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Preface

Cannibal Capitalism: Are We Toast?

Readers of this book don’t need me to tell them that we’re in trouble. They’re already tuned in to, indeed reeling from, a tangle of looming threats and realized miseries: crushing debt, precarious work, and besieged livelihoods; dwindling services, crumbling infrastructures, and hardened borders; racialized violence, deadly pandemics, and extreme weather—all overarched by political dysfunctions that block our ability to envision and implement solutions. None of this is breaking news, and none needs belaboring here.

What this book does offer is a deep dive into the source of all these horribles. It diagnoses what drives the malady and names the perp. “Cannibal capitalism” is my term for the social system that has brought us to this point. To see why the term is apt, let’s consider each of the c-words that make it up.

“Cannibalism” has several meanings. The most familiar, and the most concrete, is the ritual eating of human flesh by a human being. Burdened by a long racist history, the term was applied by an inverted logic to Black Africans on the receiving end of Euro-imperial predation. So there’s a certain satisfaction in turning the tables and invoking it here as a descriptor for the capitalist class—a group, this book will show, that feeds off everyone else. But the term also has a more abstract meaning, which captures a deeper truth about our society. The verb “to cannibalize” means to deprive one facility or enterprise of an essential element of its functioning for the purpose of creating or sustaining another one. That, we’ll see, is a fair approximation of the relation of capitalism’s economy to the system’s non-economic precincts: to the families and communities, habitats and ecosystems, state capacities and public powers whose substance its economy consumes to engorge itself.

There is also a specialized astronomical meaning: a celestial object is said to cannibalize another such object when it incorporates mass from the latter through gravitational attraction. That, I will show here, too, is an apt characterization of the process by which capital draws into its orbit natural and social wealth from peripheral zones of the world system. There is, finally, the ouroboros, the self-cannibalizing serpent that eats its own tail, depicted on this book’s cover. That’s a fitting image, we’ll also see, for a system that’s wired to devour the social, political, and natural bases of its own existence —which are also the bases of ours. All told, the cannibal metaphor offers several promising avenues for an analysis of capitalist society. It invites us to see that society as an institutionalized feeding frenzy—in which the main course is us.

“Capitalism,” too, cries out for clarification. The word is commonly used to name an economic system based on private property and market exchange, wage labor and production for profit. But that definition is too narrow, obscuring rather than disclosing the system’s true nature. “Capitalism,” I’ll argue here, better designates something larger: a societal order that empowers a profit-driven economy to prey on the extra-economic supports it needs to function—wealth expropriated from nature and subject peoples; multiple forms of carework, chronically undervalued when not wholly disavowed; public goods and public powers, which capital both requires and tries to curtail; the energy and creativity of working people. Although they do not appear on corporate balance sheets, these forms of wealth are essential preconditions for the profits and gains that do. Vital underpinnings of accumulation, they, too, are constitutive components of the capitalist order.

In this book, accordingly, “capitalism” refers not to a type of economy but to a type of society: one that authorizes an officially designated economy to pile up monetized value for investors and owners, while devouring the non-economized wealth of everyone else. Serving that wealth on a platter to the corporate classes, this society invites them to make a meal of our creative capacities and of the earth that sustains us—with no obligation to replenish what they consume or repair what they damage. And that is a recipe for trouble. Like the ouroboros that eats its own tail, capitalist society is primed to devour its own substance. A veritable dynamo of self-destabilization, it periodically precipitates crises while routinely eating away at the bases of our existence.

Cannibal capitalism, then, is the system to which we owe the present crisis. Truth be told, it’s a rare type of crisis, in which multiple bouts of gluttony have converged. What we face, thanks to decades of financialization, is not “only” a crisis of rampaging inequality and low-waged precarious work; nor “merely” one of care or social reproduction; nor “just” a crisis of migration and racialized violence. Neither is it “simply” an ecological crisis in which a heating planet disgorges lethal plagues, nor “only” a political crisis featuring hollowed-out infrastructure, ramped-up militarism, and a proliferation of strongmen. Oh no, it’s something worse: a general crisis of the entire societal order in which all those calamities converge, exacerbating one another and threatening to swallow us whole.

