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The Break-Up





I broke up with capitalism around my junior year of college. Ever since, I’ve felt like the patient friend waiting for my bestie to see why she needs to break up with her toxic partner, too.


While socialism has captured mainstream attention in the US in the past decade or so, probably because of the popularity of Bernie Sanders and the Democratic Socialists of America, I didn’t arrive at my anti-capitalism through electoral politics. It was through studying Black history as an undergrad that I started to see how messed up our whole system really was. Reading about how slaveholders were willing to kidnap, brand, torture, and work their labor force to near-death—oh and create a system of white supremacy to maintain their profits that still thrives today—will do that to you.


I also soaked in the words of Black revolutionaries who spoke out against capitalism, including my godfather Charles Barron, a former member of the Black Panther Party. “We keep fighting the symptoms,” he is prone to say. “But capitalism is the disease.”


But it wasn’t until I was in grad school for social work, in the heart of the world’s financial capital, that I began to think seriously about other options I’d want to settle down with. It was 2008. Absolutely nothing major happened that year, besides, y’know, the fall of Wall Street. A core memory of Gen-Xers may be the fall of the Berlin Wall and the West celebrating the end of communism. But for a lot of millennials like me, the collapse of big banks—and its repercussions for the economy and for everyday working people—was our core memory, and it made many of us a bit more critical of the country’s capitalist relationship.


Those repercussions included me finishing my masters in a recession and with a crapload of student loans. I couldn’t find full-time work and had a series of odd jobs. One of those was a stint as an administrative assistant for an investment manager back home in Atlanta. My job largely consisted of fielding calls from investors who were demanding a return on their investments. Some even showed up at my job to find my boss. He was never around, they never got those returns, and he was eventually charged with fraud for running a Ponzi scheme. Definitely have some loving, long-lasting impressions of capitalists from that whole situation.


That same year, I had to haggle with a mortgage servicer that was using deceptive practices to squeeze my family of money. A few years before that, a different lender targeted us with a subprime loan, and they sold our mortgage to the servicer. Like, we didn’t even ask to be in this relationship! We were forced into it. The property values in our part of metro Atlanta took a nosedive, like lots of Black neighborhoods during the Great Recession. We were underwater and getting foreclosure notices even though we were making on-time payments. It took over a decade to recover—and that was mostly because a random pandemic that devastated the rest of the economy had people moving to warmer climates and rushing to buy homes in our neighborhood.


I didn’t spend most of my life witnessing any sort of “compassionate” capitalism. I saw a clusterf*ck.


The world was a hot mess, and I needed to make sense of what was going on. But the stuff I read frequently seemed to miss something. I disliked how some progressive books about economic injustice and corporate malfeasance were really, really good at identifying the problems, but then concluded with something lame like, “we just need better reforms.” Other books had Marxist theory down to a science, but you would never know from their narratives that there were tons of women and people of color who practiced and preached anti-capitalism, or just how much capitalism was built on slave labor and anti- Blackness. Or even how much socialism was central to the liberation movements of African, Asian, and Latin American countries fighting colonialism and imperialism. The foundational ideas of people like W. E. B. Du Bois, Kathleen Cleaver, Ella Baker, and Evo Morales are practically erased from so many visions of American socialism today.


Meanwhile, most of us outside academic and activist circles continue to think we’re the ones failing at life, and not that capitalism is fundamentally flawed. Like the toxic partner we can’t seem to leave, capitalism is still going strong and reeling us in with occasional gifts (here’s $15 an hour and casual Fridays, happy now??). But capitalists (we’ll get into who they are later) have been getting way more out of this relationship than the rest of us.


After you read the next ten chapters, I hope that you’ll be ready to break up and move the hell on from this monster, and that you can convince your friends and your boomer parents and your day-trading uncles to do the same.


For the first three chapters of the book, I lay the groundwork with basic definitions of capitalism and socialism and how they intersect with race. In the following chapters, I share more specifics of how capitalism Fs us over: from housing and healthcare to our jobs, student loans, and the whole concept of American democracy—and this minor aspect of our lives: the entire planet we live on. Especially in the final chapter, but throughout the entire book, we’ll talk about what we can do with all this information, how we can make life better for everyone we know and love, with insight from contemporary socialist luminaries.


