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Shifting Terrain

The structure of the economy isn't static. It is constantly evolv-

1ing and expanding, incorporating new territories, subjects,

and modes of production and consumption. We can't rely on
previous conceptions of it for guidance, although they can
help us understand the ways it has changed over the years.

Resistance is one of the most powerfil forces that drives
the development of the economy. As people find new ways
to fight or escape the roles imposed on them, the economy
changes to suppress, incorporate, or outmode their resistance.
One generation declares that industrialism is polluting the
earth; the next generation sees “sustainability” become a
selling point for new commodities. One generation rejects
network television as an immobilizing spectacle controlled
by an elite; the next becomes dependent on participatory
formats such as Youtube and Facebook. .

This means we can't just make incremental reforms over
time. If employees win wage increases, landlords just raise
their rent; if laws are passed to protect the environment,
corporations take their business elsewhere.

It also makes it difficult to build up a resistance movernent
over the years. Often, as soon as a movement starts to pick
up steam, the context changes and its sources of strength
dry up. On the other hand, this volatility means that things
sometimes change quickly and unexpectedly—and history
is moving faster than ever these days.
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The Metropolis

The economy reshapes the physical and social terrain in its
own image: silicon valleys, motor cities, banana republics.
It erases the distinction between natural and synthetic:
a cornfield in Jowa is no more natural than the concrete
wasteland of Newark, New Jersey. It unifies space while
producing new partitions within it.

The metropolis in which our story takes place is every

~ metropolis, which is to say it is one metropolis. Roses picked

on plantations in rural Ecuador are sold to Manhattan busi-
nessmen the same day; a set by a D] at a Barcelona nightclub
is broadcast simultaneously in Johannesburg. News, fashions,
and ideas are transmitted instantaneously around the globe;
every city is populated by tourists and refugees from every
other city. People spend more time communicating across
hundreds of miles than they do talking to their neighbors.
Physical distance between people in different cities is giv-
ing way to social distance between people in the same city.

National boundaries are increasingly obsolete as a frame-
work for understanding economics. One can no longer
distinguish the domestic economy from the global economy,
ifsuch a thing was ever possible. The majority of the wealth
of many US corporations is comprised of their holdings
overseas; a single task may be outsourced from New York
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City to Mumbai; an idea from Argentina generates profits
in Finland. The world isn't made up of distinct physical ter-
ritories or political bodies; it is a sea of interlocking relations '
that, like wind, water, and thermal currents, do not conform
to imaginary boundaries.

And yet, though national borders cannot block them,
the economy imposes real constraints on these relations. '
Today the significant borders are not the horizontal ones
drawn between regions but the vertical ones dividing social
strata, which are enforced everywhere at once rather than
at individual checkpoints. These divide the metropolis
into different zones of privilege, determining access to

" resources and power. Such zones may meet anywhere: an
undocumented immigrant cleans a congressman’s house for
illegally low wages; guards brandish guns at the gate of an
expensive hotel housing European businessmen right next
to a shantytown in New Delhi.

Work reshapes the world in its own image.
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At the Top

Who wields the ultimate power in the capitalist system?

Is it heads of state? They seem to rule only at the be-
hest of the wealthy, whose interests they protect. Is it the
wealthiest ones, the magnates who own corporations and
draw profit from a thousand shrewd investments? They still
have to scramble to maintain their positions as a thousand
contenders struggle to replace them. How about the Federal
Reserve, the bankers, the ones who administrate the sys-
tem? When something goes awry, they seem as powerless
and distraught as everyone else. Is it a secret conspiracy
of tycoons or Freemasons? That sounds like lingering anti-
Semitic rhetoric, implying that the problem is the power of a
specific group rather than the dynamics of the system itself.

Oris no one in control? People speak about the economy
the way they speak about God or Nature, even though
it's comprised of their own activities and the activities of
people like them. It is a sort of Ouija board on which the
self:interested actions of competing individuals add up to
collective disempowerment. Has there ever been an autocrat
as tyrannical and destructive as the market?

Capital appears to be autonomous. It flows one way, then
another; it concentrates itself in one nation, then disappears
capriciously overseas. From an economist’s perspective, it is
the subject of history, acting upon us. Its movements seem
unstoppable, inevitable, a sort of financial weather. And yet
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capital as we know it is simply a collective hallucination
imposed on the world, a socially produced relationship.

What is capital? Broadly put, it is a product of previous
labor that can be used to produce wealth. This can take
many forms. A factory is capital; a trademarked computer
program can function as capital; if you have enough money
left to play the stock market after you've paid your gas bill,
that counts as capital teo. The common thread is that all of
these can be used to accumulate profit on an ongoing basis
in a society that believes in private property. Capitalism is
the system in which private ownership of capital determines
the social landscape: in a sense, it really is capital that calls
the shots, ruling through interchangeable human hosts.

That doesn't mean the solution is to use political structures
to “tame” capital, making it more rational, more “democratic.”
Wealth is more concentrated today than ever before in his-
tory, despite all the experiments that have taken place in
socialism and social demdcracy. Political power can impose
control over human beings, but it can't make capital function
differently—that would take a fundamental social transfor-
mation. As long as the foundation of our economic system
is ownership, capital will tend to accumulate into higher
and higher concentrations, and the resulting inequalities
will determine the dynamics of our society regardless of
checks and balances.
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Magnates

The market rewards skill, brilliance, and daring—but only
to the extent that they produce profit.
~ The essential quality naturally selected for those at the
- top of the pyramid is that they make decisions on the basis
of what concentrates the most power in their hands. That
power doesn't come out of the air; it is comprised of others’
capabilities and agency and effort. 1

They pass down all the costs of this accumulation of
power that they can—not only to workers and consumers
and victims of pollution, but also to their spouses and sec-
retaries and housemaids. But they can't avoid the fact that
they have to make decisions based on economic constraints
or else lose their positions of power. Perhaps this is self-
determination, but only inside a very narrow framework
for what self-determination is.