This book maps that massive tangle of dysfunction and domination. Expanding our view of capitalism to include the extra-economic ingredients of capital’s diet, it brings together in a single frame all the oppressions, contradictions, and conflicts of the present conjuncture. In this frame, structural injustice means class exploitation, to be sure, but also gender domination and racial/imperial oppression—both non-accidental by-products of a societal order that subordinates social reproduction to commodity production and that demands racialized expropriation to underwrite profitable exploitation. As understood here, likewise, the system’s contradictions incline it not only to economic crises but also to crises of care, ecology, and politics, all of which are in full flower today, courtesy of the long spell of corporate bingeing known as neoliberalism.

As I conceive it, lastly, cannibal capitalism precipitates a broad array and complex mix of social struggles: not just class struggles at the point of production, but also boundary struggles at the system’s constitutive joints. Where production butts up against social reproduction, the system incites conflicts over care, both public and private, paid and unpaid. Where exploitation crosses expropriation, it foments struggles over “race,” migration, and empire. Then too, where accumulation hits natural bedrock, cannibal capitalism sparks conflicts over land and energy, flora and fauna, the fate of the earth. Finally, where global markets and megacorporations meet national states and institutions of transnational governance, it provokes struggles over the shape, control, and reach of public power. All these strands of our present predicament find their place in an expanded conception of capitalism that is simultaneously unitary and differentiated.

Armed with this conception, Cannibal Capitalism poses a pressing existential question: “Are we toast?” Can we figure out how to dismantle the social system that is driving us into the jaws of obliteration? Can we come together to address the entire crisis complex that system has spawned—not “just” the heating of the earth, nor “only” the progressive destruction of our collective capacities for public action, nor “merely” the wholesale assault on our ability to care for one another and sustain social ties, nor “simply” the disproportionate dumping of the ensuing fallout on poor, working-class, and racialized populations, but the general crisis in which these various harms are intertwined? Can we envision an emancipatory, counterhegemonic project of eco-societal transformation of sufficient breadth and vision to coordinate the struggles of multiple social movements, political parties, labor unions, and other collective actors—a project aimed at laying the cannibal to rest once and for all? In the current conjuncture, I argue here, nothing short of such a project can avail.

Once we expand our view of capitalism, moreover, we must also expand our vision of what should replace it. Whether we call it socialism or something else, the alternative we seek cannot aim to reorganize the system’s economy alone. It must also reorganize the latter’s relation to all those forms of wealth it currently cannibalizes. What must be reinvented, then, is the relation of production to reproduction, of private to public power, of human society to nonhuman nature. If this sounds like a tall order, it’s our best hope. Only by thinking big can we give ourselves a fighting chance to vanquish cannibal capitalism’s relentless drive to eat us whole.
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Omnivore: Why We Need to Expand
Our Conception of Capitalism

Capitalism is back! After decades in which the term could scarcely be found outside the writings of Marxist thinkers, commentators of varying stripes now worry openly about its sustainability, scholars from every school scramble to systematize criticisms of it, and activists throughout the world mobilize in opposition to its practices. Certainly, the return of “capitalism” is a welcome development, a crystal-clear marker, if any were needed, of the depth of the present crisis—and of the pervasive hunger for a systematic account of it. What all the talk about capitalism indicates, symptomatically, is a growing awareness that the heterogeneous ills—financial, economic, ecological, political, social—that surround us can be traced to a common root; and that reforms that fail to engage with the deep structural underpinnings of these ills are doomed to fail. Equally, the term’s renaissance signals the wish in many quarters for an analysis that clarifies the relations among the disparate social struggles of our time—an analysis that could foster the close cooperation, if not the full unification, of their most advanced, progressive currents within a counter-systemic bloc. The hunch that such an analysis should center on capitalism is on the mark.