This book isn’t just about making you angry and depressed by my enumerating of unsolvable problems. I mean, it will probably do that a little bit (sorry!!), but I hope it will also encourage you to join other people in a collective struggle to leave the sh*t world we inherited behind. Let capitalism be that ex who’s resigned to silently creep on your Instagram stories and rant about you to their friends while they watch you prosper with the new boo. [image: Image]












1 Capitali$m the Catfish





“This is a capitalist society.


It’s built on inequality and avarice.”


—Kathleen Cleaver


You remember the start of your friend’s relationship. It seemed like they were being love-bombed—completely bombarded with attention and promises of a fairytale future. But you decided to let it play out. Their bae was saying all the right things at the beginning, until little by little, you notice inconsistencies. Your friend keeps holding on to those empty promises, hoping to capture the flicker of contentment they felt at the beginning. But clearly there has been no delivery on those promises, and the whole thing blows up, full drama.


A few days—and supportive texts from you and emotional FaceTimes, also with you—later, you see the fighting couple posted up on the ’gram. “What’s understood doesn’t need to be explained,” they caption with one of those corny joint posts that shows up on the feeds of each of their followers. Back like they never left.


You’re three seconds away from cussing them out in the group chat. But instead, you just tell them you’ll be there for them regardless of their choices. Eventually they’ll see how doomed it is, on their own, right? Right??


The toxic partner in this sad tale isn’t the hot girl (or guy) covered with red flags. It’s capitalism.


[image: Image]




We’ve been told this is the only system that could possibly work for us. Maybe you heard that capitalism is never going away, it’s the only system we know, and we’ve had it for so long, like the significant other we should probably live without but can’t seem to leave. This is the system of prosperity and freedom!! And of course, we’re all a little bit of hustle and a stroke of luck away from being the next Jeff Bezos.


Perhaps you (or your friend) have gotten a few make-up gifts from the relationship. You might finally have a well-paid job with healthcare and a 401(k), you bought that expensive air fryer you’ve been eyeing, and your parents are feeling like that degree paid off, so maybe you and capitalism are soulmates after all.


But imagine that things could actually be better. Think about what you’ve probably had to endure to get to this point of the relationship. Maybe you have a job with super intense hours, or you work multiple jobs. It took years to pay off thousands of dollars (or hundreds of thousands of dollars) of debt to get that job. You’re tired and get more excited about dryer balls than clocking in.


But instead of being told that this relative lifelessness is how capitalism works, we’ve been convinced that we’re just not trying hard enough in the relationship. We need to hustle more, sacrifice more hours and more time, find more streams of income, and we’ll finally see how good our lives can be. You’re doing everything you can to make this relationship work. But I can assure you, it’s not you, it’s capitalism.


So it’s time to have an honest conversation about what capitalism is doing to us. For most of us, we have a one-sided, friends-with-(occasional)-benefits situation; not a life partner.


If you’re already reading this book, you might be the patient friend in the group chat trying to convince your homies, or your family, that we need to start branching out and looking for a better alternative. This book is a guide to help you out with this.


[image: Image]
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If you’re the one who needs convincing, this book is to help you avoid further heartbreak. A lot of us have seen what capitalism has done to people (and the planet!), and I just want us to do better. To understand why we should break up and move on, it’s important to get some background. You know how some friends turn into a CIA agent when they’re trying to get intel on someone before their first date? I’m going to be that friend for you, before you fully commit to capitalism. Spoiler alert: It’s catfishing you.




what is capitali$m?


The short answer is that capitalism is a system in which a comparatively small number of people profit off of the labor of many workers.


A capitalist is someone who hires these workers in order to profit primarily from their labor and who owns the resources workers use to produce goods and services for them, so that an individual worker does not have the power to independently produce anything or to control their working conditions. These resources could be land, raw material (say, cotton or oil), or technology.


