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“If we're right, people lose homes. People lose jobs. People lose retirement savings, people lose 

pensions,” says character Ben Rickert in The Big Short (01:22:05-01:22:11). Rickert talks about 

his bet on the housing market collapsing, a bet that will make him and his partners a fortune. 

While being right would certainly benefit Rickert financially, it would also mean that millions 

of people will suffer. The bet is a double-edged sword for Rickert. In the end, Rickert is right; 

the housing market did collapse, and millions of people lost their homes, jobs and savings. This 

collapse of the housing market which caused the 2007-2008 financial crisis has often been 

attributed to a lack of regulation within the financial sector. Narratives such as Inside Job, 

Margin Call and The Big Short all criticize this lack of regulation in a sector that goes to 

extremes to make profit while being morally bankrupt. In other words, the before mentioned 

narratives criticize capitalism, and in particular, the neoliberal approach to capitalism that made 

the crisis possible. Despite these narratives depicting the extreme fraudulence, corruption and 

immorality of the financial sector, mass outcry against the system still awaits. Apart from the 

Occupy Wall Street movement which surfaced in 2011, there have not been any other 

comparably significant movements against the financial sector, or the large scale neoliberal 

practices that made the current fraudulent system possible. This lack of social outcry against 

the system is all the more surprising considering the existing rich diversity of narrative culture 

that engages critically with the role of neoliberalism. In this essay I will explore a variety of 

narratives that criticize the role of neoliberalism in United States society; from narratives of 

Wall Street scandals in the 1980s and 90s, such as The Wolf of Wall Street and Liar’s Poker, to 

narratives of the recent financial crisis, such as Inside Job, Margin Call and The Big Short. The 

exploration of narrative culture on the subject of neoliberalism shows a trend of critique on 

neoliberal practices and the financial market, critique that remained consistent over time and is 

deeply tied to morality. In this essay I will argue that the discussed narratives all explore the 
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concept of morality through economics by linking increasing immorality within the financial 

sector to deregulation and the possibility to blame the economic system. 

 Neoliberalism became prominent during the notorious 1970s, amid the escalating 

Vietnam War and OPEC oil embargo of 1973. The neoliberal ideology meant a return to the 

idea that society should be shaped by a free market, or in other words, laissez-faire economics. 

In many ways the neoliberal ideology is in accordance to the idea of classical liberalism which 

developed during the eighteenth century and held freedom of the individual as its highest 

regard. “The founding figures of neoliberal thought took political ideas of human dignity and 

individual freedom as fundamental, as the ‘central values of civilization,’” writes David 

Harvey, a professor of anthropology (5). Exactly this connection between freedom and 

neoliberal policies of laissez-faire economics made the ideology increasingly popular. Yet, 

prior to the emergence of neoliberal practices there was a period of so-called embedded 

liberalism when freedom of the individual also seemed to triumph, then under Keynesian 

government policy and relatively strong state interference (10-11). The increased state 

intervention after the Second World War was designed to prevent another Great Depression, 

however, at the end of the 1960s economic disaster was again looming (9). A period of 

stagflation, meaning stagnation of the economy combined with inflation, highlighted the flaws 

of an interventionist government, and the idea of neoliberalism emerged as the “solution to 

capitalism’s ills” (19). One of the founding figures of the neoliberal ideology is economic 

Milton Friedman, who already started to develop his ideas in the 1950s when embedded 

liberalism still delivered high economic growth (20). In his television series Free to Choose 

Friedman advertises his ideas of a free market without any form of government interference 

and states, “the freer the system, the better off the ordinary poor people have been” (22:14-

22:20). Friedman argues that freedom of the market also increases individual freedoms, as too 

much government interference will restrict individual freedoms with regulations and taxation. 
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Thus, the idea of neoliberalism became inextricably linked with the concept of freedom, and 

government interference became linked to the restriction of freedom. 

