Act 1 The Bet

Scene 4 What is Capitalism?

What is the connection of Theatre to Capitalism? Exploring capitalism as theatre is a powerful interdisciplinary contribution. The boundaries between spectacle and stage, between theatre role performer and the impartial spectator of Adam Smith’s day are increasingly blurred. The proscenium arch, the separation between audience and stage performers, preserved by modern theatre is being blurred by postmodern spectacles, where spectators are encouraged to jump onto the stage and participate in the construction of their own consumption.

Capitalism is increasingly the Theatre of the Spectacle, resisted by a second theatre, the Carnivalesque Theatre, such as the protests against globalization in acts of street theatre. There are fewer spaces for more festive theatre. For me, spectacle-as organization-theater: 

(1) Converts spectators into materialism-supplicants;

(2) Doing its theatrics to mask the relation of Spectacle in romantic, Heroic Theater to mask a tragic, absurd material condition of spectacle cruelty and; (3) this while performing its romantic manager-as-hero, discourse as more authentic and "real" than the material condition its actors and spectators tragically-produce and consume.

What is Capitalism? Capitalism is a social system based on the mindset that there is an abundance of cheap expendable human resources and natural resources that through division of labor and transnational corporate industrial efficiency and scale can be efficiently exploited by individual capital-accumulators. It takes a good deal of theatre to keep spectators and actors believing this bet. 

“Toto, pull back the curtain: The efficient dynamo of industrialism isn't there” (Hawken, 1997). “Industry, which mass-produces inexpensive consumer goods to satisfy the requirements of a large number of people, is the source of the pollution and degradation that is threatening our living environment” (Moran, 1997). Edgar Morin is one of France’s leading contemporary philosophers, and interested in the relationship between Nature, capitalism, and globalization. It takes a goodly amount to spectacle to convince the majority of the world that capitalism is ecological progress achieved through technology. Many believe, despite billions in advertising dollars spent by many industries, that new technologies, such as biotechnology and cyber are out of control, changing society and Nature for the worse. Others are concerned that capitalism has moved from creation of wealth for societies, to gold for a few. 

Nor is capitalism, the same mindset or social system, it was when Adam Smith (1776) wrote ‘An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations.’  Smith’s idea was an “invisible hand” would allow social good to accumulate if each person pursued their self-interest.  It is mentioned only once in the Wealth of Nations book:

He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the public interest, nor knows how much he is promoting it. By preferring the support of domestic to that of foreign industry, he intends only his own security; and by directing that industry in such a manner as its produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention. Nor is it always the worse for the society that it was no part of it. By pursuing his own interest he frequently promotes that of the society more effectually than when he really intends to promote it' (Book IV, p. 477).

Two points follow. First, division labor has not led to efficient production. Second, wealth accumulation has become not only monopolistic, but transnational corporations do not promote the public interest of any nation and do not support domestic industry. Even by its own standards, industrialism is extraordinarily inefficient and wasteful (producing more poverty worldwide, depleting natural resources, eradicating species, proliferating waste that landfills and Superfunds can not contain). 

Before capitalism, there was mercantilism, which like capitalism is based on the large-scale realization of a profit by acquiring goods (materials, land, tools) for lower prices than one sells them. Adam Smith, observing the transition of mercantilism to capitalism, of again economies to industrial, also wrote the book, ‘The Moral Sentiments,’ to show that 'the necessaries and conveniences of life' accumulated by ‘families and individuals’ (in Wealth of Nations) could be tempered by ethics of the ‘internalized spectator,’ a voice in the mind, reflecting upon the relation of economics and ethics. Besides his belief in divine voice, the internalized spectator’s voice (he called this the ‘impartial spectator’) would restrain greed allowing for living wages to be earned, domestic industry to be sustained. 

The compassion of the spectator must arise altogether from the consideration of what he himself would feel if he was reduced to the same unhappy situation, and, what perhaps is impossible, was at the same time able to regard it with his present reason and judgment (TMS, Part 1).

We endeavor to examine our own conduct as we imagine any other fair and impartial spectator would examine it (TMS, Part III).

Smith believed that “the spectator must, first of all, endeavor, as much as he can, to put himself in the situation of the other” (TMS, Book 1). He proposed a distinction between "partial spectator" who sees with self-seeking interest and the "impartial spectator" who is able to look upon their behavior with moral sentiments.  If in a dispute with another, Smith recommended that an “impartial” and indifferent third party advise the parties (WN, Book 5). The "impartial spectator" judges the higher moral plane and social virtues of capitalism.

