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The argument: it is the way capitalism has been ‘thought’ that makes it difficult to imagine its 
supersession. It is therefore the existing knowledge of capitalism that we hope to delegitimize
and displace.1

The virtually unquestioned dominance of capitalism can be seen as a complex product
of a variety of discursive commitments, including but not limited to organicist social conceptions,
heroic historical narratives, evolutionary scenarios of social development, and essentialist, phallo-
centric, or binary patterns of thinking. It is through these discursive figurings and alignments that
capitalism is constituted as large, powerful, persistent, active, expansive, progressive, dynamic,
transformative; embracing, penetrating, disciplining, colonizing, constraining; systemic, self-
reproducing, rational, lawful, self-rectifying; organized and organizing, centred and centring,
originating, creative, protean; victorious and ascendant; self-identical, self-expressive, full, definite,
real, positive, and capable of conferring identity and meaning. 

This list of qualities should not be seen as exhaustive. Indeed one could certainly con-
struct a list of equal length that enumerated capitalism’s weaknesses and ‘negative’ characteris-
tics: for example, images of capitalism as crisis-ridden, self-destructive, anarchic, requiring
regulation, fatally compromised by internal contradictions, unsustainable, tending to undermine
its own conditions of existence. That these opposing lists do not negate (or even substantially
compromise) each other is one of the oddities of economic representation. In fact, ‘weaknesses’
or problems of capitalism are often consonant with, and constitutive of, its perceived hegemony
and autonomy as an economic system. 

Part of its invulnerability lies in the way capitalism is represented as a unified system
or body: bounded, hierarchically ordered, vitalized by a growth imperative, and governed by a
telos of reproduction. Coextensive with the space of the social, capitalism is the unitary ‘economy’
addressed by macroeconomic theory and policy. Though it is prone to crises (diseases), it is also
capable of recovery or restoration.
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1 This section is excerpted from J.K Gibson-Graham, The End of Capitalism (As We Knew It): A Feminist Critique
of Political Economy (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1996), 3-8. 
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In the context of poststructuralist theory, the body, the political subject and the social
totality have been rent apart and retheorized as open, continually under construction, decentred,
constituted by antagonisms, fragmented, plural, multivocal, discursively as well as socially 
constructed. But capitalism has been relatively immune to radical reconceptualization. Indeed,
rather than being subjected to destabilization and deconstruction, capitalism is more likely to be
addressed with honorifics that evoke its powerful and entrenched position. It appears unnamed
but nevertheless unmistakeable as a ‘societal macrostructure’, a ‘large-scale structure of domi-
nation’, ‘the global economy’, ‘post-Fordism’ or even ‘consumer society.’ Often associated with an
adjective that evokes its protean capacities, it emerges as ‘monopoly capitalism’, ‘global capital-
ism’, ‘postindustrial capitalism’, ‘late capitalism’, ‘neoliberal capitalism.’ Like other terms of 
respect, these terms are seldom defined by their immediate users. Rather they function to express
and constitute a shared state of admiration and subjection. For no matter how diverse we might
be, how Marxist or post-Marxist, how leftwing or rightwing, most of us somewhere acknowledge
that we live within something large that shows us to be small — a capitalism, whether global or
national, in the face of which all our transformative acts are ultimately inconsequential.

Representations of capitalism are a potent constituent of the anticapitalist imagination,
providing images of what is to be resisted and changed as well as intimations of the strategies,
techniques, and possibilities of changing it. For this reason, depictions of ‘capitalist hegemony’
deserve a particularly skeptical reading. For in the vicinity of these representations, the very 
idea of a noncapitalist economy takes the shape of an unlikelihood or even an impossibility. 
It becomes difficult to entertain a vision of the prevalence and vitality of noncapitalist economic
forms, or of daily or partial replacements of capitalism by noncapitalist economic practices, or of
capitalist retreats and reversals. In this sense, ‘capitalist hegemony’ operates not only as a 
constituent of, but also as a brake upon, the anticapitalist imagination. What difference might it
make to release that brake and allow an anticapitalist economic imaginary to develop unrestricted? 
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If we were to dissolve the image that looms in the economic foreground, what shadowy economic
forms might come forward? In these questions we can identify the broad outlines of our project:
to discover or create a world of economic difference, and to populate that world with exotic creatures
that become, upon inspection, quite local and familiar (not to mention familiar beings that are
not what they seem). 

