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Preface


This book is a development of two short pieces written in June 2020, “Communists facing up to reality,” and “Capitalism: a fully functioning society,” both published in ‘Articles’ at www.donmilligan.net. It is about our love-hate relationship with capitalism. The book attempts to identify the reasons why we on the left, near and far, have failed so conspicuously to persuade working people to put an end to commercial society. It could not have been written without the encouragement, criticism, and support of Sean Dower, Jonathan Milligan, Shabaaz Mohammed, Ann Morphew, Mick Owens, Cat Rylance, Joanna Thornberry, and Rachel Twaites. I must give special thanks to Chris Strafford and Billy Griffiths for their patient arguments and criticism, which revealed disagreements, that have made the book considerably more coherent than it might otherwise have been.

Don Milligan, January 2021






Introduction

Dismay and Disdain

I well remember the dismay of the comrade charged with getting me through volume one of Karl Marx’s magnum opus, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy. The Capital Reading Group met in the party offices, in the stark chill of the Political Committee’s room, where the leaders at other important moments orchestrated the life of the party. Over several weeks of evening meetings, we plowed on through the great tome. It’s a difficult read, needing much explanation of novel concepts and neologisms at every page or two. It’s a process rather like employing the major and minor arcana needed to understand the signifiers of a Tarot spread. Consequently, I kept raising ticklish questions which took us way beyond the text and revealed a bewildering difference in our approach to thinking about capitalism. This came to a head during a discussion of advertising, which I insisted was part of the “production process”; the production of “surplus value,” that is, not of the “commodity” itself.

This led me off at a tangent to an expression of my delight at various adverts, particularly one set in Smarties Place, an imaginary night club for kids, a pale vanilla nod to Bugsy Malone, in which 10-year-olds were served cocktail glasses full of multicolored chocolate Smarties. The boys and girls were deliriously happy. The copywriters had come up with the line, “Things are happening at Smarties Place.” Evidently, they were building on Rowntree Mackintosh’s enigmatic slogan, “Only Smarties have the answer.”

My delight in describing the ad invited an expression of confused disdain. I became aware, and not for the first time, of the almost unbridgeable gulf between my puritanical earnestness, and my desire for indulgence and the ridiculous. This had been the case since I was 15 or 16 in the Young Communist League. It took many years for me to realize that the earnestness and gravitas, to which we all aspired, created an almost impermeable barrier between us communists, and an ordinary encounter with the culture of capitalism. There was always the big gap between what we revolutionaries were supposed to feel about capitalism, and my enjoyment of luxurious spectacle, conspicuous consumption, and the super-abundance of entertaining fripperies, which abound in the “free world.”

A sharp example of this tension between my triviality, and the gravity of our fight against the bosses, had surfaced a year before our discussion of advertising. It was over the marriage of Prince Charles to the aristocrat, Lady Diana Spencer. Now, as a communist and confirmed republican, I was enchanted by the spectacle. I avidly took in every detail from the television broadcast along with the better part of a billion other people around the world, including the couple of million people who crowded into central London for the shindig.

My comrades were left cold by the spectacle of almost 8 meters of silk taffeta spreading down the steps of St Paul’s Cathedral. Diana’s ivory silk dress, richly embellished with embroidery, sequins, and ten thousand pearls, left them thinking only about the waste, the extravagance, and the cost. This dismal thought was cheerfully banished by hundreds of thousands of people cheering and waving flags from Clarence House on The Mall, along The Strand and Fleet Street, up Ludgate Hill, to the steps of St Paul’s. A jubilant crush, seven or eight deep on both sides of the street, cheered and clapped the procession of high-stepping horses, gorgeous carriages, and grand personages the whole way. People also packed the windows of offices along the route from Admiralty Arch to the Cathedral.

The milling masses seemed to like the gilded flummery, the rather mad tufted tricorn hats, glittering with gold wire and tassels, adorning the heads of the footmen and “bullet catchers” standing on the back of the principal carriages. Nobody, apart from my comrades, seemed that concerned about faux medieval social hierarchies, the gilded eighteenth-century outfits, the little posh boys dressed as Victorian midshipmen, or the maids of honor with flowers in their hair. The brazen inequality on display did not disturb. I imagine that the million or so packing the streets, enjoying their participation in “a moment of history,” were the same people who deal with unfairness and inequality every day, live with contradictions, make nice distinctions, and appear to be unfazed by inconsistency and meandering thoughts about the magic of royalty, and the tourist dollars drawn in by monarchical pageantry.