 With the rise of neoliberalism in the 1970s, the financial sector expanded on a massive 

scale. The sector was able to do so as it was increasingly deregulated, causing riskier 

investments and loans (Johnson et al. 1070-71). As company costs rose, especially benefit 

packages including healthcare, due to foreign competition, they either decreased the benefit 

packages or removed them completely. Despite the rising costs of healthcare, Americans still 

tried to maintain their original lifestyles and went into debt for this attempt. As a consequence, 

“a wide range of financial institutions . . . profited from people who seemed increasingly unable 

to balance their personal books” (Johnson et al. 1070). Thus, from the beginning of the rise of 

the financial sector immorality has been a factor, as the financial institutions profited from the 

“little man.” Exactly this immorality is a major theme in the 2013 film, The Wolf of Wall Street 

(TWoWS), directed by Martin Scorsese. The film is based on the original book by Jordan Belfort 

and centers around his life of exuberance as a stockbroker during the 1980s and 1990s on Wall 

Street. In the beginning Belfort, played by Leonardo DiCaprio, states, “[w]e sold garbage to 

garbage men . . . their money was better off in my pocket, I knew how to spend it better” (20:40-

20:53). Belfort talks about his deals in penny stocks which are low-price shares in small public 

companies. Of course, such shares are high-risk investments, since small public companies are 

more vulnerable to bankruptcy. Furthermore, the shares are not stock market listed and can 

greatly drop or rise in value within a short period of time, in other words, penny stocks can 

hardly be traced and predicted without actual inside information. Belfort’s quote supports the 

claim that financial institutions indeed did profit from lower-income people in debt. Besides 

profiting from those in a weak financial state, Belfort actually tells about his schemes proudly 

and seems to lack any moral conflict about him selling “garbage.” This apparent immorality is 

further enhanced by a scene in which Belfort and his colleagues discuss booking a midget 
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throwing act at their Stratton Oakmont firm. For example, one of Belfort’s colleagues states, 

“if we don’t consider him a human, we just consider him an act, I think we’re in the clear” 

(45:20-45:27). Clearly, Belfort and his colleagues are immoral and only get worse as they 

become increasingly wealthy through their work as brokers. 

The behavior of the stockbrokers in TWoWS is strikingly similar to the behavior 

described in Michael Lewis Liar’s Poker. Lewis published his semi-autobiographical book in 

1989, in it he criticized Wall Street culture of the 1980s. During Lewis’ time as a trainee at the 

investment bank Salomon Brothers, he experienced extreme behavior from his fellow trainees. 

For instance, talks from leading bond salesmen to the trainees often escalated; “if the back-row 

people for some reason didn’t care for a speaker, all hell broke loose” (49). This description by 

Lewis perfectly fits a scene in TWoWS when Steve Madden, a woman shoe designer, announces 

to make his company public, meaning that Stratton Oakmont can sell shares of his company. 

When Madden makes his announcement in a speech to the brokers at Stratton, he gets 

bombarded with booing and pieces of paper. Fortunately, Belfort saves Madden from the lions’ 

pit (01:19:30-01:20:24). Belfort, a respected broker and founder of the company knows how to 

tame the crowd. In Lewis’ story there was also one salesman who tamed the crowd, as he told 

the trainees to “think of Salomon Brothers as like a jungle,” thus boosting the competitive and 

immoral behavior of those listening even more (48). The financial firms in TWoWS and Liar’s 

Poker are portrayed as breeding grounds for immorality and link the greed for money directly 

to the cause of this immorality. As the financial sector became increasingly deregulated, the 

brashness and risk-taking of the sector rose to an all-time high. Riskier loans were made, and 

speculation escalated until the stock market crashed in 1987. However, the financial industry 

recovered, thus supporting claims that the market was self-regulating despite the expensive 

government bailouts needed for the recovery (Johnson et al. 1071). Despite the scandalous 

behavior and irresponsible business by financial institutions coming to light in narratives such 
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as Liar’s Poker and TWoWS, government deregulation continued. Moreover, people continued 

to put their trust into the same financial institutions that have been profiting from them without 

any moral regret. 

After the 1980s, when anti-Wall Street feelings were running high, changes occurred 

within finance culture; the extreme and bizarre behavior, like midget tossing, were over. 