If it were possible to inhabit a heterogeneous and open-ended economic space whose
identity was not fixed or singular (the space potentially to be vacated by a capitalism that is 
necessarily and naturally hegemonic), then a vision of noncapitalist economic practices as existing
and widespread might be able to be born. In the context of such a vision, a new anticapitalist 
politics might emerge, a noncapitalist politics of class (whatever that may mean) might take root
and flourish. A long shot, perhaps, but one worth pursuing.
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It seems that the making of a new economic (and political) imaginary is underway.2 Coming into
being over the past few decades and into visibility and self-awareness through the Internet, 
independent media and, most recently, the World Social Forums, this emergent imaginary 
confounds the time-worn oppositions between global and local, revolution and reform, opposition
and experiment, institutional and individual transformation. It is not that these paired evaluative
terms are no longer useful but that they now refer to processes that overlap and intertwine. 

We glimpse the broad outlines of this new imaginary in the performative self-designations
of the ‘movement of movements’, for example, We Are Everywhere, Other Economies are Possible,
One No, Many Yeses, Life After Capitalism.3 Perhaps the most frequently acknowledged wellspring
of this revolution-in-process is the Zapatista uprising in Mexico. Rejecting the old revolutionary
ordering of means and ends and the seizing of state power as a prelude to economic 
transformation, the Zapatistas have moved directly to institute what has been seen as a ‘post-
capitalist’ indigenous communalism.4 Like the other movements for whom they have become
both ally and avatar of possibility, their goal is not to wrest control but to create autonomous
zones of counter-power. Michal Osterweil tells us that ‘by asserting and creating multiple other
ways of being in the world, these movements rob capital of its monopoly and singular definitions
of time, space and value, thereby destroying its hegemony, while at the same time furnishing new
tools to address the complex set of problematic power relations it confronts us with from particular
and embedded locations.’5

Participants in the World Social Forum and others of their ilk are charting a globally
emergent form of localized economic politics that Osterweil calls ‘place-based globalism.’ This new
paradigm combines an expansive and proliferative spatiality with a compressed temporality, tra-
versing the distance from ‘nowhere’ to ‘now here.’ Among its elements and groundings we find:
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2 Parts of the following essay are reprinted from J.K. Gibson-Graham, ‘Place-based Globalism: A New Imaginary
of Revolution’, Rethinking Marxism 20, no. 4 (2008): 659-664. By permission of the Association for Economic
and Social Analysis.

3 ‘Notes from Nowhere’, We Are Everywhere: The Irresistible Rise of Global Anticapitalism (London: Verso,
2003); title of the economic alternatives track at the Boston Social Forum, July 2004; Paul Kingsnorth, One
No, Many Yeses: A Journey to the Heart of the Global Resistance Movement, (London: The Free Press, 2003);
title of a conference in New York in 2004.  

– an understanding of economy as a diversified social space, inhabited by everything
from worker cooperatives to sites of enslavement, new forms of commons to forced
privatization, market transactions to gifting and gleaning, sweatshop labour to
household-based caring 

– an ethical and political rather than structural conception of economic dynamics
– the centrality of new economic subjects and ethical practices of self-cultivation 
– the role of place as a site of becoming, and as the ground of a global economic

politics of local transformations
– the everyday temporality of radical change
– the uneven spatiality and negotiability of power, which is always available to be

skirted, marshalled or redirected through ethical practices of freedom (while at the
same time making them necessary) 