This, in a nutshell, is what we call false consciousness

Rose in Upstairs at the Party, Linda Grant



Revolutionary socialists shouted “Stuff the Wedding” and were more or less ignored by the populace at large, including even those utterly uninterested in the right royal carry-on. There were millions of them scattered throughout Britain – they didn’t cheer or clap or wave the Union Jack – but they could spare no time for republican protests or “stuffing the wedding” either. They simply ignored it, went to the pub, to the shops, or down the allotment, as if nothing was happening.

So the right royal circus was hugely enjoyed and hugely pleasurable. The communists and the left were decidedly out of step with almost all sections of the public. The subsequent divorce, extramarital affairs, Her Majesty’s Annus Horribilis in 1992, the death of Diana 5 years later, the great recession of 2007–2009, Brexit, and the pandemic have not altered the fortunes of those who want to transform or overthrow the system in any decisive manner. Through all our ups and downs our culture of acceptance and participation is undimmed.

Of course, there are those who will point to the popularity of vast gatherings and pageants organized by state authorities in the old Soviet Union, or East Germany, but such gatherings were organized by party “cells,” and committees of communist party members, embedded in every workplace and neighborhood. Nothing was left to chance in striving for maximum public involvement in waving banners and cheering the parades and mobile tableaux designed to celebrate the achievements of the dictatorship.

In complete contrast, the popularity of the fake medieval rigmarole associated with the monarchy in Britain is elaborately “spontaneous.” To be sure, royal events are canvassed by press and television for weeks or even months ahead, and trade upon the fact that more than 70 percent of the population love the Queen. Despite widespread criticism of “minor royals” and “hangers on,” monarchical institutions are wildly popular, and do not need the state to sanction or “require” attendance of the general public at royal weddings, funerals, and coronations.

This book is about how confusing and difficult it is to pin down exactly what capitalism is all about. It is also an attempt to fathom exactly how the revolutionary or communist left, call them what you will, has largely misread and underestimated the depth and tensile strength of capitalist culture. There is a deep historical irony at work here, because Karl Marx himself was no slouch when it came to understanding that the rise of the industrial bourgeoisie played havoc with venerable cultural assumptions, and practices. He has been followed over the years by many intellectuals on the left, most notably Walter Benjamin and Antonio Gramsci, who made major contributions on the emergent culture of capitalism.1 To this must be added the rich vein of historical writing pioneered by left-wing historians, particularly in France and Britain, that has greatly enhanced our understanding of the day-to-day lives of peasants, serfs, slaves, and artisans in the past.2

Yet this work has failed to inform in any vivid or practical way the trajectory of most socialist thought about capitalism, because forms of economism, shorn of Marxism’s wider resources, have always dominated the movement.3 Although most people would freely acknowledge that capitalism is “a mode of life,” as well as “a mode of production,” the tendency on the left to see the latter, but not the former, explains and sustains our failure.

This is because it is de rigueur among socialists to be gripped by thoughts of waste and superficiality. They march in step with Andy Sachs’s first encounter with the world of high fashion in the movie The Devil Wears Prada. Haute Couture, its subtlety and the mesh of fine distinctions which hold it together, is simply absurd. It is akin to advertising, in this socialist schema, to see these luxurious things as wasteful epiphenomena, skin deep; they stand in for all that would be radically unnecessary in a well-ordered society.

This emerges from a socialist or anti-capitalist orthodoxy saturated by the study of economic relations and thoughts about the nature of exploitation. These are concerns which give rise immediately to an overriding interest in equality and justice – indeed in this egalitarian mood the mainstream left moves some way beyond Marxism in believing that “equality” and “justice” amount to the same thing. Their mantra being that there can be no justice without equality. As a result, capitalism is seen as a mode of production that spontaneously gives rise to a mode of life rooted in inequality and injustice. Although most socialists understand that inequality is not new or recent, capitalism is arraigned for perpetuating and maybe even intensifying injustice.