You could say capitalism puts power in the worst hands,
but that misses the point. It's not that the ones rewarded by |
the economy tend to be the worst people, but that—however ‘1
selfish or generous they are—their positions are contingent
on certain kinds of behavior. The moment an executive
deprioritizes profit-making, he or his company is instantly
replaced with a more ruthless contender. For example, in
a world in which corporate decisions are governed by the
necessity of producing good quarterly reports, CEOs are
simply powerless to make decisions that place ecology
over profit. They might promote ecological products or
sustainable energy, but only as a marketing campaign or
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PR move. Genuinely ecocentric decision-making can only .
occur outside the market.

So you don't have to believe all executives are bad people
to conclude that capitalism itself is pernicious. On the
contrary, the defenders of the free market are the ones who
have to make arguments based on human nature. To excuse
the destructiveness of the economy, they must argue that
no other social system can motivate human beings and
provide for their needs. '

Who dies when they make a killing?
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Politicians

Everybody hates politicians. This should be surprising,
considering that their careers depend on being liked, but the
reason is simple enough. They get their jobs by promising
us the world, but their job is to keep it out of our hands—to
govern it. '

Like every other form of work, this governing imposes
its own logic. Think about what goes on in the Pentagon and
the Kremlin and the offices of every town hall. Those day-
to-day activities are the same under Democrats as they are
under Republicans; they're not much different in Moscow
today than they were under Bolsheviks or even the Tsar.
Politicians may wield power within the structures of the
state, but those structures dictate what they can do with it.

To understand how this works, we have to begin in feudal
Europe, when capitalism was just getting started and the
fabric of society was simpler. Kings granted nobles power
in return for military support; nobles gave vassals land in
return for fealty; peasants and serfs gave their lords free
labor and a share of what they produced in return for not
being exterminated. Access to resources was determined by
inherited status and an ever-shifting balance of allegiances.
These hierarchies were explicit but extremely unstable:
because there were few other ways to better one’s lot, people
were constantly rebelling and overturning them. '

Eventually, however, monarchs began to consolidate
power. To accomplish this, they had to construct what we
know today as the apparatus of the state: they integrated their
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henchmen into a single bureaucratic machine monopolizing
military force, judicial legitimacy, and the regulation of com-
merce. Unlike the nobles of feudal times, the functionaries
in this machine had specialized duties and limited author-
ity; they answered directly to the monarchs who paid their
wages, often with money borrowed from the banks that
were springing up all over Europe.

The first politicians were ministers appointed by kings to
operate this machinery. Irr some ways, they were bureaucrats
like those under them; they had to be fairly competent in the
fields they oversaw, like an attorney general or secretary of
state today. But competence was often less important than
the ability to curry favor with the king via flattery, bribes, or
outlandish promises. This should sound familiar to anyone
who follows contemporary politics:

Capitalism developed in a symbiotic relat10n3h1p with
the apparatus of the state. In feudal times, most people had
obtained much of what they needed outside the exchange
economy. But as the state consolidated power, the fields
and pastures that had been held in common were priva-
tized, and local minorities and overseas continents were
ruthlessly plundered. As resources began to flow more
dynamlcally, merchants and bankers gained 1ncreasmg
power and influence. -

The North American and European revolutions of the
18" and 19" centuries brought an end to the reign of kings.
Seeing the writing on the wall, merchants sided with the
exploited and excluded. But the apparatus of the state was
essential for protecting their wealth; so instead of abolishing
the structures through which the king had ruled them, they
argued that people should take them over and administer
them “democratically.” Consequently, “we the people” replaced
the king as the sovereign power for politicians to court.

The state apparatus went on consolidating power inde-
pendently of the individuals at its helm and the sovereign to
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whom they supposedly answered. Police, education, social
services, militaries, financial institutions, and jurisprudence
expanded and multiplied. In keeping with their symbiotic
relationship with capitalism, all of these tended to produce
docile workforces, stable markets, and a steady stream of
resources. As they came to administer more and more aspects
of society according to a body of specialized knowledge, it
became ever more difficult to imagine life without them.
In the 20% century, a new wave of revolutions established
the rule of this bureaucratic class throughout the “developing
world.” This time, merchants were often overthrown along
with kings; but once again, the state apparatus itself was
left intact, operated by a new generation of politicians who
claimed to serve “the working class.” Some called this “social-
ism,” but properly speaking it was simply state capitalism, in
which capital was controlled by government bureaucracy.
Today, capital and the state have almost completely re-
placed the hierarchies of the feudal era. Wealth and influence

- remain hereditary—hence the succession of Roosevelts and
- Bushes in the White House—but it is the structures themselves

that dominate our lives rather than the individuals operating
them. And while feudal hierarchies were fixed but fragile,
these new structures are extremely resilient.

Some still hope that democracy will counteract the effects
of capitalism. But it's no coincidence that the two spread
across the world together: both preserve hierarchies while
enabling maximum mobility within them. This channels
discontent into internal competition, enabling individuals
to change their positions without contesting the power
imbalances built into society. The free market gives every
sensible worker an incentive to remain invested in private
ownership and competition; as long as it seems more feasible
to better his own standing than to pull off a revolution, he'll
choose competing for a promotion over class war. Similarly,
democracy is the best way to maximize popular investment
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in the coercive institutions of the state because it gives the
greatest possible number of people the feeling that they
could have some influence over them.

In representative democracy as in capitalist competition,
everyone supposedly gets a chance but only a few come
out on top. If you didn’t win, you must not have tried hard
enough! This is the same rationalization used to justify the
injustices of sexism and racism: look, you lazy bums, you
could have been Bill Cosby or Hillary Clinton if you'd just
worked harder. But there's not enough space at the top for
all of us, no matter how hard we work.

When reality is generated via the media and media access
is determined by wealth, elections are simply advertising
campaigns. Market competition dictates which lobbyists
gain the resources to determine the grounds upon which
voters make their decisions. Under these circumstances, a
political party is essentially a business offering investment

opportunities in legislation. It's foolish to expect political’

representatives to oppose the interests of their clientele
when they depend directly upon them for power.

But even if we could reform the electoral system and
vote in representatives with hearts of gold, the state would
still be an obstacle to consensual social structures and self-
determination. Its essential function is to impose control:
to enforce, to punish, to administer. In the absence of kings,
domination continues—it’s all the system is good for.

Modern debates between the political “left” and “right”

generally center on how much control of capital should go
to the state rather than to private enterprise. Both agree that
power should be centralized in the hands of a professional
elite; the only question is how this elite should be constituted.
Leftists often argue their case by decrying the irrationality
of the market and promising a more humane state of affairs.

