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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


The Writing on the Wall


This passionate collection of essays by Anselm Jappe, a critique of value theorist, is a significant contribution to the critical analysis of contemporary capitalism. Resolutely anti-capitalist, the author reminds us that by demanding submission of all aspects of life to market relationships, the system inexorably leads to the destruction of human communities and the environment. Michael Löwy, Alternative Libertaire


Contact with reality makes a theory stronger and the importance of Anselm Jappe’s book is that it allows us to measure the explicatory power of the ‘critique of value’ when it is applied to a number of different subjects, from […] political life to contemporary art. The central chapter, where he analyses the subprimes crisis, is the most striking. Here Jappe reminds us of the founding paradox of capitalism as originally formulated by Marx: capitalism realises profits by exploiting human labour, yet every increase in productivity made possible by automation and technology reduces human input into the goods that are produced.
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Preface


The by now patently obvious decline of capitalism does not always provide confirmation of the critiques that its traditional adversaries have levelled at it. On the contrary, it appears that these old antagonists are entwined en route towards the same dustbin of history. The question of social emancipation is beginning to be posed in a new way. It must be rethought. This is the purpose of the “critique of value” that the German journals Krisis and Exit! and their principal author Robert Kurz, as well as Moishe Postone in the United States, have been elaborating since the 1980s. In 2003 I published Les Aventures de la marchandise: Pour une nouvelle critique de la valeur,1 in which I tried to summarise the critique of value for the French-speaking public. The book begins with an analysis of the basic concepts of Marx—value, abstract labour, money, the commodity—in order gradually to arrive at some considerations on the current state of the world and at some form of polemic on the basis of other critiques of contemporary capitalism.


In the years that followed, I have put that theory to the test by using it as an interpretive framework in order to work out whether it is more effective than other perspectives as an approach to understanding today’s world. The Writing on the Wall contains ten of my contributions to the debate in France, published between 2007 and 2010. While these texts were written on different occasions and often on a “given” theme, it is true nonetheless that they all deal with the same questions, but without going over the same ground too much. They may be read separately because they were written separately, and because each of them contains some material that explains its theoretical assumptions, that is, the critique of value and commodity fetishism. In this sense, they also make up a kind of introduction to the critique of value for those who have not read Les Aventures de la marchandise or other books from this school of thought that have been published in French and English.2 In fact, each text is made up of a brief summary, depending on the topic it addresses, of a different aspect of value critique: crisis theory, the structure of the commodity, fetishism, etc. I decided it was better to leave these summaries within their separate articles, rather than to combine them into some kind of introductory text, which would have unravelled them, made it impossible to read them separately, and at the same time obliged the reader to “cross the desert” of preliminary concepts. Except for “The Cat and the Mouse”, all these articles were originally written in French and published in French journals. All of them have been specially revised for this book.


Essentially, these texts analyse the decomposition of contemporary capitalism and the reactions this decomposition engenders. The first part, pars destruens, includes four articles that appeared in the journal Lignes. “The Princesse de Clèves Today” appeared in November 2007 in issue no. 23-24 of the same journal devoted to the theme “Twenty Years of Political and Intellectual Life”. Its title refers to comments by Nicolas Sarkozy, who, back when he was running for the French presidency, had deemed it scandalous that questions about Madame de La Fayette’s book should be featured in civil service entrance examinations. His statements triggered a wave of indignation and sarcasm, and La Princesse became, more than three centuries after her fictional exploits, a symbol of the rebellion against state educational policy. “Politics without Politics” was published in issue no. 25 (March 2008), which was on the theme of “Political Decomposition/Recomposition”. “Violence to What End?” was published in issue no. 29 (May 2009), which was devoted to the theme “On Violence in Politics”, following the “Tarnac Affair”, which I also discuss in that article. “The Writing on the Wall” was published in issue no. 30 (October 2009), the theme of which was “Crisis as Mode of Governance”. This article was disseminated internationally thanks to translations into Italian, Portuguese, Greek and Dutch. These first four articles address the gradual stagnation of capitalism that culminated in the crisis of autumn 2008. This crisis, in fact, vindicated that aspect of the critique of value that had always aroused the greatest degree of incredulity, on the left as much as on the right: the assertion that there is an internal limit to capitalist production. But these essays deal not only with the self-destruction of capitalism and its slide into barbarism; they also address the similarly destructive and barbarous reactions to its decomposition. Large portions of what passes today for a critique of capitalism are here examined as part of the problem rather than as part of the solution: thus, the civil society movement of the ATTAC3 variety, the hounding of city traders, and critiques focussing exclusively on high finance; but also proposals for a return to “politics” and “class struggle”, as well as talk of regenerative violence that would see capitalist barbarism defeated by its own weapons. These kinds of reactions to the crisis are filed here under the general term “populism”, for despite their radical cachet, none of them really criticises the foundations of capitalist production. They are much more focussed on tinkering with the system, looking for scapegoats, reigniting antagonisms that have in actual fact collapsed along with capitalism itself, or descending into bluster.


