the changes ranged from those trumpeting a
capitalist, democratic renaissance to others decrying a downward spiral into a
deindustrialized, dedemocratized wasteland. By 1980, neoliberalism, which
stressed free markets and free trade and sharp reductions in the state's regulatory
and welfare roles, was hegemonic among U.S. policy elites and was also on the
rise elsewhere.
Optimistic arguments about a new progressive "post-Fordist" regime were
animated, in part, by reports about the productive system and broader sociocultural arrangements in Italy's central and northeastern provinces. The Italian
sociologist Arnaldo Bagnasco' s ( 1977) arguments about this region—the "Third
Italy"—were further elaborated and thrust centrally into the wider debates over
Fordism and post-Fordism by the American social scientists Michael J. Piore and
Charles Sable ( 1984). They contrasted this region's decentralized and democratic
yet highly effective capitalism both with the vertically integrated, bureaucratic,
unionized, mass production of northwest Italy's great industrial cities and with
the corrupt, underdeveloped, impoverished system in the south. They argued that
innovations in new computer-driven machinery fit small-batch production and
were affordable to small entrepreneurs. In the Third Italy, the new technologies
were deployed in revived craft industries and new enterprises with reduced
workplace hierarchies, highly skilled workforces, ample opportunities for workers to become capitalists, and flexible labor processes that adjusted more rapidly
to changes in consumer tastes and customized goods for niche markets. The Third
Italy thesis held that this new industrial system averted the costs and inefficiencies
of managerial and union bureaucracy and provided satisfying work and good pay
and benefits. It also contended that these changes built on the region's preexisting culture of cooperation, trust, and social benefits, reflected in its socialist
tradition, and propelled it from being one of Italy's poorer regions to its richest.
Piore and Sabel' s widely discussed account of the Third Italy stressed the region's
pattern of "flexible specialization," which broke with postwar Fordism's Taylorized
mass production and standardized mass consumption. In their view, the new
system had the potential to be applied on a much wider scale and forge a more
democratic form of capitalism and modernity that balances individual and
collective needs. Although they acknowledged that Fordism persisted, they
argued that the historical moment in which they were writing constituted a
"second industrial divide," paralleling the nineteenth-century "divide" between
simple crafts manufacture and ascendent mass production. In their view, flexible
specialization and its wider regime was the superior model and, thus, the likely
successor to a crisis-ridden Fordism.17
Other thinkers identified a parallel break with Fordism in the United States.
Although speaking of a "postmodern" and "postmetropolitan" shift rather than of
post-Fordismper se, Paul Leinberger and Bruce Tucker ( 1991 ) described an even
more fundamentally restructured U.S. capitalism that was characterized by
technically transformed workplaces, organizations, and neighborhoods; was