If he would act so as that the impartial spectator may enter into the principles of his conduct, which is what of all things he has the greatest desire to do, he must, upon this, as upon all other occasions, humble the arrogance of his self-love, and bring it down to something which other men can go along with (TMS, Part II).

After Smith, economics became divorced from ethics. Capitalism became increasingly a way of thinking that is decidedly individualistic (based on European concepts of Enlightenment through individualism): individuals, who are persuaded to not be a reflective spectator with compassion for the situation of the suffering of others. 

There are various new forms of capitalism. Over time, the means of production and distribution has become concentrated into fewer and fewer wealthy, rather than invisible hands. 400 billionaires now control more wealth than half the world’s population.  Another form, laissez faire capitalism, means the complete separation of economy and state as well as from ways of thinking that concern ethics, religion, social, or ecological values; yet as the recent 

Enron affair demonstrates, the separation from corporation and state is illusory, and economics without ethics of reflective spectators, leads to such transnational corporations paying less attention to state, paying fewer taxes, and being part of the corporate welfare system (getting tax breaks, paying none at all, or getting refunds). Laissez faire or free market capitalism has become the exploitation of a large portion of the world’s population for the sake of an increasingly small minority of wealthy capitalists. Marxism began its critique of capitalism pointing out what happens when capitalists accumulate production, such as exploitation of cheaper labor, sweatshop proliferation, and wealth concentration. In the last few decades, capitalism is more about the accumulation of spectacle through the culture industry (i.e. the creating of consumer culture), than it is about controlling the means of production. Guy Debord (1967) one of the early writers about ‘Society of the Spectacle’ pointed this out.

Marx, Theatre, and Das Capital

Marx had hoped that workers would put their heads together, and as a class, get a law passed, or erect a social barrier to prevent workers from voluntarily contracting with capital, to become wage slaves (DKI: 302).  Wage slavery is little better than slavery, since after a few generations, workers who knew how to build the entire monster, only know how to tighten a bolt or read a blueprint.  Workers are no longer masters of a craft, where by the toil of their hands, some luck, and ingenuity, they can support themselves as independents.  Masters of a craft, have "labor-power: the ability to support themselves without corporate employment.

The rate of surplus-value is therefore an exact expression for the degree of exploitation of labor-power by capital, or of the laborer by the capitalist (DKI: 218).

If a worker could make three trash compactors and pay for the necessities of their living, that was the worker's "use value" to society.  Marx followed John Locke in assuming that "The natural worth of anything consists in its fitness to supply the necessities, or serve the conveniences of human life" (Locke as cited by Mark in DK1: 36).

Use-value produces enough for the necessities, and serves to pay for our labor, but there is surplus-value that generates the real wealth.  If a hundred workers dividing up all the tasks and occupations necessary to blueprint, cut metal and wire, weld, assemble, crate, ship, sell, and install a compactor, if they all worked three hours to pay for their materials and their wages, then there was still five more hours in the work day.  These five hours were used to make, distribute, sell, and install more compactors.  That excess of compactors is the difference between use-value and surplus-value.  In order to amass a fortune in capital, it is necessary to convert labor-power into one portion of use-value to cover worker and material costs, and another portion of surplus-value that is convertible into wealth for executives and other shareholders to extract from the business, and accumulate in their bank.

Marx thought the Surplus-Value machine had something to do with Theatre.
As on the stage, the same persons had to appear in turns in the different scenes of the different acts.  But as an actor during the whole course of the play belongs to the stage, so the operatives, during 15 hours, belonged to the factory, without reckoning the time for going and coming.  Thus the hours of rest were turned into hours of enforced idleness, which drove the youths to the pot-house, and the girls to the brothel (DKI: 291).

The brilliance of Marx was to see that capitalism was a form of theatre.  In 1849, he observed that the standard practice was to keep workers for 15 hours, sending them in to do one task of 30 minutes, then pulling them out to be idle, then when needed put them in again for an hour or two, and repeating the cycle until IO hours work was done, then sending them home.  It was theatre, a system of people, acts, stages, and times for rest, going, and coming.  An actor on a stage would be there for the entire perform, but spend a lesser portion of the total time on stage, doing acting.  Factory owners only wanted to pay for productive time, not for time spent waiting to go on stage.  Workers sold them selves as commodities, a few minutes and hours at a time to embody a task and play their scenes.  If they sold themselves, once and for all, to capital, they would be converted wage-slaves to just slaves (DKI L 168).