The first section of the book could have been given the title “No”, just as the second part—the pars construens—could have been titled “Maybe”. In the latter I examine some of the recent responses to the obvious impasse in which capitalist society finds itself and which, from the point of view of a radical critique of commodity society, merit some attention. For despite, at least from a distance, serious limitations here and there, these approaches could serve to point the way towards a real supersession of capitalist society. They therefore make up what is called a “critical dialogue”. “The ‘Dark Side’ of Value and the Gift”, published in issue no. 34 of the Revue du MAUSS4 (second half of 2009), devoted to the theme of “What Is To Be Done, What Is To Be Thought About Marx Today?”, compares, in the pages of the leading publication of the theoreticians of the “gift”, the MAUSS group’s theory of the gift as elaborated over the last thirty years, with the critique of value whose various aspects are summarised in this article. It may therefore serve as an introduction to the critique of value and be read first. “‘Common Decency’ or Corporatism? Observations on the Work of Jean-Claude Michéa” first appeared on the website of MAUSS and subsequently in issue no. 6-7 of the journal Illusio (spring 2010). It analyses one of the most interesting and original contributions to social criticism published in France in the last ten years. “Degrowthers, One More Effort If You Want to Be Revolutionaries!” first appeared, in part, in issue no. 258-259 (July 2009) of the Spanish journal El Viejo Topo [The Old Mole], in response to a survey on the degrowth movement. It analyses the merits and the limitations of this movement, which has seen a large increase in its audience over the last few years. “From One Utopia to Another” appeared in issue no. 2 of D’Ailleurs, the journal of the École régionale supérieure d’art de Besançon [Besançon School of Fine Arts], devoted to the theme of “utopias”. It examines the ambiguity of the concept of “utopia”, which is once again enjoying a surge of popularity among part of the public.


Finally, the third part, pars ludens, confronts one particular area: contemporary art and the role of culture in the decline of capitalism. “The Cat, the Mouse, Culture and the Economy” is a contribution to a symposium held in 2008 in Mexico as part of the “Fifth Forum of Public Art”, and was published in issue no. 263 (December 2009) of El Viejo Topo. I have delivered this lecture in several art schools in France and it has met with fairly positive responses, despite—or perhaps because of—the damning judgement it passes on contemporary art and the latter’s subordination to the commodification of life. “Is There an Art after the End of Art?” was published in 2007 in the catalogue of the 9th Lyon Biennial of Contemporary Art, which featured the title “The History of an As Yet Nameless Decade”. This text has been considerably expanded; however, it preserves its “seminal” character, that is, its attempt to sketch the outlines of a future investigation. Sometimes, just one sentence may contain matter for far-reaching extrapolations.


Can the considerations that appear in this book be characterised as “optimistic” or “pessimistic”? On the one hand, the critique of value has always forecast the downward spiral of capitalism, and even catastrophic developments. This book could have been entitled Mene, Tekel, Upharsin. These were the mysterious words that, according to the Old Testament (Daniel 5), were written by a supernatural hand on the walls of the palace of King Belshazzar of Babylon at the very moment when he believed he was at the height of his success; words that lead the king to discover that he had been weighed in the balance and found wanting, and that his kingdom had been given over to his enemies who were waiting outside its walls. Radical critique remains wholly unfazed since it has no intention of saving “our way of life”. Crisis theory has always met with outright rejection, as much from traditional Marxists as from bourgeois thinkers. The last few years, however, have provided undeniable confirmation of its validity. In 2002 I gave a speech in London on the Situationists in which I also evoked the deep-seated crisis of capitalism. A review in an English Marxist publication admitted that my speech was very interesting, but claimed that it was unfortunately marred by “surreal assertions” about “capitalism’s immanent [sic] collapse”.5 Had this been six years later, I am not sure they would have deemed my assertions quite so surreal.