That’s capitalism in a nutshell. The rest of this chapter (and the book) is dedicated to giving you the long answer, with examples from really smart people in different countries (and not just European ones!) who have assessed capitalism’s ruthless development. But given that the United States is peak capitalist and pretends that even basic things like free public healthcare are radical, we’re going to focus a lot on the US.







CAPITALI$MIS


Here’s how some socialists and other anti-capitalists of color in the United States characterize capitali$m:


[image: Image]

Kathleen Cleaver


“[Capitalism] needs a middle class to function smoothly. It doesn’t need equality. What it needs is inequality. It needs a certain number of people at the elite level, a certain number of people in the middle level, and the rest of the people scrambling and hoping they could get there, all following the same zealous commitment to making money.”
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Nick Estes


“In the current capitalist world that we live in there can be no ethical relationship that capitalism has to human beings and the non-human world. [C]apitalism will always invent new frontiers and new ways of privatizing life and we should never underestimate its cunning and its dynamic ability.”
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Dolores Huerta


“We’ve got to figure out a way to do away with this brutal capitalism that we have in the United States, where you have 10 percent of the wealthy owning most of the wealth.”
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Martin Luther King, Jr.


“I am convinced that capitalism has seen its best days in America, and not only in America, but in the entire world. It is a well-known fact that no social institution can survive when it has outlived its usefulness. This, capitalism has done. It has failed to meet the needs of the masses.”









This isn’t what we hear from capitalists, though. They sweet-talk us into believing it’s about prosperity! Mom-and-pop shops! And freedom! Of course the ones who benefit most from the relationship bombard us with this rhetoric. Meanwhile, they’re scamming us out of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of dollars across our lifetimes. Even when you finally see them for what they are, you’ve been sucked into the fake vision they created for you. You don’t want to believe it’s not real. The perfect catfish.
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capitali$m depends on inequality





Capitalists love to tell us about all the great things the system encourages: innovation, hustle, and wealth for hard workers. Putting aside the fact that government funding, not capitalism, has sparked much of America’s technology and creativity, focusing on these positive developments ignores the really, really bad reality on the ground.


For centuries, America’s capitalists have worked to structure society so that it most benefits them. For instance, they lobby for policies to make sure there are few limits on the wealth they can accumulate, from laws minimizing union power so workers can’t bargain for better benefits and wages, to trade deals that allow capitalists to seek cheaper labor in developing countries, to fighting against a $15 federal minimum wage. This results in a completely skewed distribution of the country’s wealth and income.


Despite all the “innovation” of capitalism, capitalists have somehow failed to evolve from their reliance on inequality. In fact, it just keeps getting worse. In the 1700s, when the US had an economy built on the labor of literal enslaved people who had no income, income inequality then was still not as bad as it is today. Mind. Blown.


Even if you look at the so-called golden age of American capitalism, from 1950 to 1970, history shows this was a rare window of relative prosperity, compared to the eras that preceded it and the decades since. And, hello: Black Americans and other people of color were catching hell in that “golden age”—economically and politically—so that “relative” is very relative.




Now what does capitalism look like for us in the United States today? As you might guess,


it sucks.


In 2021, there was about $136 trillion in wealth in America.


[image: Image]









Rich people just keep making more money…


[image: Image]









The top 1.0 percent of earners are now paid 160.3 percent more than they were in 1979. (Those in the top 0.1 percent had more than double that wage growth, up 345.2 percent since 1979. )


Meanwhile, wages for the bottom 90 percent only grew 26 percent in that time.







…and accumulating more wealth
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Wealth for half of America’s households has barely budged since 1989. Meanwhile, wealth for the top 1 percent has grown astronomically.





Okay, so who cares about inequality if capitalism let us afford smartphones and clothes and stuff?


Some capitalists and those who sympathize with them may argue that inequality like this is overstated. I mean, none of us want to go back to transatlantic slavery just because there was more income and wealth equality—or at least I, a Black person, do not want that. And more parity among different income and wealth brackets doesn’t necessarily mean people’s lives are better.