I am a wage-slave to the university, unable to earn an income by assembling my own students, distributing work I produced for them to consume, once they afford me my due.  The university assembles the students, collects the money, owns the property, pays the bills, and I am one specialty among many.  I think about a time centuries ago, when universities did not have cadres of administrators, and teachers and students put on the entire show.  Now we would not know where to begin to assemble, produce and distribute such Spectacle for mass consumption.  We are wage and salary slaves, nothing more.  We teach a hundred students a term, the first 70 of which pay for our salaries, the bills for materials, rent for the land, taxes to the State, and the other 30 students pay for chancellors, regents, deans, department heads, and assistants to every assistant you might be able to imagine.  There is surplus value extracted from my labor-power, well beyond the use value I provide this university.  My scholarship is a commodity; I work in a department of homogeneous labor, and have quite a subordinate place in the university, among its great division and subdivision of labor.  I am not an independent man; I am a wage slave, part of the monster.

Fetishism - We work as wage and salary slaves, attaching our labor to some corporate or university entity.  But there is what Marx called "Fetishism" attached to the products and services of our work (DKI: 72).  Spectacles are our own day-to-day religious-like worship that Karl Marx called Fetishism.  Fetishism is as essential to Spectacle, as air is to life.  A pair of sneakers appears, at first sight, to be a very trivial think, and its stitching of rubber, fabric, leather and plastic parts with some logo, easily understood.  A hamburger appears to be a simple assemblage of bun, meat patty, cheese slice, and sauce wrapped in paper and foil.  Yet, a sneaker or a burger is "in reality, a very queer thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties" (DK1: 71).  Some of its materials are furnished by Nature, from animals and plants, and from wood harvested for packaging, and some mixtures of chemicals with soil to form other materials.  Yet, with Fetishism, each product transcends its material components, and has a more mystical character, than the sum of the use-values of each component material of Nature.  And each product also transcends the use-value of the work expended to bring it into being, and distribute it globally for our consumption.  Nature and work are transcendent, when Fetish attaches to the materials of our labor.  Fetish is essential to spectacle, and to all capitalism.  Fetish with spectacle adds mystery to products, magic to our labor, and extends the difference between use-value and surplus value.  People pay more for brand labels and well known logos.  That something more is Fetish, something Marx believed was borrowed from the religious world and even the worship of Nature, its cultus mysteriously converted into profit (DK1: 79).
The surplus-value machine, the corporation, depends upon Fetish to move products in the global marketplace.  We workers belong to a global stage, and we play our parts, making our exits and entrances in Theatres of Capitalism.

The life-process of society, which is based on the process of material production, does not strip off its mystical veil until it is treated as production by freely associated men, and is consciously regulated by them in accordance with a settled plan (DK1: 80).

Conscious Capitalism - I would like to refer to this as "conscious capitalism" a peak behind the mystical veil of Fetishism, so that we can see how the Theatrics of Capitalism is accomplished produced, distributed, and consumed on its many global stages.  Marx believed workers and consumers were "misled by the Fetishism inherent in commodities, or by the objective appearance of the social characteristics of labor" and in other ways "by the dull and tedious quarrel over the part played by Nature in the formation of exchange-value" (DK1: 82).  The 'Fetish-character' is one of the actors we must analyze and see through in order to understand the ghostly appearances and phantasms in Theatres of Capitalism.  In Theatres of Capitalism, Nature is the mother, labor is the father, but the Fetish-character is the magician who furnishes surplus value beyond what can be attained by any division of labor, or extraction beyond use-value of labor and earthly materials (DKI: 42).

From Production to Consumption Spectacle - For Marx the Theatre of Capitalism was an immense accumulation of commodities" that could be explained by careful analysis of modes of production (DK1: 35).  After World War 11, writers such as Guy Debord (1968) decided that consumption had taken the place of production, to explain Theatres of Capitalism.  Guy Debord was part of the Situationist movement, and wrote a play and a book called, "Society of the Spectacle." Society had become an accumulation of spectacles, not just products, and capitalism was the producer, distributor of spectacles for us to consume.
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