What is most distinctive is the vision of a place-based yet at the same time global
movement for economic and social transformation. For us, this vision is compellingly exemplified
in the story of second-wave feminism, which has transformed and continues to transform house-
holds, lives, and livelihoods around the world to different degrees and in different ways, rendering
the life experiences of many women literally unrecognizable in the terms of a generation ago.
The crucial role of alternative discourses of ‘woman’ and gender in this process of transformation
cannot be overestimated. But second wave feminism also offered new practices of the self and 
of intersubjective relation that enabled these new discourses to be inhabited in everyday life. The 
slogan ‘the personal is political’ authorised women to speak of their concerns in legitimate tones,
enabling them to connect the private and public, the domestic and national, shattering forever the
rigid boundaries of established political and economic discourse. 
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4 Monty Neill, ‘Toward the new commons: working class strategies and the Zapatistas’, 1997, available at:
www.geocities.com/CapitolHill/3849/commons_paper/.

5 Michal Osterweil, ‘Place-based Globalists: Rethinking the Global in the Alternative Globalization Movement’,
(unpublished paper, Department of Anthropology, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, 2004), 8.
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We are intrigued at the way the loosely interrelated struggles and happenings of the
feminist movement were capable of mobilising social transformation at such an unprecedented
scale, without resort to a vanguard party or any of the other ‘necessities’ we have come to associate
with political organization. The complex intermixing of shared language, embodied practices,
non-hierarchical organizations, emplaced actions and global transformation associated with 
second-wave feminism has nourished our thinking about a politics of economic possibility, 
impressing us with the strikingly simple ontological contours of a feminist imaginary: if women
are everywhere, a woman is always somewhere, and those places of women are transformed as
women transform themselves.

This vision of feminist politics as grounded in persons yet and (therefore) potentially
ubiquitous has been extended in our thinking to include another ontological substrate: a vast set
of disarticulated economic ‘places’ — households, communities, ecosystems, workplaces, civic 
organizations, enterprises, public arenas, urban spaces, diasporas, regions, government agencies
— related analogically rather than organizationally and connected through webs of signification.
A feminist spatiality embraces not only a politics of ubiquity (its global manifestation) but a 
politics of place. 

Feminism’s re-mapping of political space and possibility suggests the ever-present 
opportunity for local economic transformation that does not require (though it does not preclude
and indeed promotes) transformation at larger scales. Its focus on the subject prompts us to think
about ways of cultivating economic subjects with different desires and capacities and greater 
openness to change and uncertainty. Its practice of seeing and speaking differently encourages us
to make visible the hidden and alternative economic activities that everywhere abound, and to
connect them through a language of economic difference (see Figure 1). If we can begin to see
noncapitalist activities as prevalent and viable, we may be encouraged here and now to actively
build upon them to transform our local economies. Rather than ‘waiting for the revolution’ to 
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transform a global economy and governance system at the world scale, we can engage with 
others to transform local economies here and now, in an everyday ethical and political practice
of constructing ‘community economies’ in the face of globalization. 

For us, the language of place signifies the possibility of understanding local economies
as places with highly specific economic identities and capacities rather than simply as nodes in a
global capitalist system. In more broadly philosophical terms, place is that which is not fully yoked
into a system of meaning, not entirely subsumed to a (global) order; it is that aspect of every site
that exists as potentiality. Place is the ‘event in space’, operating as a ‘dislocation’ with respect to
familiar structures and narratives. It is the unmapped and unmoored that allows for new moorings
and mappings. Place, like the subject, is the site and spur of becoming, the opening for politics.

Social movements and their successes have called into question the distinction between
global revolution and local reform, showing that small-scale changes can be transformative, and
that place-based politics can be a revolutionary force when replicated across a global terrain.
‘Place-based globalism’ now offers an alternative to the traditional revolutionary economic 
maginary, which involves confronting and replacing a global power structure. The traditional 
vision is grounded in the embracing universality of capitalism (conceived as a worldwide system
of economy) and the national or supranational sovereignty that exhaustively partitions the global
terrain. From the perspective of this universality, everything else is particular, contained. The
spatiality of this imaginary is hierarchical, global, massive, organized. Its temporality offers the
appropriate moment and the millennium.