As a consequence, socialists and communists aspire to the moral high ground, in which political charity is lavished on the poor and disadvantaged, although actual charitable works remain largely the preserve of community-minded folk with little or no connection with left-wing politics. This is because most left-wingers believe that what is done by charities should be done by the authorities. Oscar Wilde’s Christian-socialist disdain for charity, along with his celebration of the ungrateful, undeserving, rebellious poor, is largely forgotten by red-hot socialists, who invariably argue that all welfare should be provided by an almighty state.4

This kind of focus springs from an overriding concern with matters economic and a historical focus upon the development of economic and class relations seen through the prism of wealth and poverty, excess and want. It has a one-dimensional note in which the buoyant and irreducible desire for the enjoyment of a multitude of consumer goods found among the population at large is thought of as reprehensible. The socialist desire for what Raymond Williams, in the fifties and sixties, called “common-sharing” is regarded as the proper or meaningful aspiration among those who understand what is really and truly wrong with capitalism.

Competition and the pursuit of profit, above all else, results in sharpened conflict both at home and abroad. On the level of international relations, capitalism is thought of as a system in which competition for resources and markets leads, perhaps inevitably, to war in which working people are dragooned against their real interests to fight and die for those who exploit them in the drive “for the self-expansion of capital.” In complete contrast, “peace and socialism” are like Doris Day’s “love and marriage,” thought to go together, like a “horse and carriage.” Whereas capitalism is intrinsically warlike, constantly straining at the limits of national boundaries in the struggle for greater and greater profits, socialism is committed to what used to be called “the brotherhood of man,” and is now figured more inclusively as “human solidarity.”

This superior grasp which socialists have on the nature of the existing state of affairs gives rise, automatically, to the perpetuation of the notion of “false consciousness.” People who disagree with us, or fail to view capitalism in the correct manner, are gripped with venal concerns for the retention of their monied privileges, or as is much more common, are simply jogging along under the malign influence of false consciousness. The ideological domination of society by the well-to-do is said to undermine the capacity of most working people for critical thought and action. If only these benighted souls could, like socialist intellectuals, understand the true nature of “bourgeois cultural hegemony,” all would be well, and another world would be possible.

So “the capitalist system” has a solid and well-defined character on the socialist and communist left. The “system” is an idea that has real substance, like something made of granite, marble, and iron, a thing unmistakable, well defined, fashioned into definite shapes, recognizable to all who care to look and to know. There are, of course, manifold differences among socialists. Some think of the system as a thing in which the 1 percent of the super-rich is pitted against the 99 percent. Others take a broader view, conceiving of the system as one of international corporations battening on the planet, shaping and laying it waste, in the pursuit of the bottom line. All socialists are united in the sense that although capitalism has produced unimaginable wealth and prosperity, it is intrinsically unable to distribute these wonders equally to all and sundry. Consequently, it is a system given over to injustice, and as such, must be done away with.

This book is a discussion of the way in which socialists and communists have walled themselves up within their own take on things, which has made it difficult, if not impossible, for them to discuss how capitalism has spontaneously embrewed a rich culture of acceptance, participation, and inclusion, that has doomed its opponents in bourgeois democratic states to the margins for almost 2 centuries.

In France and Italy, extremely large communist parties supported the idea of free trade unions and democratic rights, while they steadfastly supported dictatorship in countries where their sister parties were actually in power.5 Consequently, they aligned their brand of socialism with a conception of modernity which was frankly dictatorial.6 In Britain this also included the Communist Party of Great Britain regularly sending the minutes of its central committee to Moscow. Following the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, the CPGB also accepted substantial payments in cash from the dictatorship funneled through the Soviet Embassy in London.7 Indeed, as a youngster selling Challenge, the paper of the Young Communist League, and the Communist Daily Worker on London’s Kilburn High Road in 1959 and 1960, workers passing by would routinely shout “Go Back to Russia” while taunting us about “Moscow Gold,” which, of course, we would indignantly reject. The idea of our party secretly taking money sent from the Soviet Union was, as far as we were concerned, simply absurd.