But that argument is silly, and it’s self-serving. I’m sure you’ve heard some bootlick—I mean very fine people who seem to think they’ll be the next Bill Gates say that Americans are better off than people in developing countries because more of us have smartphones! And flat-screen TVs!


Sure, let’s praise capitalists for selling us gadgets—clearly they’re doing it out of the goodness of their hearts!—but the point isn’t that things could be worse. It’s how much better our lives could be without this kind of system. As another socialist, Nathan J. Robinson, has argued in a really great essay, “You don’t measure against what is or what has been, you measure against what could be.”


This is especially true for things that really count, like affordable healthcare, housing, and the peace of mind of knowing that you don’t have to slave away at two or three jobs or take on mounds of student loan debt just for the chance of a nice quality of life.


[image: Image]




We shouldn’t allow the capitalistic narrative that things are better off than the past or better than in developing countries—which their own practices of imperialism and colonialism have been largely responsible for under-developing—to dictate what our possibilities are.


You know when you write walls of text to explain something to your significant other, and then they ignore all the valid things you bring up and dispute one little piece of your text? That’s what it’s like talking to capitalists. On top of wanting life to be better for most people, finding alternatives to capitalism is important because inequality is just wrong. So there’s that.


But lastly, it’s important to remember that the unequal prosperity enjoyed by the world’s top income earners isn’t happening in a vacuum. Often, they’re accumulating that wealth on the backs of real people whose very lives are being sacrificed so they can buy a second or third yacht, and the baby yacht that goes into that yacht. Or, y’know, they’re sacrificing actual children.


capitali$m has always been bad for workers. how bad? child slavery bad.


In England in the 1700s, machinery and the modern factory system had replaced land and rural agriculture as the primary sources of wealth. There was industrial production before this period, but advances in technology facilitated the growth of England’s manufacturing cities and subsequently the rise of capitalism.


These advances also created a demand for labor, and men, women, and children were all drawn in to work in factories. This created a new class of industrialists who owned the factories and wanted a class of low-wage laborers—the lower the wages, the more profits for the owners. As technology advanced rapidly, demand for skilled labor went down. With more workers vying for jobs, wages fell. And working conditions declined along with it.


As George Moses Price, a commissioner on the New York State Factory Investigation Commission, described industrialization in Europe:




The worker was drawn away from his peaceful cottage of the agricultural district, with his alternating work at the loom and in the fields, and was transplanted into the poisoned and foul air of the mill, with its whizzing machinery and maddening speed, which petrified his soul, and atrophied the organs of his body, and shortened his days by the cruel haste of the machinery.





And it got worse. With the pool of adult workers getting tapped out, capitalists decided to dip into the kiddie labor pool and recruit children to work for them. When it was hard to find children to work voluntarily, manufacturers bought and trafficked in kids to force them into factories “in a form not different from the methods of ancient and modern slave dealers.”




“Direct slavery is as much the pivot of our industrialism today as machinery, credit, etc. Without slavery no cotton; without cotton no modern industry. Slavery has given value to the colonies; the colonies have created world trade; world trade is the necessary condition of large-scale machine industry. . . . Slavery is therefore an economic category of the highest importance.”


— Karl Marx, The Poverty of Philosophy, 1847
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Among these children “there was often no discrimination of sex, and disease, misery, and vice grew as in a hotbed of contagion. Those who tried to run away had irons riveted to their ankles with long links reaching up to the hips and were compelled to work and sleep in these chains. Many died and were buried secretly at night and many committed suicide,” Price noted. But capitalism and freedom, right?!


[image: Image]




Granted, capitalism has shifted away from some of its worst excesses, thanks to labor movements and public policies that forced it to evolve, including child labor laws, shorter work days, having weekends, and other reforms. But the principles of major companies are still generally the same: Make as much money as you can from other people’s labor, and if workers can barely afford rent and other necessities to live comfortably, who cares?


And those conditions were just in the context of an economy built on heavy industry and wage labor.