In the place-based imaginary, every place is to some extent ‘outside’ the various spaces
of control; places change imitatively, partially, multidirectionally, sequentially, and space is trans-
formed via changes in place. There’s no millennial organization or subject to call into being, no
need to address at the same level of totality an ultimate (economic?) instance of power, no system 
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to be overthrown or cast aside before a new world can begin. What there is instead is a continual
struggle to transform subjects and places and conditions of life under circumstances of difficulty
and uncertainty. The universality to which this vision addresses itself is negatively grounded —
in the openness of subjects, their potential to become, their partial freedom from fixity. The 
spatiality of this sort of politics is ubiquitous, scattered, connected semiotically. Its temporality
is of the everyday and the continuum.

Another and perhaps very different way to express this: not as two alternative spatial
imaginaries but as two different orientations to transformative politics. The former (masculine)
orientation starts with something embracing like Empire. It starts with a positivity, more or less
exhaustively theorized and depicted, which it is the project of politics to dismantle and replace.
This gives politics a millennial quality. The latter (feminine) orientation starts with a negativity,
the Lacanian ‘real’ of disarticulated places and empty subjects, and the practice of politics 
involves articulation and subjectivation. Politics in this vision is an ethical practice of becoming.
Place is not a local specificity (or not that alone) but the aspect of potentiality, and the subject is
not an identity but the space of identification. For us, places always fail to be fully capitalist, and
herein lies their potential to become something other. Individuals and collectivities always fall
short of full capitalist identity, and this lack is their availability to a different economic subjectivity.
From this perspective, place-based globalism is not simply a potential or actual movement but an
alternative logic of politics, one that invests not in what is to be replaced, but in what is to become. 
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Figure 1. A Diverse Economy

Note: The figure is intended to be read down the columns rather than across the rows.
Source: J.K. Gibson-Graham, A Postcapitalist Politics, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 71. 
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This gives politics a millennial quality. The latter (feminine) orientation starts with a negativity,
the Lacanian ‘real’ of disarticulated places and empty subjects, and the practice of politics 
involves articulation and subjectivation. Politics in this vision is an ethical practice of becoming.
Place is not a local specificity (or not that alone) but the aspect of potentiality, and the subject is
not an identity but the space of identification. For us, places always fail to be fully capitalist, and
herein lies their potential to become something other. Individuals and collectivities always fall
short of full capitalist identity, and this lack is their availability to a different economic subjectivity.
From this perspective, place-based globalism is not simply a potential or actual movement but an
alternative logic of politics, one that invests not in what is to be replaced, but in what is to become. 
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Figure 1. A Diverse Economy

Note: The figure is intended to be read down the columns rather than across the rows.
Source: J.K. Gibson-Graham, A Postcapitalist Politics, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 71. 



A COUNTRY that gives every citizen enough cash to live on whether she needs it or not: 
It’s got to be either a fool’s paradise or a profligate Northern European nation. And 
lo, in November, the Finnish government proposed paying every adult 800 euros or 
about $870 a month. Fits of this seemingly irrational generosity, called a universal basic 
income or U.B.I., are becoming surprisingly common. The Swiss will vote in a referendum 
on basic income this year. The Dutch city of Utrecht will soon start a basic-income pilot 
program. Canada’s ruling Liberal Party recently adopted a resolution calling for a similar 
experiment.

Still, it couldn’t happen here. Or could it? Over the past few years, a case for the U.B.I. 
has emerged that could make it appealing not just to the poor, who don’t vote in great 
numbers, but to women, who do.

The feminist argument for a U.B.I. is that it’s a way to reimburse mothers and other 
caregivers for the heavy lifting they now do free of charge. Roughly one-fifth of 
Americans have children 18 or under. Many also attend to ill or elderly relatives. They 
perform these labors out of love or a sense of duty, but still, at some point during the 
diaper-changing or bedpan cleaning, they have to wonder why their efforts aren’t seen 
as “work.” They may even ask why they have to pay for the privilege of doing it, by 
cutting back on their hours or quitting jobs to stay home.