Yet there's no evidence that we'd be better off if the state
owned everything. From the Soviet Union to Nazi Germany,
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the 20" century offers plenty of examples of this, none of
them promising. In view of their historical origins and the
demands of maintaining power, it shouldn't be surprising
that state bureaucracies are no better than corporate bu-
reaucracies. All bureaucracy alienates human beings from
their own potential, rendering it something external that
they can only access through its channels.

While some politicians might oppose powerful individu-
als or classes, no politician will contest hierarchical power
per se; like magnates, their position is contingent on the
centralization of power, so they can do no different. In
extreme cases, a government may replace one capitalist
class with another—as the Bolsheviks did after the Russian
Revolution—but no government will ever do away with private
ownership, for governing necessarily entails controlling
capital. If we want to create a world w1thout work, we'll
have to do so without politicians.




Sometimes a candidate appears who says everything people
have been saying to each other for a long time—he seems to
have appeared from outside the world of politics, to really
be one of us. By critiquing the system within its own logic,
he subtly persuades people that it can be reformed—that it
* could work, if only the right people had power. Thus a lot

of energy that might have gone into challenging the system

itself is redirected into backing yet another candidate for
office, who inevitably fails to deliver.
These candidates only receive so much attention because
they draw on popular sentiments; the one thing they're good
-for is diverting energy from grass-roots movements. When
they come to power and sell out the public, the opposition par-
ties can capitalize on this to associate their supposedly radical
ideas with the very problems they promised
to solve—and channel disillusionment with
government into yet another political cam-

supporting politicians, or into building
the social momentum that forces them
to take radical stances in
the first place?

paign! So should we put our energy into

More frequently, we're terrorized into focusing on the elec-
toral spectacle by the prospect of being ruled by the worst
possible candidates. “What if he gets into power?” To think
that things could get even worse! '

But the problem is that politicians wield so much power
in the first place—otherwise it wouldn't matter who held
the reins. So long as this is the case, there will always be
tyrants. This is why we have to put our energy into lasting
solutions, not political campaigns.
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Bosses

Who doesn't hate their boss? Even people who claim to
like their bosses say so with a certain reserve: he’s not so
bad. .. for a boss.

Nobody likes being told what to do or turning a profit for
someone else. These simple resentments keep things a little
tense even without an anticapitalist movement. From the
bosses’ perspective, every day is a Kafkaesque struggle to
cajole or coerce employees who would rather be anywhere
else on earth. No one appreciates how tough it is at the top;
everyone tells bosses what they want to hear, instead of
the truth—not surprising, of course, considering the power
differential. Small wonder the typical boss thinks the whole
world would grind to a halt without bosses.

But workers hate bosses because bosses are useless.
Bosses get in the way. The higher you rise in management,
the less you're involved in practical day-to-day tasks and the
less you know about them—hence the story of the incompe-
tent worker who was promoted to ensure that he couldn't
do any harm. In any case, most executives at the top of the

* corporate ladder did not start out at the bottom.

All this gives the lie to the narrative of meritocracy, the
idea that people achieve money and power according to their
skill and effort. Executives often make hundreds of times
what their rank-and-file employees make; such dramatically
unequal earnings cannot possibly reflect a real difference in
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how hard they work or how much they offer to the world.
More pragmatic businessmen explain that these salaries are

necessary to compete against other companies to recruit .

effective executives. But if these disparities seem inevitable,
this only shows that the capitalist economy cannot reward
people according to their actual contributions.

Ironically, it seems that the only way to escape bosses is
to become one—that is, to become what you hate. Hence the
ambivalence many workers display to career advancement.

BUT 1 WORKED WARD FOR MY MONEN!
1 PULLED MNSELF UP BN MY BOOTSTRAPS!

MANBE NOU DID, BUT DON'T NOU THINK TUE PEOPLE
WHO CLEAN YOUR BATHROOMS WORK UARD, T0O?
TUERE SIMPLY ISN'T ENOUGH SPACE AT THE TOP FOR
PVERVONE WHO WORKS UARD-AND T'M BETTING
NOU DION'T START OUT CLEANING BATHROOMS.

BUT MY WEALTH CREATES JOBS FOR PEOPLE! )

YOU THINK PEOPLE UAD NO WIN OF LIN-
ING BEFORE NOU STARTED ‘CREATING JOBS'~
FOR US7 ON TUg CONTRARY, IT ORCES
JOBS ON US-WE USEw 0 Be Freee!

keeper, a family running a store, a smal! factory owner

employing townspeople who walk to work. In all

these cases, the owners were clearly identifiable, typically
part of the same community as the workers.

When you hear about a company “going public,” it sounds

so collective and democratic: everyone can buy in and be part

of the growth and success. But who's really accountable in

P ICTURE THE BUSINESS OWNER of the old days: a shop-

" this structure, and what kind of decisions does it produce?

I reflected on this during my decade as an employee of a
Fortune 100 corporation. Publicly-traded corporations have
owners, too, but you have to peel back many onion-like layers
to learn anything about them. Technically, every shareholder
is an owner with legal rights to a share of the firm. But the
total number of shares in a company often extends to hun-
dreds of millions; it would take diligent research to learn

. anything about everyone involved.

Visible individual investors are rare, though there's still an
occasional wealthy family or trust with holdings big enough
to warrant special treatment. More often, share ownership is
divided among institutional investors: hedge funds, holding
companies, private corporations, evil investment firms—think
Goldman Sachs—and the real dark matter of the economy,
mutual fund participants. The last group includes everyone
with a 401K, union-managed retirement fund, or individual
retirement account. Fifty years ago, safe-deposit boxes held

‘fancy stock certificates from a short list of companies: “We

found a certificate for 100 shares of IBM after he died.” Now
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a wide range of people each own tiny pieces of hundreds of
companies, and those holdings change daily.

The net effect at the corporate decision-making level
is that executives have free rein to invoke the mantra of
“shareholder value” with little risk of actual shareholder
feedback. Since the shareholders change constantly, focus-
ing on shareholder value doesn't mean answering to actual .
individuals who might have scruples of some kind. Rather,
it means doing whatever it takes to make the company
profitable and thus attractive to hypothetical investors.’
All the “ancillary criteria”—environmental impact, effects
on employees and even customers—become secondary to
what contributes to the value of each shareholder’s stocks.