So we have a tradition on the left that has failed to account for the manner in which the great majority of people in capitalist society live within its contradictions, and find the socialist description of their lives – the left’s angry indignation and superior consciousness – distinctly unappealing – ranged as it is against the way they choose to live, and the settlements they’ve felt able to make.

Most people do not feel either confused or selfish about the way they live. They think that their consciousness is just fine. Well-being is insisted upon, alongside a homological reality in which depression and poor mental health abounds as those with fewer resources face utility bills they can’t pay, and toys they can’t afford to buy for their kids. These pressures sit beside and, in some senses confirm, the common view that capitalism is produced by natural impulses toward self-advancement, and to the reproduction of inequality, which most people regard as a natural, if unattractive, aspect of the way things are. They do not identify with the socialist left’s ideas about class.

Although millions of people are well aware that things are stacked against them, and apart from preferring the Labour Party to the Tories, they cannot see any compelling reason to want communists to overthrow the system. They are deeply unconvinced by the socialist dream of a better tomorrow; they fear a world in which private capital has been banished and “human solidarity” or “the brotherhood of man” has been declared compulsory by a socialist state. They fear the unfreedom bound up with the socialist ideal of equality and justice for all, which has up until now always been the harbinger of tyranny and dictatorship.

This introduction leads on to a detailed discussion on the emergence and nature of capitalism in the next chapter. The reason for this change of gear is to start by disentangling what might be meant by “capitalism” and the “capitalist system,” from the vague, but irate, indignation of those who see exploitation and oppression everywhere. In line with their predilections, prejudices, and shibboleths, many socialists attempt to attribute all that ails the world to the greed of capitalists and “the violence of the system.”

One is reminded of Reg’s rhetoric in The Life of Brian about the Romans: “They’ve bled us white, the bastards. They’ve taken everything we had, and not just from us, but from our fathers, and our father’s father…And what have they ever given us in return?” The answer is, of course, “rather a lot.” The same might be said of the capitalist class as we turn to a fuller account of the “system.”





Chapter 1

The Hall of Mirrors

Hauling two bags of shopping up Market Street in Manchester, I sat down for a short rest and found myself facing a branch of Foot Locker. The screens in the shop window boldly told me that “Shoes Don’t Change the World – You do!” The next piece of novel information from the multinational Venator Group1 was: “Change the world from what it is, to what it should be.” This was followed by the assertion that “Black Lives Matter,” accompanied by a sexy white girl waving a rainbow flag.

All very confusing, until I reflected on my childhood in London in the late forties and early fifties. At primary school we’d all queue up every day, each clutching a tablespoon we’d brought from home. Then, one-by-one, we were allowed to scoop out a delicious spoonful of malt from a big stone jar, closely supervised by our teacher. The malt was supplemented by a third of a pint of milk, free, every day. This government largesse came via the London County Council, along with free concerts and film shows in our local park, and a full-time attendant, Mrs Bowes, at the swings and sand pits. She had a small room that she could boil a kettle in and make tea, and deal with the minor injuries we suffered from time to time. Predictably enough, we would taunt her as “Mrs Bones.” The old lady would then oblige by chasing us, sweeping her long litter-spike on the ground which threw up showers of dancing sparks. Of course, she never caught us, and we were always immediately forgiven.

So life in capitalist society has always been appalling, confusing, contradictory, and full of fun.

Like most people, I didn’t really become conscious of capitalism until I started full-time employment. For me this momentous event took place in 1960, when I was 15, and started work as a messenger at a commercial art studio in London’s Soho. The studio’s owner was a woman who employed a dozen men, who used air-brushes to improve or alter photographs, and a couple of lettering artists. She had iron-gray hair, was usually dressed entirely in black, and constantly smoked cigarettes in a long holder which she flourished to emphasize her precise instructions. She had a whiskey voice, and was rarely gainsaid, as she ran the business with great aplomb. This woman was my first capitalist. To me, she was astonishing, exotic; I’d never encountered such a person before.

I had no idea how anything worked. I just ran about taking large black artwork bags to and from advertising agencies in Mayfair. I was well-paid, weekly, in cash. After I’d handed over two pounds to my mum, I had five pounds a week for fares, lunches, clothes, coffee bars, the pictures, and beer, more than enough for a young lad. Despite being a member of the Young Communist League, and the treasurer of the local Youth Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, I knew nothing about profits, exploitation, or commerce. I had no idea how the posh people who appeared to orchestrate the world around me, did what they did.