Nevertheless, the current boom in capitalism talk remains largely rhetorical—more a symptom of the desire for systematic critique than a substantive contribution to it. Thanks to decades of social amnesia, whole generations of younger activists and scholars have become sophisticated practitioners of discourse analysis while remaining utterly innocent of the traditions of Kapitalkritik. They are only now beginning to ask how the latter could be practiced today to clarify the current conjuncture.

Their “elders,” veterans of previous eras of anti-capitalist ferment who might have provided some guidance, are burdened with blinders of their own. They have largely failed, despite professed good intentions, to incorporate the insights of feminist, ecological, postcolonial, and Black liberation thought into their understandings of capitalism in a systematic way.

The upshot is that we are living through a capitalist crisis of great severity without a critical theory that clarifies it—let alone points us toward an emancipatory resolution. Certainly, today’s crisis does not fit the standard models that we have inherited: it is multidimensional, encompassing not only the official economy, including finance, but also such “non-economic” phenomena as global warming, “care deficits,” and the hollowing out of public power at every scale. Yet our received models of crisis tend to focus exclusively on the economic aspects, which they isolate from, and privilege over, other facets. Equally important, today’s crisis is generating novel political configurations and grammars of social conflict. Struggles over nature, social reproduction, dispossession, and public power are central to this constellation, implicating multiple axes of inequality, including nationality/race-ethnicity, religion, sexuality, and class. In this respect, too, however, our received theoretical models fail us, as they continue to prioritize struggles over labor at the point of production. In general, then, we lack conceptions of capitalism and capitalist crisis that are adequate to our time.

Cannibal capitalism, I contend, is such a conception. I introduce it in this chapter by asking what lies behind Karl Marx’s principal argument in Capital, Volume I. That work has much to offer in the way of general conceptual resources; and it is in principle open to the broader concerns I just mentioned. Yet it fails to reckon systematically with gender, race, ecology, and political power as structuring axes of inequality in capitalist societies—let alone as stakes and premises of social struggle. Thus its best insights need to be reconstructed. Here, accordingly, my strategy is to look first at Marx, and then behind him, in the hope of shedding new light on some old questions: What exactly is capitalism? And how is it best conceptualized? Should we think of it as an economic system, a form of ethical life, or an institutionalized societal order? How should we characterize its “crisis tendencies,” and where should we locate them?

Defining Features of Capitalism, According to Marx

I begin by recalling what Marx took to be capitalism’s defining features. Thus, the train of thought I shall follow to cannibal capitalism will appear at first sight to be orthodox. But I intend to de-orthodoxize it shortly, by showing how these features presuppose some others, which constitute their background conditions of possibility. Just as Marx looked behind the sphere of exchange, into the “hidden abode” of production, in order to discover capitalism’s secrets, I shall seek production’s conditions of possibility behind that sphere, in realms that are more hidden still.

For Marx, the first defining feature of capitalism is private property in the means of production, which presupposes a class division between the owners and the producers. This division arose as a result of the breakup of a previous social world in which most people, however differently situated, had access to the means of subsistence and means of production; access, in other words, to food, shelter, and clothing, and to tools, land, and work, without having to go through a labor market. Capitalism decisively overturned such arrangements. It enclosed the commons, abrogated the customary use rights of the majority, and transformed shared resources into the private property of a small minority.

That leads directly to Marx’s second core feature: the free labor market. Once separated from the means of production, the vast majority had to go through that peculiar institution in order to work and get what they needed to continue living and to raise their children. It is worth stressing just how bizarre, how “unnatural,” how historically anomalous and specific the free labor market is. Labor is “free” here in a double sense: first, in terms of legal status—not enslaved, enserfed, entailed, or otherwise bound to a given place or particular master—and hence mobile and able to enter into a labor contract. But second, it is “free” from access to means of subsistence and means of production, including from customary use rights in land and tools—and hence bereft of the resources and entitlements that could permit one to abstain from the labor market. Thus, capitalism is defined in part by its constitution and use of (doubly) free wage labor—even though, as we shall see, it also relies on a great deal of labor that is unfree or dependent, unacknowledged or unremunerated.