In the Americas we had our own horrendous system of plantation slavery, which fueled capitalist economies in both northern US cities and in Europe, which we’ll get into in Chapter 2. The class of plantation owners who exploited enslaved Black labor weren’t industrialists, they didn’t provide wages, and the unique challenges of city life and urban squalor—where European capitalists began to concentrate work—were not yet present in the American South. But this reliance on human misery to fuel wealth for an elite few was in full force on both sides of the Atlantic, like with generations of capitalists who followed.


Just think of these guys (because they’ve mostly, but not exclusively, been dudes) as the most obnoxious contestants on any reality dating show.
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John, 28


Occupation: Planter


Hobbies: Living in a big house and just some lighthearted slave roleplaying to keep my property—I mean love interests—in line
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John III, 42


Occupation: Private equity-fund managing partner


WEAKNESS: Investing a little time in a lot of people but not really valuing any of them. I’m just here for a good time, not a long time tbh.
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John Jr., 34


Occupation: Factory owner


Dislikes: Paying people a living wage


Likes: Threatening to move abroad because you’re too demanding and I have prospects all over the world who would be happy with the bare minimum [wage] I bring to the table.
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Jeighson, 25


Occupation: Social-media startup founder


What I love about my job: Secretly collecting all your information and cute little details about you in order to sell you stuff you don’t need. I promise I’m a normal human who is not stalking you.





are you bad and bougie, or bad and bourgeoisie?


So where do you fit into all of this right now? And why does it matter?




CLASS DISTINCTIONS 101


Once upon a time, two guys from Germany saw the world was shaping up with grotesque inequality between the classes. They also envisioned workers would eventually get fed up and start a revolution to overthrow capitalism. These two guys—Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels—published The Communist Manifesto in 1848 (and today you can see twenty-something dudes with mustaches reading it on public transportation all over the world). But their descriptions of different groups of people under capitalism are still used today. Here are the basics:


Proletariat: The working class. They form the majority of the population and work for wages. They do not own what they produce.


Petty Bourgeoisie: They fluctuate between the working class and the bourgeoisie. Marx and Engels predicted they would disappear, because capitalists would force them into the working class. Some aspire to be capitalists; others align with the working class.


Bourgeoisie: The capitalists. They hire and exploit the labor of the proletariat, the working class who work for wages. The bourgeoisie own whatever the working class produces as well as the tools, land, and factories that the proletariat uses to produce goods (i.e., the “means of production”). The profit from this labor is concentrated in the hands of just a few capitalists.





People like Marx and Engels, or Mao Tse-tung in China, or the Black Panthers in the United States—all of whom thought capitalism was fundamentally unfair and exploitative—wanted to know who could be allies in creating a new system.


To be clear, there is no bright-line rule about the number of workers you’d need to hire to make you a capitalist (aka a bourgeois) versus being someone in the petty bourgeoisie with a small, family-run business, or what the clear division is between the proletariat and the petty bourgeoisie.




American leftists may joke about which one-percenters would be saved in a class war (and by “American leftists,” I mean myself—and for the record, I’d save Beyoncé). But in the last century and a half, this was a practical problem millions of people had to contend with by engaging in armed conflict.


From Algeria to Kenya, to Vietnam and Chile, revolutionaries wanted to know who in the upper and middle classes they could recruit in their fight for independence from European and white American imperialism, capitalism, and colonialism. If you weren’t truly aligned with the working class and felt more tied to imperial, elite business interests—especially because you believed you might ascend to a higher class at some point—you could undermine the entire nation’s struggle for independence.





If you’re shopping for vegan desserts in Whole Foods, but you’re not the type of person who’d pay your workers as little as possible so you can afford to fly off into space, you might be “bougie” but you’re probably not Elon Musk–level corporate mob boss. Being a consumer doesn’t make you a capitalist.