‘What I observed at the micro-level was that whenever
managers and executives wrestled with emotionally-loaded
decisions, they fell back on shareholder value to resolve the
dilemma. The investors were an abstract entity that could
justify anything; even if there were real people somewhere
on the other end of those shares, we could only picture them
as a sort of personified profit motive.

Meetings followed a familiar pattern. We dialed into the
conference line and exchanged pleasantries with colleagues

in other parts of the country—weather, sports, purchases,

travel-related conversation—until a critical mass of partici-
pants joined the video conference. Aside from the occasional
executive support person, everyone on the call earned $250K
to $850K a year. Most were married and childless; the few
with school-age kids had stay-at-home partners and nanny
support. They sent their children to private college-prep
schools and exercised at country clubs. I'd look around at
them and reflect on how their decisions affected so many
famﬂies of less means. »

I remember one in-person all-day session that ran behind
schedule; at five p.m. the group discussed whether to continue
into the evening or schedule additional time the following
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day. One vice president, a divorced father of three in his late
forties, mentioned he'd need to get home to make dinner
for his kids, ages seven, ten, and twelve. Genuinely thinking
she was being helpful, the senior vice president suggested,
“Can't you just have a pizza delivered?”

) Another phenomenon Inoticed was that the further up the
organizational hierarchy a person rose, the more and more
limited the things he could do to effect change became. The
most basic limitation concerned direct human interaction.
When you go from directing a group of ten people to directing
a hundred and then a thousand, it becomes impossible to
have meaningful contact with everyone. You end up doing
“road shows” or town hall meetings, and rely more and more
on email messages to influence individuals.

The one big move you can make at that level is the classic
corporate reorganization. Structural rearrangements are often
accompanied by job eliminations, which not only save the
company money but also create chaos and divert attention.
One CIO I worked for, when asked about a reorganization
that would return the structure to what it had been six years
earlier, explained, “It's like when you clean out a closet. You
take everything out, you put almost everything back, but

. because you've rearranged things, it gives you a chance to

see it differently. The particular structure you use ends up
being less important than the fact that you gave everyone
a way of seeing things differently.”

Ironically, this leader was actually very well liked, in
part for a decision he made in his first few weeks. As the
first step in downsizing, he eliminated the entire manage-
rial layer immediately below him. The select few that had

- clawed their way within a step of the top were all let go. No

one felt sorry for them—they all got golden parachutes—and
it endeared him to everyone further below. He benefited from
that goodwill over the next three years as he relocated or’
laid off another 30 percent of the workforce.
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All this hints at the cognitive dissonance in managers’
attitudes to their employees. They love them, nurture them,
and reward them—scheming all the while to get rid of their
positions.

What motivated these leaders? How did they sleep at
night? The simple answer is that they were true believers
in capitalism. “When we raise the water level, all boats
rise”"—they embraced this idea to justify the flow of money
to the wealthy. They subscribed to trickle-down theories and
just about any practice that kept money flowing, especially
up and laterally. Their own life experiences reinforced those
beliefs. The workers in their organizations often felt the same
way, or hoped to. Only when the economy entered free fall did
some of my colleagues entertain questions about the system
itself: even then, their range of thought remained myopic.

I remember when one vice president sent a note to her
organization of about 350 technical support employees. Her
message was meant to reassure workers fearing for their

jobs as waves of downsizings loomed. She explained how, in

her career, she always did certain things to prepare just in
case her own job was eliminated—things like paying off her
credit cards, selling her vacation homes, and the like. She
was married with no children; she'd recently bragged about
spending thousands of dollars for one of Bon Jovi's guitars
during a trip to the East Coast. Her recommendation that
workers “prepare financially and emotionally” resonated
the way you might expect.

Ironically, after years of helping execute corporate down-
sizings and relocating employees’ jobs to less expensive
locales, I was finally made redundant myself during the 2008
crisis. I knew all about the process—it had been my job to
explain company policy to those we were letting go—but
was surprised what a gut shock it was to be on the other
side of it: “We're not getting rid of everyone, but we're get-
ting rid of you.”
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For years I'd thought about working for a non-profit
company, but the crisis was the worst time to be cut loose.
There weren't any jobs available, and the higher your salary
is the longer it takes to find a new position. At long last I
landed a job with a non-profit healthcare provider.

- It didn't turn out to be much different from the for-profit
sector. In fact, they were hiring a lot of people from the
finance industry—professionals like me who had overseen
the streamlining of our corporations and then been down-
sized ourselves—so they could become more competitive.
Now they're restructuring and dismissing employees, too.

A few weeks ago I was in the elevator with a manager
who has worked there for years. She was practically giddy
about the layoffs: she said they'd make the non-profit more
efficient, which would enable it to fulfill its mission statement
more effectively. Here it was again, the mantra of share-

~holder value in a new form. As long as organizations serve

abstract ends rather than flesh-and-blood people, it doesn't
matter whether those abstractions represent stockholders,
customers, or even the common good.
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Superstars

Why do we love Lady Gaga~not just the catchy hooks, but
the costumes, the rumors, the mythology? Why are we fas-
cinated by romantic comedies and talk shows even when
they insult our intelligence and contradict our politics? Why
do the lives of famous strangers seem so much more real
than our own lives?

Perhaps we're drawn to them because they embody our
creativity—the creative potential of all the exploited—pur-
chased from us; concentrated, and sold back. Bruce Spring-
steen would be just another singer-songwriter without the
vocal trainers and production engineers, the technicians who
work the lights, and the adoring gaze of millions; together
these produce most of the meaning we find in him, as well
as the illusion that he is solely responsible for it. Because
human beings are social animals, attention creates meaning
and thus value: when everyone else runs to see what's going
on, each of us can't help but do the same.

Thus the collective creativity and potential of a whole
society is channeled into a few figureheads. Of course we
love them, or at least love to hate them—they represent the
only way to access our own displaced potential.