Disproportionately, of course, these caregivers are women. Notwithstanding the advent 
of the stay-at-home dad, it’s still mothers who do most of the invisible labor of cleaning, 
schlepping, scheduling and listening.

To the extent that mainstream feminism has paid attention to pocketbook issues over 
the past few decades, it has focused on the workplace: the wage gap, absence of family 
leave and weak “infrastructure of care,” to use Anne-Marie Slaughter’s phrase. These 
family-unfriendly facts of life on the job do yank success further out of the reach of 
women who combine career and children. But the problem is not that employers hate 
women and children. It’s that they make a common assumption about motherhood: It’s 
a lifestyle choice, not a wage-worthy job, and no one other than parents should pay 
for it. Wages for child rearing and housework? When one feminist collective took up 
that cry in the 1970s, it was more or less drummed out of the second-wave feminist 
movement, which aimed to get women into the work force, not pay them to stay out 
of it.

It’s Payback Time for Women
Judith Shulevitz
New York Times

 Jan. 8, 2016



If mothers are glorified hobbyists who produce less value than nonmothers, it follows 
that they’re getting a free ride on everyone else’s labor. This can lead to tensions 
between colleagues, and also colors relations between breadwinning husbands and 
stay-at-home wives, who notoriously have less bargaining power in their households.

I’d argue that this view of motherhood gets it exactly backward. Actually, it’s society 
that’s getting a free ride on women’s unrewarded contributions to the perpetuation 
of the human race. As Marx might have said had he deemed women’s work worth 
including in his labor theory of value (he didn’t), “reproductive labor” (as feminists call 
the creation and upkeep of families and homes) is the basis of the accumulation of 
human capital. I say it’s time for something like reparations.

It’s an odd kind of reparations, you may object, that goes to fathers as well as mothers, 
the unattached as well as those with family responsibilities. But entertain this radical 
proposition: The universal basic income is a necessary condition for a just society, for 
it recognizes the fact that most of us — men, women, parents and nonparents — do a 
great deal of unpaid work to sustain the general well-being. If we’re not raising children, 
then we may be going to school, or volunteering around the neighborhood.

Politically, the U.B.I. looks a lot more plausible than a subsidy aimed only at mothers, 
because, as Social Security and Medicare make clear, policies have more staying power 
when perceived as general entitlements rather than free cash for free riders. Critics on 
the right would dismiss a mothers’ annuity as a handout to welfare queens. Critics on 
the left might see it as enshrining traditional gender norms. A universal basic income 
would sidestep both of these objections.

I do not want to create the impression that feminists dominate this debate. On the 
contrary: They’re an overlooked part of a much larger conversation that has been going 
on for centuries.

In 1797, Thomas Paine declared that nations should give every 21-year-old a lump sum 
because those who inherit land have an unfair advantage over those who don’t. By 
the middle of the last century, economists and leaders on both sides of the political 
spectrum were proposing minimum incomes.

The libertarian hero Friedrich A. Hayek supported “a sort of floor below which nobody 
need fall.” Milton Friedman called for a negative income tax in which, if you reported 
less than a certain amount, the Internal Revenue Service would pay you. (Our current 
earned-income tax credit resembles Friedman’s plan, but only for people who, well, 
earn income. The negative income tax would have gone to the unemployed as well.) 
In 1969, President Richard Nixon proposed the Family Assistance Plan, a small annual 
stipend in lieu of welfare — $1,600 and some $800 in food stamps for a family of four. 
His bill was passed by the House of Representatives but died in the Senate Finance 
Committee.



Basic income proposals are sprouting up again, from the right as well as the left. Charles 
Murray of the American Enterprise Institute thinks a guaranteed income could replace 
the welfare state. Libertarians want to get the government out of the private lives of the 
poor. Andy Stern, the former head of the Service Employees International Union, who 
has a book coming out soon on universal basic income, argues that it would offer the 
economic stability that the labor movement won’t be able to provide as jobs disappear 
— though not, he says, if Social Security and Medicare are also cut.