But even if you are bougie and can afford nice (perhaps gluten-free) things, a look at the writings of really smart people who have critiqued capitalism shows that your status among the “petty bourgeoisie,” or middle class, isn’t necessarily fixed. You can technically be better off than the proletariat at one point in time but be one or two unfortunate circumstances—a bad year in sales, a medical emergency, or a home foreclosure—away from a challenging economic position. Capitalists don’t live in this kind of precarity; they help create it for others.
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Another way to think about it is this: How invested are you in capitalism? Basically, if there was a chance that another system, like socialism, was on the horizon, would you align with workers fighting for equality, or would you resist change because you’re committed to maintaining and accumulating more wealth and status within the old system? Do you want to become the toxic bae one day, or are you working toward a relationship where you and your partner—and everyone—can prosper?


If you struggle to see where you fit in here, or have apprehensions about losing the little stability you might have already worked so hard for, it’s understandable. The propaganda machine that treats capitalism like the prince in shining armor rescuing us from scary commie lefties stealing our freedom has been operating in full force all our lives.


Maybe, maybe, it’s time for a change. Looking at how capitalism has been built directly by creating and maintaining racial hierarchies reveals just one more reason to leave capitalism behind. [image: Image]












2 The Boy Is (Not) Mine





“Capitalism wants to divide us to dominate us and dominate us to rob us.”


—Evo Morales


Imagine being in a relationship with someone for years only to discover they had a whole secret life on racist message boards railing about white people getting replaced by people of color. You go through their search history and stuff like “January 6 meetups” pops up all over the results. It’s like you never even knew this person. And they have a Black best friend and everything; how could they possibly be a racist neo-Nazi nutcase?


Capitalism has been living this double life. It props up POC friends on commercials and billboards. Big corporations tweet out solidarity statements and roll out the ethnic-themed products for every holiday possible. Meanwhile, capitalists have used race to create an underclass of workers and to throw a wrench into working-class solidarity for generations. It’s not that they just love chaos. They love to profit and play us against our supposed differences, even if it leads to violence and animosity.


You think you know two-faced creeps from Tinder? Or that dude Brandy & Monica were fighting over in “That Boy Is Mine”? Well, meet American capitalists. The United States is a prime example of just how effective a player capitalism has been.





w. e. b. du bois shows us the receipts





Marx and Engels have influenced generations of leaders across the globe who have fought for independence from the dominant capitalist class. But scholars outside of Europe also realized the OG communist theories weren’t one-size-fits-all, especially given how integral racism was in creating and maintaining capitalism in other parts of the world. Things got especially messy when you tried to apply their solutions to America.


The racism these scholars were talking about wasn’t merely the kind that fuels your Uncle Larry on his rants about “the” Blacks and Mexicans at the Thanksgiving table. They were referring to laws and practices that have treated masses of people—Black people in particular—as too inferior to even be regarded as citizens and members of society, let alone part of the working class.


While racism in and of itself deserves attention, they knew that racism was interwoven with class antagonism.


Remember that friend with the Google-stalking skills who finds all the dirt on your latest crush, like, instantly and unsolicited? That’s W. E. B. Du Bois for capitalism. If you need to choose your fighter in the class war—and someone who fundamentally understands the challenges of racism in that war—he’s definitely a good one to start with, although we’ll meet more Class Warriors throughout the coming chapters.


Du Bois thought Marx and Engels had the right diagnosis for capitalism in Europe, but he showed that their analysis couldn’t be perfectly applied to the United States. He argued that it wasn’t only white capitalists who harmed Black workers by treating them as property and forcing them to toil on their land. The white proletariat harmed Black people, too.




class warrior
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W.E.B. Du Bois


Background: Preeminent American philosopher; first Black person to earn a PhD at Harvard University


Weapon: The seminal book, Black Reconstruction


WHAT HE SAID: “There is not at present the slightest indication that Marxian revolution based on a united class-conscious proletariat is anywhere on the American far horizon. Rather race antagonism and labor group rivalry is still undisturbed by world catastrophe.”





While some Black people were steadily escaping to freedom by moving north and the abolition movement was at a peak, millions of the European workers that Marx and Engels were working to radicalize were also moving to northern cities in America. Instead of sticking around to overthrow capitalism (or feudalism, in places where industrialization had not yet taken hold) back home in Europe, much of the white proletariat simply migrated to get the better wages handed down from a different set of elites in the US.
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