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ABSTRACT

This chapter examines capitalism, socialism, and communism from an 
economic and anthropological perspective, emphasizing that these sys-
tems are   culturally defined, historically conditioned, and socially lived. 
It does so through a detailed overview of each system's history, values, 
and contradictions, taking advantage of ethnographic case studies from 
around the world to compare the extremes of labour, resource distribution, 
and cultural impact. The chapter also   explores mixed or hybrid economic 
systems, digital economies, and emerging alternatives for sustainability 
and equity. By applying classical theories with present-​day issues, the 
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chapter emphasizes the significance of anthropological perspectives to 
explain the   effects of economic systems on human conduct, social ties, 
and future values.

INTRODUCTION

Economic systems—the systems of capitalism, socialism, and 
communism—are not just theoretical or   policy constructs; they are 
woven into the day-​to-​day culture of societies. As a discipline   within 
economic anthropology, these systems are analyzed as production and 
exchange mechanisms and as cultural institutions that influence and are 
influenced by human behaviours, systems of beliefs, power relations, and 
historical contingencies. Each system represents a distinct configuration 
in what is valued as owned, labour,   and distribution and is supported by 
local cultural realities.

The four essential factors defining capitalism are private ownership, 
profit motive, competitive markets, and capital accumulation (Talan, 
2020; Trüeb et al., 2023). It is based   on materialist use and prestige and 
frequently causes social and economic differences. This capitalist culture 
brings about the value of   material wealth and consumption, which can 
generate a culture of honour and suck up (Trüeb et al., 2023). This struc-
ture has been decried as promoting social inequality, wage  slavery, and 
environmental degradation (Talan, 2020).

Capitalism tends   to build up a society in which a top-​down hierar-
chical structure, in which wealth accumulation is a goal in itself, in most 
cases at the expense of those doing the work, is not uncommon (Uhl, 
2016). Socialism refers to public or direct worker ownership or workers' 
self-​management of their possessions and   the product of their labour. It 
aims to   reduce inequality and improve living conditions (Verdery, 2015).

Anthropologists are exploring how these systems play out in people's 
daily   lives, shape community dynamics and contribute to the overall 
balance of power globally. Through examination of both macro-​structures 
and micro-​level practices, economic anthropology reveals the intercon-
nectedness of the economy with non-​economic and sociopolitical dimen-
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