This didn’t stop me having all kinds of opinions about the evils of capitalism, or going on demonstrations about faraway places I found difficult to find on a map. Accordingly, in 1961, I did mark the execution of Patrice Lumumba2 by imperialist-backed forces, by marching to the Belgian Embassy, along with the other habitués of the Partisan Coffee House on Soho’s Carlisle Street. This was my first brush with police horses and a spot of low-level rioting. Soon, I was a clerk at Sanderson’s Wallpaper on Berners Street. Above the time-clock in the staff entrance there was an illuminated scroll bearing the names of employees who’d worked for the firm for 25 years, and no longer had to clock-in. I suspect the prospect of life-long servitude was meant to be tantalizing; I found it frankly terrifying, and didn’t last long in the Pattern Book Department, sacked for truculence and bad time-keeping after a few months.

I imagine that capitalism continues to remain something of a mystery, to this day, for most people entering the labor market. It’s not clear that the jumble of banks, supermarkets, hairdressers, nail bars, offices, factories, car showrooms, and repair shops, within which we work, can be called a system, but it does seem to be all about commerce, buying and selling more or less anything, as fast as possible. And it is not until we get our first job that we enter fully into this market place, working for money, in return for the time and energy we spend at work.

So we find ourselves inside what Adam Smith called “commercial society.” This is a world in which most things are made, sown, or harvested in order to be sold on to other people, anywhere they’re buying. Before the emergence of this kind of commerce, most things were made for local use and consumption, by farm laborers and artisans, growing and making stuff for themselves, their families, and their near neighbors to use. So the change that occurred in the Netherlands during the early years of the seventeenth century, and a bit later in England, was ground-breaking. For the first time, the life of two whole populous countries began to be determined and configured by trade – more and more things were produced, not for local use, but to sell. Buying and selling took hold, as Holland and England began to ship goods to and from the ends of the Earth.3

Trade has, of course, always been important since ancient times. For example, the Neolithic people at Grimes Graves in Norfolk, England, dug out vast quantities of flint to make into tools around 4000 years ago.4 They produced so much that they must have traded these flints over long distances. In the early medieval, ninth and tenth centuries, seafarers from Denmark and Sweden traded in furs, amber, and slaves, from Dublin to Constantinople. Much later, during the Renaissance in mainland Europe, cities like Venice and Florence also engaged in extensive trade, and this dominated the lives and purposes of their laborers and craftsmen, despite their society being saturated with military and religious obligations that constantly undermined the money-making, marketing, and commerce of princely rulers and city assemblies of wealthy men.

Similar trajectories of development seem to have characterized commercial life in China and Japan for many centuries. Although both countries, like many other parts of the world, had for hundreds of years developed highly sophisticated commercial arrangements with regard to agricultural and artisanal activity, capitalism did not arise. Traditional military, imperial, aristocratic, and social arrangements, together with associated cultural and philosophical assumptions, appear to have acted as a barrier to the relentless pursuit of growth that in the fulness of time came to be known globally as “modernity.”

However, caution is required concerning the kind of historical certainty that has arisen regarding the pre-eminence of European experience. Bin Wong’s observation is well made:


When we take European developments as the norm, all other experiences appear to be abnormal. We begin to search for what went wrong in other parts of the world.5



This is of course true, but the empirical evidence of the spread, from the sixteenth century onwards, of commercial society associated with Western European ideas of “limitless” growth and “unending” innovation is overwhelming.

Indeed, one year after Columbus had made landfall in 1492 in what are now known as the Bahamas, the Pope issued a papal bull speculatively conferring all the lands that might be discovered west of a north-south meridian, drawn around 420 kilometres6 west of the Cape Verde Islands, to Spain, and all those to the east of the line to Portugal. A year later in 1494 Spain and Portugal agreed in the Treaty of Tordesillas to shift the line around a thousand kilometers to the west – this gave the territory of what was to become Brazil to Portugal.