The same goes for blockbusters like Fight Club and Avatar
that epitomize the alienation they critique. Stories that once
were told around the fire now circulate through the market,
including the stories that criticize it. Now even when we
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sit around a fire we talk about episodes from movies and
television! Whenever we turn on a movie rather than gener-
ating our own stories and culture, we are selling ourselves
short—not so much by being spectators as by consenting to
access the storytelling part of ourselves only through the
mediation of the économy. '

Can we escape this by making our own media, forming '

audiences without superstars? The more people invest
meaning in their own lives and social circles, the more
powerful and capable they are likely to be: consider the role
that counterculture has often played in resistance move-
ments. But in the age of mass communication, the affairs
of any small milieu can feel insignificant by comparison;
reality is comprised of everyone’s points of reference, not
just the ones we choose subculturally. Meanwhile, focusing
on representations of ourselves and each other can produce
the same alienation as focusing on the images of strangers.

In a media-centered society, attention is a currency
alongside other currencies. It functions as a kind of capital:
the more you have, the easier it is to accrue, and after a
certain point it seems to flow to you almost automatically.
In some venues, the pursuit of attention itself has nearly
superseded other forms of economic competition—think
of graffiti tagging and internet memes. But the attention
" available on the market is qualitatively different from the
attention friends and lovers lavish on one another. Even the
most famous stars can't derive that kind of nourishment
from their fame; if their high casualty rate is any indication,
fame is an obstacle to healthy relationships. In this regard,
stardom mirrors other forms of success in which a few
people accumulate substitutes for what everyone has lost.

New decentralized technologies offer almost everybody
the chance to be microstars: to propagate images of ourselves
in a world in which no one really has time to focus on anyone
else in person. Rather than redressing the effects of unequal
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distribution of attention, this renders everyone equally
small and alone. The alienation generated by the existence

of superstars doesn’t diminish with the coronation of more
stars; it increases.
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Professionals

What do lawyers, accountants, administrators, professors,
and doctors all have in common? Expertise.

There'’s nothing bad about knowing how to do things.
But expertise is distinct from mere proficiency. It connotes
privileged access to a sphere of knowledge others can only
approach through an intermediary.

Of course, plenty of people are at the mercy of auto

- mechanics when it comes to repairing their cars. The dif-

ference is that you can teach yourself'to fix cars, and no one
can stop you from fixing your own car—but you can't just
read some books and set up shop as a professor. Mechanics,
carpenters, plumbers, and other tradesmen are subject to
some of the same controls as engineers and pharmacists,
but the further up the pyramid you go the more strict and
exclusive those controls are,

Expertise is constructed by institutions that regulate
and license those who practice a profession, legitimizing
them as professionals. This excludes amateurs and people
who learned their skills in other frameworks. Such exclu-
sion enforces quality standards, discouraging snake oil
salesmen pursuing the incentives of free enterprise. But it
also ensures that certain skills remain the private domain
of powerful organizations, intensifying the divide between
these authorities and everyone else.
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This division elevates professionals as a class, assuring
them power, prestige, high income, and more autonomy
than most workers. It isn't surprising that professional
associations use their influence to protect these privileges
and discipline anyone who threatens them, including
dissidents within their own ranks. This also guarantees
certain educational institutions a monopoly on the market
of aspiring professionals.

In contrast to the practical skills associated with less
prestigious trades, expertise often refers to spheres that are
entirely socially constructed. One cannot be a bishop or a
lawyer without the validation of the Church or judiciary.
Professionalization keeps common people at a distance
from aspects of their own society: rather than developing a
personal practice of faith or justice, they must rely on experts.

The effects of this specialization extend to our relation-
ships with our own bodies. Once upon a time, healing was
practiced by and accessible to the poor. One of the major
effects of the witch-hunts of the 14™ through 17% centuries
was to suppress this popular art; over the following centuries,
similar campaigns concentrated medical knowledge and
authority in fewer and fewer hands, opening the way for
medicine to become a monolithic male-dominated profes-
sion. Today our own bodies appear unfamiliar to us, enabling
the health care and insurance industries to make a killing
keeping us alive.

In fields that were professionalized more recently, it's still
easy to see how this has imposed a hierarchical framework
on previously grass-roots pursuits. For example, as the move-
ments against domestic violence and sexual assault sought
funding from foundations and government agencies, they
were transformed into service-providing organizations that
demanded proper credentials of their employees. Today the
authors of the manuals used by some of these organizations
wouldn't qualify for jobs in them.
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Professionalization privatizes skills and innovations that
once circulated freely, making it impossible to access them
except through the economy. It is one of the ways that capital-
ism centralizes know-how and legitimacy as well as wealth.
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Middle Management

The middle manager is simultaneously a laborer and a
representative of the capitalist class. She is forced to behave
like an executive without the same rewards.

Like the employees below her; she has to implement
decisions made without her input—and when she does well,
the credit goes to the ones who give her orders. Like the
executives above her, she cannot simply sell hours of her
life but must become her job, taking her work home with
her. It's her responsibility to implement corporate policies,
motivate employees, and maintain day-to-day discipline and
control. Everyone in middle management hopes to advance
quickly to a higher position—but the higher you go in the
pyramid, the fewer positions there are.

A few decades ago, when employees might work for the
same corporation their entire lives, middle management
positions seemed like a step in a slow, steady process of
advancement. That dream came to an end in the 1980s,
when technological advancements enabled corporatith'to
“‘downsize” middle managers by the thousand. Yet middle
management remains, both as a specific role in the economy
and as an existential condition afflicting all but those at
the very top and bottom of the pyramid. The ones above us
manage us, we manage the ones below us—but how long
can we manage, ourselves?
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« In the shift from manual skills to the art of selling and

servicing people, personal traits of employees are drawn
into the sphere of exchange and become commodities
in the labor market. Kindness and friendliness become
aspects of personalized service or of public relations of
big firms, rationalized to further sales. With anonymous
insincerity, the successful person thus makes an instru-
ment of his own appearance and peréonality. _

Sincerity is detrimental to one's job, until the rules of
salesmanship and business become a “genuine” aspect
of oneself. Tact is a series of little lies about one’s feel-
ings, until one is emptied of such feelings.

The personality market, the most decisive effect
and symptom of the great salesroom, underlies the

_ all-pervasive distrust and alienation characteristic

of metropolitan people. Without common values and
mutual trust, the cash nexus that links one man to
another in transient contact has been made subtle in a
dozen ways and come to bite deeper into all areas of life.