Next is the equally strange phenomenon of “self”-expanding value, which is Marx’s third core feature.1 Capitalism is peculiar in having an objective systemic thrust: namely, the accumulation of capital. Accordingly, everything the owners do qua capitalists is aimed at the expansion of their capital. Like the producers, they too stand under a peculiar systemic compulsion. Everyone’s efforts to satisfy their needs are indirect, harnessed to something else that assumes priority—an overriding imperative inscribed in an impersonal system, capital’s own drive to unending “self”-expansion. Marx is brilliant on this point. In a capitalist society, he says, capital itself becomes the Subject. Human beings are its pawns, reduced to figuring out how they can get what they need in the interstices while feeding the beast.

The fourth feature specifies the distinctive role of markets in capitalist society. Markets have existed throughout human history, including in noncapitalist societies. Their functioning under capitalism, however, is distinguished by two further characteristics. First, markets serve in capitalist society to allocate the major inputs to commodity production. Understood by bourgeois political economy as “factors of production,” these inputs were originally identified as land, labor, and capital. In addition to utilizing markets to allocate labor, capitalism also uses them to allocate real estate, capital goods, raw materials, and credit. Insofar as it allocates these productive inputs through market mechanisms, capitalism transforms them into commodities. It is, in the Cambridge economist Piero Sraffa’s arresting phrase, a system for the “production of commodities by means of commodities,” albeit one that also relies, as we shall see, on a background of non-commodities.2

But there is also a second key function that markets assume in a capitalist society: they determine how society’s surplus will be invested. By “surplus,” Marx meant the collective fund of social energies exceeding those required to reproduce a given form of life and to replenish what is used up in the course of living it. How a society uses its surplus capacities is absolutely central, raising fundamental questions about how people want to live—where they choose to invest their collective energies, how they propose to balance “productive work” vis-à-vis family life, leisure, and other activities—as well as how they aspire to relate to nonhuman nature and what they aim to leave to future generations. Capitalist societies tend to leave such decisions to “market forces.” This is perhaps their most consequential and perverse characteristic, the handing over of the most important matters to a mechanism geared to the quantitative expansion of monetized value and congenitally oblivious to qualitative metrics of social wealth and human well-being. It is closely related to our third core feature: capital’s inherent but blind directionality, the “self”-expansionary process through which it constitutes itself as the subject of history, displacing the human beings who have made it and turning them into its servants.

By stressing these two roles of markets, I aim to counter the widely held view that capitalism propels the ever-increasing commodification of life as such. That view leads down a blind alley, I think, to dystopian fantasies of a totally commodified world. Not only do such fantasies neglect the emancipatory aspects of markets, but they overlook the fact, stressed by the world-systems theorist Immanuel Wallerstein, that capitalism has often operated on the basis of “semi-proletarianized” households. Under these arrangements, which allow owners to pay workers less, many households derive a portion of their sustenance from sources other than cash wages, including self-provisioning (the garden plot, sewing), informal reciprocity (mutual aid, in-kind transactions), and state transfers (welfare benefits, social services, public goods).3 Such arrangements leave a sizeable portion of activities and goods outside the purview of the market. They are not mere residual holdovers from precapitalist times; nor are they on their way out. So, for example, mid-twentieth-century Fordism was able to promote working-class consumerism in the industrialized countries of the core only by way of semi-proletarianized households that combined male employment with female homemaking, as well as by inhibiting the development of commodity consumption in the periphery. Semi-proletarianization is even more pronounced in neoliberalism, which has built an entire accumulation strategy by expelling billions of people from the official economy into informal grey zones, from which capital siphons off wealth. As we shall see, this sort of “primitive accumulation” is an ongoing process from which capital profits and on which it relies.

The point, then, is that marketized aspects of capitalist societies coexist with non-marketized aspects. This is no fluke or empirical contingency, but a feature built into capitalism’s DNA. In fact, “coexistence” is too weak a term to capture the relation between marketized and non-marketized aspects of a capitalist society. Better terms would be “functional imbrication” or “dependence,” but these fail to convey the perversity of this relation.”4 That aspect, which will become clear soon, is best expressed by “cannibalization.”

Behind Marx’s “Hidden Abode”
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