However, “[t]he changes were camouflage. They helped distract outsiders from the truly 

profane event: the growing misalignment of interests between the people who trafficked in 

financial risk and the wider culture” (Lewis, “The End” 10). Nevertheless, crisis struck again 

and again, most recently in 2007-2008. The recent financial crisis seemed to be the end of Wall 

Street and the fraudulence of the global financial sector according to Michael Lewis, however, 

the system managed to survive yet again (“The End” 2). The 2010 documentary Inside Job by 

Charles Ferguson tells the story of this recent crisis and how the system managed to survive. 

After the 1980s, the financial market developed new types of ventures as the industry enjoyed 

increasing deregulation. A new type of investment was created, a collateralized debt obligation 

(CDO). These CDOs are packages of individual loans of varying quality bundled together in 

order to spread the risk of defaults. New initiatives, such as the creation of CDO’s, were hailed 

by economists and the government (Johnson et al. 1072). Consequently, this exempted them 

from regulation as this would discourage further financial innovation. While economists argued 

for the low risks of CDO investments, the packages started to include more and more subprime 

mortgages carrying a high default risk. Meanwhile, the CDOs were still AAA rated by the rating 

agencies despite being extremely risky investments. By late 2006 and early 2007, the housing 

market collapsed as housing prices dropped and many loans went into default. Since the CDO 

packages owned by the financial institutions mainly consisted of these now-default mortgages, 

the financial world spiraled into chaos and global economic crisis was now imminent.  
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After the housing market burst, hearings were held by the Senate Permanent 

Subcommittee on Investigations into the causes of the financial crisis. Fragments of these 

hearings are included into Ferguson’s documentary on the crisis. At one point during these 

hearings Senator Carl Levin asks, “[i]s there not a conflict when you sell something to 

somebody and then are determined to bet against that same security, and you don’t disclose that 

to the person you are selling to?” (53:15-53:23). Levin directs his question to Lloyd Blankfein, 

chairman & CEO of Goldman Sachs, who responds, “[i]n the context of market making, that is 

not a conflict” (53:23-53:28). Specifically this fragment illustrates the amorality within the 

deregulated financial sector, where investment banks are legally able to bet against their sold 

CEOs through credit default swaps (CDS). While Levin questions the morality behind such a 

sale and the subsequent bet, Blankfein merely looks to the workings of the market and the 

loopholes within the system that allow his firm to make such sales. The bets made by Goldman 

Sachs against these “shitty deals,” as Levin refers to them, made the investment bank millions, 

even billions of dollars, while causing financial ruin for the buyers. Again, the theme of 

immorality of these bankers surfaces, seemingly because they simply are able to make money 

out of immoral sales and bets. However, the bankers work in an environment that allows them 

to sell such questionable products and make bets against those same products defaulting. It 

seems as if the bankers do not care about the negative consequences of their financial doings, 

nonetheless, the system allows for such deals to happen and the bankers are not directly exposed 

to the repercussions of human suffering from such deals.  

Before the actual housing bubble burst, there were a few individuals who predicted the 

burst and thus shorted the housing market. The 2015 film The Big Short, directed by Adam 

McKay, tells the story of these individuals. Likewise to Inside Job, The Big Short explains the 

financial crisis and its causes. The film follows three different storylines, each about individuals 

who shorted the housing market. In other words, they used the CDS market for betting against 
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the housing market. After hedge fund manager Michal J. Burry investigates the CDO packages 

that are largely based on subprime loans, he concludes that the housing market will burst in a 

few years from 2005. Acting upon his conclusion, Burry shorts the housing market by buying 

up 1.3 billion in CDSs. When word gets out to hedge fund manager Mark Baum, based on Steve 