People are required to pretend interest in others in ‘
order to manipulate them. In the course of time, as this
ethic spreads, one learns that manipulation is inherent
in every human contact. Men are estranged from one
another as each secretly tries to make an instrument of
the other, and in time a full circle is made: one makes an
imstrument of himself, and is estranged from it as well.

- C. Wright Mills
White Collar: The American Middle Classes, 1951
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Self-Employment

“Self-employed” describes a wide range of positions—from
tutors and babysitters to proprietors of mom-and-pop stores,
from the flower vendors on the street corner to the successful
artists of the “creative class.” Self—employment is associated
with personal freedom; but managing your own business
generally makes more demands on your time than working
for a corporation, and not necessarily at comparable rates.

If the problem with capitalism is that bosses don't pay
workers the full value of their labor, self-employment seems
like the solution: if everyone were self-employed, wouldn't
that mean nobody could be exploited? But exploitation isn't

just a matter of having a boss—it's the result of uneven dis-

tribution of capital. If all you have for capital is an ice-cream
stand, you're not going to accumulate profit at the same

rate as the landlord who owns your apartment building,

even if both of you are sole proprietors. The patterns that
concentrate capital in fewer and fewer hands can play out
as easily between business entities as within them.

So self-employment is not the same as self-determination.
Self-employment gives you more agency without offering any
more liberty: you get to manage your own affairs, but only
on the market’s terms. Being self-employed simply means
organizing the sale of your labor yourself and personally
taking on all the risks of competing. Imagine how many
corporations have made a pretty penny selling goods and
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services to aspiring entrepreneurs that quickly went out of
business and returned to wage labor.

Like the magnate in miniature, the self-employed worker
survives and acquires resources to the precise extent to which
she turns a profit. More so than the wage laborer, she has
to internalize the logic of the market, taking its pressures
and values to heart. The entrepreneur learns to examine
everything from her time to her personal relationships in
terms of market value. She comes to see herself the way a
timber company looks at a forest; each entrepreneur is at
once boss and bossed, her very psyche split into capitalist
and exploited facets. In the end, it’s more efficient for workers '
to supervise their own integration into the market than for
corporations or governments to impose it on them.

Accordingly, today we're seeing a shift from the paradigm
of worker-as-employee to worker-as-entrepreneur: rather than
simply obeying instructions and taking home a paycheck,
even workers who aren't self-employed are encouraged to
invest themselves in the same manner. Progressive teachers
try to engage their students as “active learners” instead of
simply indoctrinating them; commanders devolve tactical
decision-making to individual units whose training empha-
sizes “combat readiness” over mere willingness to carry out
orders. As jobs become more precarious, work experience
becomes an investment aimed at securing future employ-
ment—your résumé is as important as your wages. The last
self-employed artisans of the old days are dying out, but the
entrepreneur might be the model citizen of a world order
still under construction. The old-fashioned narrative of
independence and self-reliance is absurd when both have

become impossible: rather than cultivating independence,
the point of modern self-management is to incorporate each
individual seamlessly into the economy.

Despite these developments, some still consider locally-
owned businesses an alternative to corporate capitalism.
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It's naive to imagine small businesses are somehow more
accountable to their communities: business ventures of all
kinds succeed or fail according to their success extracting
profit from communities. Small businesses might gain loyal
customers by being a little less predatory, but only to the
extent that this succeeds as advertising, and only insofar
as consumers can afford to pay extra for this luxury. In
the world of business, “social responsibility” is either a
marketing strategy or a handicap. The dichotomy between
local businesses and multinationals only serves to redirect
those frustrated with capitalism into supporting small-scale
capitalists, legitimizing ventures that ultimately will either
accumulate capital at others’ expense or be supplanted by
more merciless contenders.

Countless societies have existed that didn'’t believe in
private ownership of capital, but no historian has ever

- documented a society in which capital was evenly distributed

among a population of self-employed businessmen. Such
a thing could only last as long as it took for some of the
bus@essmen to start profiting off the rest. Relying on small
Pusmesses to solve the problems generated by capitalism
is less realistic than attempting to bring about the end of
capitalism itself. '
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Factories

The factories that produce most of the goods we think of
as necessities today emerged at the end of the 18t century
with the onset of the Industrial Revolution. This transformed
manufacturing, agriculture, transportation, and almost every
other aspect of life.

From the very beginning, mechanization sparked resis-
tance. Several centuries of agricultural privatization had
already driven most peasants off their land, and now new
technologies were reducing skilled craftsmen to beggars. The
stinking, noisy factory towns must have seemed like a scene
from hell itself, sucking in the dispossessed and construct-
ing an infernal machine from their bodies. In response, the
Luddites burned mills and machinery, posing such a threat

~ that at one point more British troops were deployed to fight

them than were ranged against Napoleon.

The factory system was a mixed blessing for the capitalists
who created it. On the one hand, it consolidated their power
as the owning class: artisans working at home with their
own tools simply couldn’t compete. This enabled capitalists to
control workers' activity directly, whereas before they could
only buy the products of labor. Moreover, industrialization
gave the capitalists of a few nations a tremendous advantage
over their competitors abroad, setting the stage for a brut
new wave of European colonization. '

On the other hand, mechanization required an unprec-
edented concentration of workers, both in the factories
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themselves and in the urban centers where factories were
located. This concentration could have explosive results, as it
did in 1871 when workers and poor urbanites rose in rebellion
against the French government to establish the short-lived
Paris Commune. Even between such upheavals, capitalists
were vulnerable to strikes, and they never knew when a
workplace disturbance might explode into an insurrection.

Factory owners had another problem, too. They could
produce more goods than ever before, but they were reaching
the limits of market: there simply weren't enough wealthy
people to buy everything they could produce. Since every
hour of labor made them a profit, employers compelled the
downtrodden populace to work as much as possible. But as
resistance grew and returns dwindled, capitalists had to find
anew way to maximize profits. Instead of trying to squeeze
even more hours of labor from employees, they set out to
squeeze more production out of every labor hour. Using the
unprecedented powers of supervision that the factory gave
them, they reorganized the work process to make it ever
more efficient and intensive.