This is, however, small consolation. For crisis is less than ever synonymous with emancipation. This claim, which is at the heart of this book, is by no means optimistic. It would, however, be pointless to carry on not wanting to “drive Billancourt to despair”.6 It is not the purpose of the critique of value to furnish direct pointers for immediate action. This refusal often occasions a certain amount of disappointment on the part of those people eager for radical social critique, but who immediately raise the question of what the practical application of this fine theory might be. It is necessary, however, for critique to avoid succumbing to the demand that it always provide concrete immediate solutions. Although it is legitimate to expect that a critique of capitalist society should also be able to reveal a possible praxis of supersession, there are good reasons to insist on the necessary autonomy of theory. Indeed, were its corollary in immediate action the only thing allowed to govern everything thought or said, the very formulation of radical theory would no longer be possible. The “categorical break” that forms the background to the critique of value cannot be turned instantly into a political strategy, as is the case for example with theories of the “multitude” or of “alter-globalisation”; nor is instantaneous application to one’s personal life within its gift. On the other hand, conceptualising a break with the basic categories of capitalist socialisation, even if such a break cannot be realised in the here and now, enables a focus to be maintained which goes far beyond the countless proposals in this day and age that seek to change the present without having to change anything.


We are drifting towards a situation where humans will be nothing but “waste” (Zygmunt Bauman). The countless people who survive by picking through garbage—and not only in the “Third World”—show us where a humanity that has made the valorisation process its chief requirement is heading: humanity itself becomes superfluous when it is no longer necessary for the reproduction of the capital-fetish. There are increasing numbers of people who are no longer “good” for anything, not even for being exploited, while at the same time they have been stripped of all means of subsistence. And those who still possess resources often put them to disastrous use. In these circumstances, there is nothing else for it but a fundamental reinvention of the project of human emancipation. The old prescriptions are scarcely of any use in a world that has changed so much.


It is beyond doubt that emancipation cannot be a mere consequence of capitalist development, and it is not a matter of keeping the latter going by replacing its managers, or by “liberating” the forces that it created yet whose putting to good use it would not brook. There is no such thing as an historical tendency towards communism, revolution or emancipation, no teleology, no current upon which the forces of emancipation can be swept forward; nothing that guarantees their victory, no stages that naturally succeed one another. There are no forces created “behind capital’s back” that will eventually abolish it, nor any “dialectical” reversal, nor any cunning of reason. Social emancipation, should it happen, will be a leap into the unknown with no safety net, and not the execution of a sentence dictated by history.


On the contrary, it is the tendency to disaster that has an objective basis. Indeed, there is something preordained about the development of commodity society because its crises and its collapse lie within its very core, and its history is the deployment of this nexus. Catastrophe is programmed, not emancipation; things left to run unchecked lead only into the abyss. If there are “laws of history”, they tend always to go in the wrong direction; human freedom and happiness never result from these laws but are always achieved against them.


Hope that capitalism is not only its own gravedigger, as generations of revolutionaries have proclaimed, but that it has also created the foundations of what will replace it, is to be found not only in this “positive” version (inherit from capitalism, hand victory to what capitalism has itself engendered, whether it be the proletariat or productive forces), but also, particularly where the recent past is concerned, in a “negative” version. According to the latter, capitalism produces such devastation that it will compel humanity to get rid of it or, at the very least, subject it to drastic changes. Even within this scenario, capitalism is conceived as the best ally of the revolutionary, as the force that will, albeit indirectly, bring about emancipation rather than head straight for disaster. This is doom-mongering, available in environmental and/or economic versions: faced with extreme danger, people will wake up and a miracle will happen.7 The survival instinct will make humanity stop at the edge of the abyss and recognise that the pursuit of capitalism is incompatible with its most basic concern for survival. Unfortunately, however, there is no generalised instinct for self-preservation, individual or collective. There are people who drive while busy chatting on the phone and smoking, and there have been entire civilisations that collapsed rather than change their ways. Furthermore, awareness of environmental threats does not necessarily lead to emancipation, but is just as likely to lead to authoritarian solutions, to increased competition for unspoilt surroundings, or to new wars. Nor does economic disaster imply a “thrust” towards emancipation, as the essays in the first part of this book attempt to demonstrate.