Eisman, Baum also decides to short the housing market after further investigating the quality 

of subprime loans and CDO packages. Surprisingly however, Baum questions his decision to 

short the housing market, since he would now profit from the financial ruin of others and 

possibly the collapse of the entire economy. As mentioned in the introduction, Ben Rickert, a 

retired securities trader, finds himself in the same moral conflict as Baum. Still, both men decide 

to short the housing market despite their moral dilemma. At the end, Baum feels discontent for 

the fraudulent system and says, “I have a feeling in a few years people are going to be doing 

what they always do when the economy tanks. They will be blaming immigrants and poor 

people” (01:59:40-01:59:53). Baum was right, this did happen, as people blamed those who 

ended up defaulting on their mortgages. However, the borrowers made such loans possible. For 

example, “a Mexican strawberry picker with an income of $14,000 and no English was lent 

every penny he needed to buy a house for $720,000” (Lewis, “The End” 5). In the film, Baum 

finds out about this extremely high-risk lending and traces the default system all the way to the 

top. It turns out that the entire financial system was creating this system of self-destruction 

knowing the government would bail the “too big to fail” banks out. “They weren’t being stupid, 

they just didn’t care,” declares a deeply saddened Baum (01:59:20-01:59:23). Baum’s associate 

responds by saying the bankers are “crooks,” however, Baum and his associate both function 

within the same fraudulent financial sector and helped sustain it by shorting the housing market. 

This suggests that Baum and his associate feel detached from the system despite functioning 

within it. By helping to sustain the fraudulent system and making an enormous profit from it, 
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Baum and his colleague become just as immoral, despite them being portrayed as the heroes in 

this story of crisis. 

 Detachment of morality by shifting responsibly to the system itself is also a key theme 

in the 2010 film Margin Call. The film narrates the story of a fictional Wall Street investment 

bank in the initial stages of the financial crisis. As the company discovers their huge portfolio 

of toxic assets in mortgage-backed securities, the decision is made to sell these assets as soon 

as possible. Sam Rogers, head of sales and training, finds himself in a moral dilemma about 

this decision as he fears that this will destroy the relationship between the firm and its clients. 

Furthermore, Rogers fears that the entire financial sector will be at risk by dumping the toxic 

assets. However, Sam’s boss, CEO John Tuld, argues that the decision is necessary for the 

survival of the firm. In a brief conversation, Tuld attempts to persuade Rogers that the decision 

to sell was the “right” one and holds a speech about his view of the market: “It’s just money; 

it’s made up. Pieces of paper with pictures on it so we don't have to kill each other just to get 

something to eat. It's not wrong. And it's certainly no different today than it’s ever been.” 

(01:32:10-01:32:25). Thus, Tuld justifies the decision by simply implying that this is how the 

market works. Furthermore, Tuld implies that the market is necessary to keep society from 

anarchy. Thus, those who work within the financial sector merely react to the market and cannot 

be held responsible for the results according to Tuld. However, the CEOs, as “key operators on 

corporate boards, and the leaders in the financial legal, and technical apparatus,” are the ones 

who steer the system into fraudulence and immorality (Harvey 33). In the end, the market does 

not steer away from immoral behavior as long as it is legal and as profit can be made. Unless 

the market is contained by restrictions from government, immorality will always surface, since 

blame will simply be directed to the system of laissez-faire economics of neoliberalism that 

make the fraudulent market possible. 
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The current debate about the possible Transatlantic Trade & Investment Partnership 

(TTIP) between the European Union and the United States presents yet another development in 

neoliberalism. The TTIP holds potential to stimulate trading between the European Union and 

the United States as trading barriers will be further lifted. Naturally, the stimulation of trade 

seems to be a positive development, however, the TTIP also has a shadow side. In the narratives 

of neoliberal policies that enabled the financial sector to grow, immorality seemed to grow 

likewise as the system made fraudulent schemes and immoral deals and behavior possible. 

Similarly, TTIP will enable immoral market schemes to flourish. Specifically, the partnership 

includes the option of Investor State Dispute Settlements (ISDS) between countries in Europe 

and the United States. The ISDS enables corporations to sue the government for limiting their 

expected investment returns through legislation and restrictions. As a consequence, 

governments might alter their decisions to avoid being sued by immensely powerful companies 

based in the United States. The TTIP will open Pandora’s box of neoliberalism even more with 

its inclusion of ISDS possibilities, which will further undermine political power while boosting 

the power of private corporations. This box of Pandora has already been opened with the 

infiltration of the financial sector into politics and education, and it will stay opened if not 

restricted and contained. Yet, the TTIP negotiations signal that restrictions remain at a distance. 

In the end, the morality of the neoliberal approach to capitalism remains to be questioned.  
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