Within a century Portugal was engaging in extensive trade, not primarily with the Americas, but with merchants in India, through outposts in what is now Indonesia, and on islands off the coast of China. By 1600 the Dutch were doing all they could to pillage Portuguese ships of their cargoes of silk and porcelain from Jingdezhen. By the early years of the seventeenth century trade between Europe and China (with or without the permission of the Imperial Court) began to flourish. Clearly, considerable sums of Chinese merchant capital were involved in conveying goods to the coast for sale to European merchantmen. Yet this trade, although extensive, did not create commercial relations that went much beyond local or regional centers in China, or delivering luxuries to the Forbidden City in Beijing.

So while what was going on in Holland and England in the seventeenth century was not, strictly speaking, unique or new, what was different, and really novel, was the extent of the trade, and the way in which it directly shaped agricultural production and manufacturing, across numerous Dutch and English farms and towns. This involved wide swathes of farmland in both countries being cleared, drained, and made ready to provide foodstuffs for growing urban populations, and producing raw materials needed by artisans and manufacturers. This was the beginning of capitalism in which merchants became important, and by the end of the seventeenth century and the beginning of the eighteenth, traders and money-men actually assumed the leadership of government and society, in the Netherlands and England.7

Of course, society didn’t change overnight. Despite revolutions in government, agricultural techniques, banking, publishing, the press, and the invention, toward the end of the eighteenth century, of steam-driven machines in England, elements of the old ways of doing things survived long into the nineteenth century. The situation of agricultural laborers, children, and young people in workshops and mines often found them bound to their parents who, in effect, were their employers. The head of the household would be given a price for the job in hand, and he would enlist the help of his wife and children to complete the task whatever it was. This situation began to pass away as manufacturing began increasingly to take place in large workshops and factories. Workers would, often for the first time, be hired as individuals and work under the surveillance of factory owners and their overlookers. This increased supervision, and the imposition of industrial discipline, made work much more intense and onerous. However, and perhaps paradoxically, it widened the freedom of workers, because when they were not at work, they were free to live as they pleased and their resources permitted. Methodism, and other non-conformist religious initiatives, together with freer relations between young men and women began to undermine the passivity of the laboring classes so earnestly desired by traditional elites. Workers began to exert their independence not only in matters of religion, but also in their views of society. They began to organize trade unions in order to compel masters to improve pay and conditions, and political clubs to discuss how working men could achieve representation and the vote.

During the alarm raised by the French Revolution of 1789 and the subsequent Terror in France, the government in London sought to contain and smother emerging radical elements among artisans and the laboring classes with the suppression of habeas corpus for a year in 1794, and the seizure of the papers of the London Corresponding Society, together with the arrest and imprisonment of John Thelwall, and of the Corresponding Society’s secretary, Thomas Hardy. Fears of revolutionary conspiracies also led William Pitt’s government to attempt the dissolution of labor organizations with “An Act to prevent Unlawful Combinations of Workmen” in 1799.8 This act, also known as the Combination Act, was designed to ban trade unions and protect masters from their workers’ attempts to force them into collective bargaining over wages and conditions. It remained in force until 1824, only to be replaced by a similarly draconian law aimed at crushing strikes and greatly restricting trade union organization. In this way, the state sought to impose upon urban workers similar conditions of servitude they’d experienced under the heel of the farmer, the landlord, the magistrate, and the parson in their ancestral villages.9 That the authorities were not universally successful was revealed by the emergence of mass movements among working people over the need to raise wages, restrict the use of machines, limit working hours, and in support of political rights, including the right of working men to vote.10

Even mill owners and other capitalists were denied effective political rights as the old landed oligarchy attempted to hang onto the reins of power. For example, some large industrial towns in England found that they continued to be ruled over by “lords of the manor” until 1835,11 and imprisonment for debt in Britain lasted until 1869.12 However, all sorts of things associated with the ancient past, like monarchy, aristocratic titles – dukes, marquesses, and earls – were given new meaning, as the great and the good earned more money from investing in slaves in the Caribbean, or in industry at home – buying and selling – than they ever did by living off rents from the farmers and laborers on their estates.13

So the commercial society described, analyzed, and criticized by Adam Smith, David Ricardo, Karl Marx, and others continued to be as confusing to most people as it does today. Adam Smith talked about the division of labor, David Ricardo worried about the source of value, Karl Marx wrote polemical chapter and verse about the bourgeoisie, bourgeois society, and the commodity, while James Mill talked about international trade and “comparative advantage.”14 A myriad of theories have arisen in efforts to catalog and understand the society we live in today, and which those of a theoretical bent, now call “the capitalist system.”