The word “emancipation” is not yet as tainted as the word “revolution”. Originally, it meant the liberation of a slave who thus became masterless and won independence. One is always emancipated from something; one exchanges heteronomy for autonomy and becomes one’s own master. From what must we emancipate ourselves today?


It is not just a matter of emancipating ourselves from the rule of one group of human beings over another: capitalists over proletarians, rich over poor, men over women, whites over blacks, the northern hemisphere over the southern, heterosexuals over “deviants”… However much these demands may be justified in particular instances, they generally lead along the road to disaster with a more diversified group of managers and with a distribution of advantages and disadvantages which is not even fairer, but which alters the type of injustice. In the best-case scenario, it leads to everybody’s right to eat at McDonald’s and to vote in elections, if not to have the right to be tortured by a policeman whose skin is the same colour, who is the same gender, and speaks the same language as his victim. One cannot escape from the structural constraints of the system by democratising access to its functions.


Emancipation, therefore, can only be liberation from what inhibits autonomy at a deeper and more wide-ranging level. It must take in the entire capitalist and technological system, without favouring either one of these aspects of the “megamachine” (Lewis Mumford): there can be no simple “appropriation” of industrial technology by a society that claims to be “non-capitalist”, no abandonment of technology, or of its excesses, without destroying the valorisation of value, abstract labour and capital. It is necessary to abolish fetishism as a ready-made system where no decision, big or small, can any longer be made.


What is required is to keep all possible options open, to stop the drift toward irreversible consequences. If genetically modified organisms spread everywhere, or if we reach a point where humans are cloned, or if the ozone layer disappears for good, what good will it do to continue to struggle for social emancipation? On another level, we can be sure that the perfection of unprecedented techniques of surveillance, and the readiness of many people to welcome them as guarantors of freedom or security (whether in the form of the Internet, subdermal microchips, nanotechnology, surveillance cameras, Facebook, mobile phones, credit cards, or fingerprint recognition; not to mention the fact that the refusal to use these technologies may arouse suspicion and lead to imprisonment, instances of which have been reported) will make any structured social opposition almost impossible.


A remark that Walter Benjamin made at a time of triumphant Fascism comes to mind: “Marx says that revolutions are the locomotive of world history. But perhaps it is quite otherwise. Perhaps revolutions are an attempt by the passengers on this train—namely, the human race—to activate the emergency brake.”8 Activating the emergency brake: this will not be achieved by Saturday demonstrations alone and even less by elections or “consumer choice”. It may never be really understood why men react so differently to the same situations and the same challenges, beyond the “objective” circumstances in which they find themselves. But this also means that everything is still possible.


Almost every article in this book contains a reference to the ideas of Jaime Semprun (1947-2010), the driving force behind the Encyclopédie des nuisances. He was one of the rare intellectuals of our time whom I admired, despite our differences. I would like to dedicate this book to his memory.


Notes


1.Anselm Jappe, Les Aventures de la marchandise: Pour une nouvelle critique de la valeur [The Adventures of the Commodity: For a New Critique of Value] (Paris: Denoël, 2003).


2.My analysis owes a great deal to the work of the late Robert Kurz. The following books by Kurz have yet to be translated into English: Der Kollaps der Modernisierung [The Collapse of Modernisation] (1991), Schwarzbuch Kapitalismus [The Black Book of Capitalism] (1999), Weltordnungskrieg [The War for World Order] (2003), Das Weltkapital [World Capital] (2005). See bibliography for full references.


3.Association pour la Taxation des Transactions financières et pour l’Action Citoyenne [Association for the Taxation of Financial Transactions and for Citizen’s Action].


4.The biannual journal of MAUSS, Mouvement anti-utilitariste dans les sciences sociales [Anti-utilitarian Movement in the Social Sciences].


5.Andrew Fisher, “Scholasticism and Swagger”, Radical Philosophy 114 (July/August 2002), p. 49.