In the early 20™ century, automobile magnate Henry
Ford hit on the winning combination of assembly lines,
standardization, and cheap products, inaugurating the era of
mass production and consumption. Ford looked at the factory
itself as a machine and set out to make workers into more
efficient cogs in it. This made tasks increasingly specialized
and repetitive, so workers had less and less of a sense of the
total context of their labor. Over the next few decades, as
mass production and mass consumption became the norm

-worldwide, this alienation came to be mirrored in society at
large, which became a sort of social factory operating accord-
ing to the logic of the assembly line. Schools mass-produced
interchangeable workers ready to take up posts anywhere;
automobiles inscribed new channels of commerce on the
landscape in the form of highways and suburbs.
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Of course, worker populations were still dangerously
concentrated, and this intensification of work had the
potential to spark an intensification of resistance. The use
of automation made it difficult to foster competition on the

- shop floor the way Ford's predecessors had. Worse, work-

ers were so averse to the mind-numbing experience of the
assembly line that they kept quitting in droves; Ford was
losing money constantly training new replacements.

His solution was to buy off the workforce as a whole by
giving his employees a share in industrial prosperity. Start-
ing in 1914, Ford paid his factory workers twice the going

- rate, granted them eight-hour workdays, and offered them

a profit-sharing plan so they could buy the same Model Ts
they produced. The resulting expansion of the market for
automobiles enabled Ford to absorb the cost of high wages
by increasing production and sales year after year. This
compromise was soon taken up across the industrialized
world; in effect, this marked the invention of the modern
middle class, along with modern leisure time. Capitalists
had made virtue of necessity; forced to grant money and free
time to the exploited, they invented mass consumption so
the money and time they conceded would eventually come

back to them..
Raising wages helped Ford thwart an attempt to unionize

his factory. But in the long run, one result of his compromise -

was that unions, long the outlaw opposition to capitalism,
finally found an essential role in its functioning. By forc-
ing employers to keep wages high enough that workers
could afford consumer goods, they kept capitalists from
destroying their own consumer base. By focusing on the
wage contract, unions channeled worker struggles away
from outright revolution into institutionalized collective
bargaining. Union bureaucracies arose alongside corporate
bureaucracies, staffed by professionals whose chief inter-
est was advancing their careers. Unions ceased to oppose
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the intensification and expansion of work itself—what was
good for work was good for unions, whether or not it was
good for workers.

This professionalization of labor struggle took place in
“developing countries” as well, transforming struggles against
work into struggles for a greater share of what it produced.
Ironically, wherever the capitalist class had not developed
enough to implement Ford's innovations, these were imposed
by the bureaucratic representatives of labor struggle. In
Soviet Russia, for example, “Fordism” was embraced as a
model for speedy industrialization. Josef Stalin proclaimed
approvingly that “American efficiency is that indomitable
force which neither knows nor recognizes obstacles” as he
presided over a brutal transition to mechanized agriculture at
the cost of millions of lives. It’s possible to see the Bolshevik
revolution as an exotic version of the Fordist compromise,

in which workers' struggles were channeled into support-
ing a new bureaucratic ruling class in return for a share of
consumer goods.
- In any case, compromises within capitalism rarely last
long. Starting in the 1g60s, capitalists faced a new round
of crises as their strategies for economic expansion once.
again reached their limits and a new generation of work-
ers broke with the unions to rebel against work. The youth
movements that shook the globe from Paris and Prague to
Chicago and Shanghai often framed their project in utopian
terms, but they were revolting against something concrete
and familiar: their parents’ truce with exploitation. The costs
of this truce were becoming apparent in the destruction
of the natural world and the alienation of daily life. At the
same time, the industries that had benefited most from the
Fo_rdist compromise—the ones m_dnufacturing automobiles,
household appliances, and other durable goods—were begin-

-ning to decline as they found fewer and fewer new buyers

for their products.
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And so, like Ford before them, capitalists reorganized
the processes of production and consumption to make them
stabler and more profitable. Aided by new communication
* technologies, they spread manufacturing out across the entire
planet, sidestepping unionized or rebellious workforces and
exploiting whoever was most desperate. Employers scaled
back formal long-term employment in favor of more flexible
forms of labor, in order to unload the risks of the market
directly on workers. Economies of scale, in which corpora-
tions saved money by mass-producing a few standardized
commodities, were supplemented by economies of scope, in
which the same infrastructure was used to produce a wide
array of items. Consumer markets diversified accordingly,
and the mass-produced individual—a conformist who had
nonetheless posed a real threat to public order in times of
upheaval—was replaced by an infinite range of different
consumer identities. Thus the labor force that had been
so dangerous when it was united became fragmented in
every way. '

Once again, these changes in production and consump-
tion were inscribed upon society and the earth. In the US,
the social factory no longer produces workers who intend to
invest their whole lives in one career; the booming industrial
cities of the previous century have become a desolate Rust
Belt dotted with cafés and universities.

Today there are still factories, but computerized equip-
ment and data-processing enable them to employ fewer and
fewer workers. The increasingly superfluous workforce has
been absorbed by the service sector in wealthy parts of the
world; in poor countries, it is left to fend for itself. Just as
Ford modeled the factory on the machine, the assembly line
provides the model for global supply chains, networks of

large and small manufacturers contracted and coordinated
by giant corporations: raw materials can be made in India
and Brazil, assembled in Hong Kong, and sold in Los Angeles.
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Unlike the factories of old, these networks aren't vulnerable
to the dangers posed by a concentrated workforce; if one
node of this vast assembly line becomes rebellious, its role
can be transferred to another node as far away as the op-
posite side of the globe.

Paradoxically, this “post-Fordist” economy revives forms
of labor that seemed to disappear with the ascendance of
automation. Since major industries no longer need most of
the people that capitalism has dispossessed, workers can
be had for cheap in sweatshops around the world—low-
tech, miserable workplaces that require little investment in
specialized machinery. Such sweatshops are ideally suited
to the fluid demands of contemporary production, which
might require sneaker stitching one day and T-shirt sleeves
the next. They are often the only way to meet the demands
of a consumer market based on the novelty and uniqueness
of a million different products.