One problem is that it is not at all clear how systematic the capitalist system is. If the word “system” means a set of things working together as parts of a complex whole, or of an interconnecting network, then the capitalist system is composed of a great many things that cannot be considered capitalist. Large parts of the economy are run by the state and local authorities, other bits are not-for-profit enterprises, like the building societies that decided not to become banks;15 charities and a host of other activities do not appear to have anything at all to do with commerce, capitalism, or making money, rather than “raising it.” This is even true of elite institutions like public schools, and of most private healthcare insurance in the UK.16

In 2019 there were just under 168,000 charities in the UK with a combined income of around £10 billion. Of these organizations, 2356 each had an income of more than £5 million a year.17 For example, in 1824 the national institution for the preservation of life from shipwreck was founded, and became the Royal National Lifeboat Institution in 1860. Its 238 lifeboat stations, 444 lifeboats, 4600 crew members, and 3000 shore and station support staff are maintained entirely by donations, investments, charitable trading, and other fund-raising activities, which pull in around £190 million a year.18

Then there is the “private life” of families and all the work of child rearing, and the voluntary care for the infirm and elderly. Most of which is done by women, without payment or the involvement of employers. Indeed, it is possible to argue that by far the greatest amount of work carried out in capitalist society is not carried out for commercial reasons at all, but for love, a sense of social obligation, or a powerful commitment to the communities in which people live.

Clearly capitalism would not be possible at all without this enormous amount of non-capitalist activity. By and large our social and cultural infrastructure is not provided within the realm of commerce. Some theorists overcome this problem by simply including all unpaid labor in the processes of capital accumulation and exploitation, by the “capitalist class in general,” of the “working class in general.” But, to most of us, family life and charitable endeavor does not appear to have anything much to do with capitalism. Yet despite all this, commerce does continue to dominate our lives in the manner first noticed by writers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

“Systemic” it may not be, but “determining” it most certainly is. Commerce, and the drive to make the profits necessary to keep a business running, creates the matrix within which everything else happens. The kinds of employment available, and the styles of life associated with our jobs, the character of our neighborhoods, cities, towns and villages, are largely shaped, developed, and redeveloped by commerce and commercial interests. The books we read, the movies we watch, the computer games we play, the music we listen to, and most of the theatrical performances we will ever see have been produced in commercial settings, if not for commercial reasons.

Here’s another confusion. Authors may want to get paid for their books, scores, screenplays, and theater pieces, but they do not do what they do for commercial reasons. Anymore than the Rolling Stones continue their life-long touring across the globe because they either need or want the money they get paid. They’re aging rock musicians that simply refuse to surrender to the ravages of time. People’s personal motivations can rarely be contained or understood from a purely mercenary point of view. Even Bob Dylan’s decision to start painting and selling prints cannot really be driven by any commercial impulse.

To be sure the famous and celebrated are surrounded by agents and a money-making apparatus that determine a great deal of what happens, but it cannot be said that the commercial flurry in which they live determines the motivation of the artists in question.

This applies to most businessmen and proprietors too. Whether a person starts a bakery or a plumbing business, a shipping and logistics company, or a financial consultancy is always driven by their biographies, their particular skills, experiences, personal relationships, interests, and aspirations. It is these that direct them into their chosen fields, every bit as much as the desire to make money or to succeed commercially. This is because the ownership of capital is always entangled in the life chances and choices of the capitalist. Capital does not come into the world as an orphan, it is not without family connections, and family commitments.

If capital is a “relation” as the straitlaced Marxists say – not an inherent quality of money, machines, or equipment – but a quality acquired by things, when they are used in “the self-expansion of capital,” or to put it more simply, to make profits, then capital is not vested in physical objects, but in the relation between things and people. This, I think, is broadly true, and can give us little or no insight into the life or behavior of the capitalist.
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