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The Anger on Jack’s Face

Olav Velthuis

The coeditors of this Festschrift sent three questions to a number of Jack Amariglio’s
interlocutors to explore the circumstances in which their paths have crossed with
Jack’s and how that encounter has influenced them. In this exchange, Olav Velthuis
provides an oral history of Jack Amariglio’s encounters and engagements with Arjo
Klamer’s circle in the Netherlands and beyond, painting a vivid picture of Jack’s
commitment both in the conversations he cultivates across disciplines and orientations
and also to the objects (ceramics) he collects.

Key Words: Art and Culture, Economic Conversations, Economics Discourse,
Marxism, Postmodernism

EDITORS: DO you remember your first encounter with Jack Amariglio? In what
context did you come across Jack’s work for the first time? How did Jack’s way
of engaging with you and your work impact you?

OLAv VELTHUIS: I first came across Jack’s work somewhere in the mid-1990s. At
the time, I was finishing a degree in economics while also studying art history,
both at the University of Amsterdam. The art history department was entirely
consumed by a debate between modern and postmodern scholars. Although I
did not necessarily take sides, as a student I was very much fascinated by this
debate, if only because the notions of modernism and postmodernism were so
helpful for me in making sense of the world. So, I was surprised that these very
terms were never mentioned in any of my economics courses—not even in the
more heterodox ones. When I queried one of my teachers about this, he directed
me to the work of Arjo Klamer, who had just moved back from the United States
to the Netherlands. Through Arjo, Jack then got on my radar—I am not sure if it
was via references in Arjo’s own writings or if Arjo pointed out Jack’s work to me
in person. I liked all the writings on the rhetoric of economics and on economics
as a discourse, but Jack’s stood out for me because he was the one making the most
explicit connections between modernism and postmodernism, not just in arts and
culture but also in economics. I particularly loved the essay “Economics as a Post-
modern Discourse” (Amariglio 1990), which he wrote for the volume Economics as
Discourse, edited by Warren Samuels.

% Routledge

© 2024 Association for Economic and Social Analysis Taylor &Francis Group


http://www.tandfonline.com

Festschrift for Amariglio 379

Later on, when I was doing my Ph.D. at Erasmus University, with Arjo as my super-
visor, I met Jack in person. For several summers he came to the Netherlands to coteach
a summer school organized by Arjo on the value of culture. I have very fond memories
of those summer schools; I think many of the staff and participants do, as quite a few
long-lasting friendships and even romantic relationships were formed back then. The
summer schools took place in Felix Meritis, a quaint building that once hosted the ed-
itorial office of the Dutch communist newspaper De Waarheid, located along the Am-
sterdam canals. It was always very hot on the top floor—a great setting for the intense
discussions students and faculty would have about the arts, culture, and value.

I very much liked Jack’s unique style of engaging in discussion: intense, but with
lots of humor, irony, and self-questioning mixed in. To students he would always be
very modest, generous in his compliments, caring, and constructive. But not so to
Arjo. One of the recurring discussions I vividly remember is how Jack would
respond to Arjo’s eulogies about family life. In those days Arjo was developing his
theory of the Oikos: the supposedly benevolent, warm, generous interactions that
take place at home. Arjo saw these as the origin of all human interaction and some-
thing we should continue aspiring to. But then Jack would aggressively counter this
Oikos theory by pointing at the power differentials, the violence or even abuse that
we know are also part of many people’s experiences of family life. For a young
scholar, those discussions were completely fascinating to witness and take part in.
I can still visualize the anger on Jack’s face when he would debate such issues.

At the same time, it was clear that he could only argue so vehemently with Arjo
in public (or, for that matter, with Deirdre McCloskey, who would also sometimes
be present at these summer schools) because their friendship was so deep. The
beauty of those summers was that two generations of academic friends got
mixed: one generation was the American group around Arjo, Jack, and Deirdre,
who I interacted with most, and, later on at a great conference organized by the
late Stephen Cullenberg at UC Riverside, those I came to meet from the Rethinking
Marxism group; and the other was a young generation of Dutch scholars and Ph.D.
candidates, including P. W. Zuidhof, Bregje van Eekelen, and myself.

Another aspect of Jack that definitely made a big, lasting impression was his ce-
ramics mania. I could not believe my eyes when I visited his home in Massachu-
setts: so chockfull with colorful ceramics of all kinds and all origins. Most hilarious
were the tables, on which was left hardly any place to sit down and enjoy a meal.
How dysfunctional a collecting obsession can be. I loved it, probably because it
came so unexpected to me: I simply had not imagined that Jack could be so at-
tached to material stuff.

EDITORS: What, in Jack’s writing, resonated with your own work? In what ways
did Jack’s work stand out at the time when you were introduced to his writing?

VELTHUIS: Let me first point out what did not resonate with me: funnily, these
were his Marxist/post-Marxist ideas. I actually don’t remember talking about
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(post-)Marxism all that much with him. When we most interacted with each other,
during the late 1990s and early 2000s, I was going in a very different direction as a
Ph.D. candidate: I was (and still am) attracted to cultural strands within economic
sociology, and I was particularly inspired by the American sociologist Viviana
Zelizer, whose work revolves around meaning making in economic life. Notions
like class, exploitation, inequality, and power were not exactly at the forefront of
my thinking. Jack never made an attempt to change that, which I very much
appreciate.

There were, however, other aspects of his work that did resonate strongly. First of all
was the theme of modernism and postmodernism, which I already mentioned above.
For me it was such a delight to know that other people were thinking about intercon-
nections between the arts, culture, economy, and economics. It very much helped me
to bridge two very different interests I had: the economy, on one hand, and the arts, on
the other. Jack’s work opened different ways for making sense of both worlds. He
would discuss a painting—Ilet’s say a modernist one—and would use it to construct
a critical reading of modern economy, and this would be so new and inspiring to me.

Second, Jack’s work showed me a different way to write creatively and how to
move away from the format of a “standard academic text,” as he would refer to so
many different academic literatures and cultural expressions when developing an
argument. I have tried to do the same in my own work as time has passed.

EpITORS: How do you evaluate Jack’s work within the discipline of economics?
From the time when you first were introduced to his work, in what ways, do
you think, has the discipline changed?

VELTHUIS: My impression, from a very far distance, is that it hardly had an impact on
the discipline. And that’s ok as far as I am concerned. I have been impressed with how
the Rethinking Marxism group has managed to flourish for such a long time in a disci-
pline that, to me, seems so suffocating and unwelcoming to dissenting voices. But I am
surely not a good judge because I have not been following closely what has been going
on within economics. While I was doing my Ph.D., I decided to switch disciplines en-
tirely, from economics to sociology. Academically, it surely was the best decision I ever
made. I found that the kind of critiques, theories, concepts, and methodologies that
Jack and so many other heterodox scholars have been grappling with at the margin
of the discipline of economics are at the core of the discipline of sociology.
Jack, it is never too late to follow!
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