In this context, unions are woefully outflanked and out-
moded. Institutionalized regulation of wage labor no longer
seems necessary to stabilize the market, so their usefulness
for capitalism has ended; production no longer depends
on the rigid demographic concentrations that once made
them such a threat to business, either. Anticapitalists are
still casting around for new forms of resistance that could

take the place of the union and the strike.

ra.tion.al-ize (rish’s>-na-liz") ». —# 1. Attempt to explain
or justify (one’s own or another’s behavior or attitude)
with logical, plausible reasons, even if these are not true
or appropriate: she couldn't rationalize her urge to return to

the cottage. See note at LIE. 2. Make (a company, process, or-

industry) more efficient by reorganizing it in such a way as
to dispense with unnecessary personnel or equipment: hzs
success was due primarily to bis ability to rationalize produiction.
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Teachers and Students

Anyone who has spent time with small children knows how
much they love to learn. From the very beginning, they imitate
everyone around them. Without this instinct enabling every
new generation to pick up the knowledge and skills of the
previous ones, our species would have gone extinct long ago.

It takes a lot to beat this natural curiosity out of children.
You have to take them away from their families, isolate them
in sterile environments with only a few overworked adults,
and teach them that learning is a discipline. You have to send
them to school.

It wasn't until the 1% century that mass education came
into its own in Europe. The family, the oldest socializing
institution, no longer sufficed to prepare children for their
roles in a changing society—especially with working families
increasingly fragmented by the industrial revolution. Once
limits were put on child labor, kids had to spend the day
somewhere. Governments saw compulsory schooling as a
way to produce a docile population: obedient soldiers for
the army, compliant laborers for industry, dutiful clerks and
civil servants. Social reformers saw it differently, as a way
to uplift humanity—but it was the governments who got to
implement it.

Compulsory education spread alongside industrializa-
tion, and eventually education became an industry in its

POSITIONS~WHERE WE ARE : 99




own right. The state-managed incarnation of the industry still
functions to keep young people off the streets and program
them with standardized curricula. The private incarnation
has become a profitable sector of the economy: abstracted
out of daily life, education is a commodity to be bought and
sold like any other.

In a mechanized world, in which self-checkout at the
grocéry store and electronic check-in at the airport are
replacing the jobs that used to keep citizens integrated into
society, what can be done with all the surplus workers? One
solution is to postpone their entry into the workforce. Today's
aspiring employee spends more time than ever before study-
ing to gain an advantage, a longer list of credentials, another
selling point on her résumé. This helps send the message
that the misfortunes of the unemployed and unsuccessful
are their own fault—they should have gotten more education.

When power was chiefly hereditary, only the wealthy and
powerful sent their children to school. In the curren'; gredit-
based economy, in which many workers live beyond their
means in hopes of bettering themselves, it's much easier to
aspire to wealth and power—for a price. If you want a decent
job, you have to pay thousands or tens of thousands for the
prerequisite degrees. This traps students in decades of debt,
forcing them to sell themselves wherever the market will
take them—a sophisticated form of indentured servitude. The

more overeducated the work force, the pickier employers
become; and in a volatile economy, workers have to return
to school again and again. ‘
Today degrees are openly discussed as investments in
capital. A degree is worth a certain amount of potential future
income, and some degrees are more valuable than others. Now
there's talk of decreasing student loans to students seeking
degrees in less profitable fields such as the humanities. This
follows the logic of the market, since the ones who receive
_ those degrees are less likely to be able to repay loans—even
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if those fields of study can improve human life in ways that
defy financial calibration. Meanwhile, austerity measures
are cutting away the last vestiges of the un1vers1ty as an
oasis of learning for its own sake.

Of course, millions of young people have no hope of go-
ing to college. Early in life, children are put on one of two
education tracks according to social class; these can take
the form of private and public schools, suburban and inner
city schools, or classes for “advanced” students alongside
classes for everyone else. For the majority foreordained to fail,
the school system is a gigantic holding tank; the ones who
rebel are shuttled directly from detention to prison.. Many
schools now resemble prisons, with police officers, metal
detectors, and other mechanisms to normalize authoritarian
control from an early age.

Despite the glut of college graduates on the market,
some liberals still maintain that the solution to poverty and
other problems is more education. But the further up the
pyramid you go the fewer positions there are; no amount
of public education can change this. At best, graduates
from disadvantaged backgrounds might replace those in
privileged positions, but for every person who climbs the

- social ladder someone else has to descend it. Usually, more

education just means more debt,

Another liberal precept is the notion of academia as
the marketplace of ideas. The marketplace metaphor is apt
enough: like human beings, ideas have to compete on the
uneven terrain of capitalism. Some are backed by chancellors
and media moguls, dollars by the million or billion, entire
military-industrial complexes; others are literally born in
prison. Despite this, the ones that rise to the top are bound
to be the best—just as the most successful businessmen
must be superior to everyone else. According to this school
of thought, capitalism persists because everyone from bil-
lionaire to bellboy agrees it is the best idea.

POSITIONS—WHERE WE ARE : 101




WE TEACH

YOU WORK
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But students don't develop their ideas in a vacuum;
their conclusions are bound to be influenced by their class
interests. The further you advance in the education system,
the wealthier the student body is likely to be, especially with
tuition rising while government grants decline. Consequently,
reactionary ideas tend to accumulate academic prestige.
If some conservatives still regard universities as hotbeds
of radicalism, this is simply because the class-interests of
professors are not as reactionary as those of executives.

This isn't to say that wealthy children are born looking out
for number one. It takes at least as much social engineering
to produce entitled managers as it does to produce subser-
vient employees. Most of this occurs subtly. For example,
the curriculum for honors students includes nothing about
how to grow or prepare food, make or mend clothing, or
repair engines; the implication is that if these students do
well, there will always be poor people to do these things
for them. Thus the education that prepares them to hold
power simultanegusly incapacitates them when it comes
to meeting their basic needs outside the economy, making
any alternative appear genuinely life-threatening.

Though teachers are on the front lines imposing discipline
on the poor and legitimizing the privileges of the rich, they're
not really to blame. Lots of teachers are terrific people. Some
can be great mentors or friends outside the constraints of
school. Many have given up the chance to make more money
because they believe teaching is important even though it
pays poorly. But by and large the roles they are forced to
play in the classroom prevent them from making the most
of their gifts and their desire to do right by the next genera-
tion. Here as elsewhere, the system is powered by those who
think they can reform it.
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