6.[Translator’s note: “Il ne faut pas désespérer Billancourt” [“We must not drive Billancourt to despair”]: the words of Jean-Paul Sartre in 1956 after his return from a trip to the USSR. At that time Billancourt was one of the main centres of working-class activism, located in the Île-de-France region.]


7.Cf. René Riesel and Jaime Semprun, Catastrophisme, administration du désastre et soumission durable [Doom-Mongering, Disaster Management and Lasting Submissiveness] (Paris: Éditions de l’Encyclopédie des nuisances, 2008).


8.Walter Benjamin, ed. Howard Eiland and Michael Jennings, Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, Volume 4: 1938-1940 (Cambridge, MA and London: Belknap Press, 2003), p. 402.





Part 1: Pars Destruens






The Princesse de Clèves Today


As the beginning of The Communist Manifesto states, pre-capitalist societies, as well as industrial capitalist society in its first phase, were based on a dichotomous and hierarchical organisation: masters and slaves, aristocrats and peasants, exploiters and exploited, capitalists and proletarians. These social groups were opposed to each other in almost every way, even though they shared the same form of religious consciousness and the same worldview. At the base of social reproduction was the theft of the surplus production created by the direct producers; this theft was initially carried out by violence, and violence was also the method of last resort to assure the distribution of social “roles”. Normally, however, this theft was justified and disguised by a vast apparatus of “superstructures”—from education to religion—which guaranteed the peaceful submission of those who, in reality, had little interest in accepting such an unfavourable distribution of rights and duties in society and who, at the same time, potentially had the ability to overthrow this state of affairs if they were united enough and resolved to do so. Once this order was put up for debate—essentially, from the onset of the Industrial Revolution and the Enlightenment—revolution (or profound reforms; in any case, a drastic change of course) was the necessary outcome. Opposition to the material mode of production was accompanied by the questioning of all of its justifications, from monarchy to religion, and even, during the most advanced stages of this opposition, of the family, the education system, etc. The dichotomy was then clearly highlighted: a tiny fraction of exploiters ruled all the rest of the population by means of violence and, above all, by cunning—a cunning that would later be called “ideology” or “manipulation”. These classes have nothing in common; the exploited are the bearers of all the human values denied by the ruling classes. It is very hard to break the power of the rulers, who have accumulated a considerable quantity of means of coercion and seduction, and often successfully divide the exploited classes, or else intimidate or corrupt segments of them. But there was no doubt that the day would come when, despite all the obstacles, the “lower” classes would overthrow the social order, and replace it with a just and good society such as the earth had never seen. If the members of the ruled classes exhibit in their present life multiple defects and egotistical attitudes with respect to their peers, this is because the upper classes inoculated them with their vices; furthermore, the revolutionary struggle will not fail to eliminate these defects, which are not inherent to the ruled classes.


This portrait, caricatured to only a slight degree here, has served to galvanise all the supporters of social emancipation for two centuries. It was not a false depiction. Although it was always one-sided, it partially corresponded with certain realities. The anarchist movement in Spain of the first decades of the twentieth century, which in 1936 led “a social revolution and the most advanced model of proletarian power ever realised”,1 was probably the movement that came closest to the formation of a counter-society within capitalist society itself and largely opposed to its values (but not as completely as this movement believed itself to be; we need only think of its exaltation of work and industry). Furthermore, its solid roots in clearly pre-capitalist local traditions played an understandably prominent role in this “otherness” with respect to bourgeois society, something that was always cruelly lacking in—for example—the German workers’ movement, whose revolutionaries, according to Lenin’s well-known observation, would have bought train tickets before storming the station (which, however, did not prevent Lenin from maintaining that the German Post Office was the model for the future communist society that had to be constructed in Russia).


In the last few decades the idea that social emancipation will consist in the victory of one part of capitalist society over another part of that same society has lost its lustre. This idea held sway as long as the ruled part of society was deemed not to be part of that society, but only bore its yoke as that of an alien rule. If, however, this schema can still find partial application today—perhaps—in certain particular cases such as Chiapas, it can by no means be applied to capitalist society in the fully developed form it has assumed since 1945. The distinctive feature of this society is not the fact that it is based on the exploitation of one part of the population by another. This exploitation certainly exists, but it is not specific to capitalism; it also existed before. What is specific to capitalism—and what makes it historically unique—consists rather in the fact that it is a society based on generalised competition, on commodity relations that affect all aspects of life, and on money as the universal mediation. Equalisation before the market and money, which “only” understand quantitative differences, has gradually eclipsed the old classes, but without by any means making this society less conflict-ridden or less unjust than it was before.


This equalisation existed in embryo from the very inception of the industrial revolution because it is consubstantial to capitalism as valorisation of labour value and self-referential increase of money. It became predominant after the Second World War, at least in the West; but only over the course of the last few decades, with the advent of so-called “postmodern” society, has it become self-evident. It was also during these last twenty years that theoretical reflection began to take note of this fundamental change. The “dichotomous” view, of course, has not died; its most common avatar is the concept of “class struggle”, the axis of all variants of traditional Marxism and even of certain forms of thought that do not define themselves as Marxist (from Pierre Bourdieu to the main currents of feminism). The anxiety caused by the recent globalisation of capital has given new impetus to concepts—from the social democrats of ATTAC to the neo-workerist advocates of “intellectual capital”—that only question the distribution of capitalist “goods”, such as money and the commodity, but never their existence as such.


However, a different kind of analysis of the contradictions of the capitalist system is beginning to emerge. This analysis abandons the centrality of the concept of the “class struggle” (without denying, however, that class struggles exist and often for good reasons), but not in the same way that Tony Blair declared, in 1999: “the class war is over.”2 Indeed, this analysis certainly does not abandon social critique; on the contrary, it attempts to find within it what is really at stake in social critique today. In so doing, it grants a central place to the critique of the commodity and of its fetishism, of value, money, the market, the state, competition, the nation, patriarchy and work. It discovered its initial inspiration in a previously neglected aspect of Marx’s works. A fundamental stage in its elaboration was the founding in Germany of the journal Krisis: Contributions to the Critique of Commodity Society in 1986 (originally entitled MarxistischeKritik); other contributions (which had arisen independently) were the publication in the United States of Moishe Postone’s Time, Labor and Social Domination: A Reinterpretation of Marx’s Critical Theory in 1993,3 and—from a somewhat different perspective—the publication in France of Jean-Marie Vincent’s Critique du Travail: Le faire et l’agir in 1987.4


Of course, the publication of a few theoretical works—which, moreover, were hardly received with universal acclaim within self-appointed critical circles—is not necessarily in and of itself an event of any importance or the sign of an epochal change. But it could indicate the as-yet-limited recognition of a development that has been underway for some time already: we have reached the point in history where changing the forms of distribution and managerial personnel within a way of life that is accepted by all its participants will absolutely no longer do. We are instead confronted by a crisis of civilisation, the decline of a cultural model that concerns all its members. This claim is not itself new; it was made particularly during the period between the wars by observers considered to be “bourgeois” or “conservative”. At that time nearly all ideas of social emancipation shared the general confidence in “progress” and were only concerned with the unequal distribution of its benefits. Moreover, the notion of technological, industrial and economic progress, and that of social and moral progress, overlapped and appeared to go hand in hand; the ruling classes of the time were seen by those who were proponents of progress as “conservative” by nature and opposed as a matter of principle to “progress”, “change” and “reforms”. With authors like Walter Benjamin, Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, the critique of “culture” crossed paths with the critique of “capitalism” for the first time. But it would not be until the 1970s that critiques of modern life, which embraced all of its aspects, would be more widely disseminated. On the one hand, there was the critique of “technology” articulated by authors such as Ivan Illich, Günther Anders, Jacques Ellul, Bernard Charbonneau, Michel Henry, Lewis Mumford, Christopher Lasch and Neil Postman; but there were also the environmental theories and the critique of “development” elaborated by MAUSS, Serge Latouche and François Partant. Nevertheless, when it came to discerning the causes of these problems that were so well described, these analyses were often simply pointed towards a kind of deplorable moral failing on the part of humanity. At the same time, the Situationists and, in more general terms, the debate that issued from “artistic critique” (Boltanski and Chiapello), initiated by the Dadaists and the Surrealists, as well as the strain of critical sociology elaborated by Henri Lefebvre, put more “subjective” aspects at the forefront of protest such as dissatisfaction with life lived in the “society of abundance” even though basic needs have been satisfied.5
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