It’s easy to see why basic income proposals are gaining steam right now. For one thing, 
the gap between rich and poor Americans is the widest on record.

For another, smart machines and the “gig economy” seem poised to throw millions 
out of work. A 2013 Oxford University study concluded that computers would replace 
humans in nearly half of all occupations in the United States within as little as two 
decades. We’re not just talking about blue-collar jobs. Computers able to perform 
nonroutine cognitive tasks could wipe out middle-management positions such as 
accountant or transportation inspector, as well as many skilled service jobs, some of 
them typically associated with women. The Oxford study lists restaurant hostess and 
legal secretary, among others.

That’s why some members of the Silicon Valley elite, better known for their contempt 
for government, advocate all-inclusive, no-strings-attached cash grants. In November, 
Robin Chase, the co-founder and former chief executive of Zipcar, called for a basic 
income. Venture capitalists like Albert Wenger of Union Square Ventures and John Lilly 
of Greylock Partners, which invests in LinkedIn and Airbnb, have said that it’s time to 
starting thinking about a U.B.I. The founder of HowStuffWorks.com, Marshall Brain, even 
wrote a basic-income novel called “Manna.” It contrasts a nightmare world in which 
robots are managers and workers slaves with a utopian settlement in the Australian 
desert in which citizens receive a guaranteed share of the wealth created by such 
robots and devote themselves to dreaming up innovative new technologies. It’s the 
Silicon Valley version of heaven.

THIS is all very nice, skeptics say, but the U.B.I. still represents a moral hazard. Give 
people money for nothing, and the lazy will grow lazier and the rest of us will be 
bankrupted.

But that does not appear to be the case. On the contrary: The U.B.I. gives workers less 
reason to loll about at home than do perversely disincentivizing policies like the one 
whereby a dollar earned is a dollar cut from a welfare check. Research suggests that, 
rather than weaken the will to work, unconditional regular disbursements let people 
manage their careers more wisely

In five famous studies on the negative income tax conducted in the United States 
and Canada in the 1970s, a minimum income did bring down work hours a bit, partly 
because the unemployed took longer to find new jobs. Researchers speculate that they 
were holding out for positions that better matched their skills. In the United States, 



male breadwinners scaled back by as much as 9 percent a year. In Canada, they hardly 
cut back at all. In both countries, teenagers stayed in school longer. And women with 
children did spend up to 30 percent less time on the job.

The U.B.I. has feminist critics as well as supporters, and they don’t like that finding. 
The U.B.I. would encourage women to drop out of the work force, they say, ceding 
the ground feminism has fought so hard for. But that concern strikes me as, well, 
paternalistic. Women should have more choices, not fewer. So should men. Equality 
between the sexes should not require everyone to conform to traditionally male 
patterns of employment.

Besides, basic income policies have been shown to mitigate specifically female kinds 
of poverty.

When cash-transfer experiments were conducted in poor towns in India, girls gained 
more weight and increased the time they spent at school at greater rates than boys, 
probably because when cash is scarce, the girls get less to eat and are kept home more.

In the United States, as Kathryn J. Edin and H. Luke Shaefer showed in their book 
on extreme poverty, “$2.00 a Day,” the process of qualifying for food stamps and 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, the welfare-to-work program created in 
1996, can be so demanding, bewildering and degrading that many applicants simply give 
up. And who are the patient souls who wait in those daylong lines, pee into cups for 
drug tests or go home empty-handed? Women, more often than not, since there are 
more than four times as many families run by single mothers as by single fathers, and a 
third more households headed by women are on the dole than those run by men.

As for stay-at-home mothers supported by their partners, a basic income would let 
them put aside money of their own. Most retirement-savings instruments are linked 
to paychecks, which means that so-called nonworking parents have no way to pay into 
Social Security, 401(k)’s or I.R.A.s. A basic income would let them save for old age. For 
nonwage-earning mothers trapped in abusive relationships, cash would make it easier 
for them to leave. 

How much the basic income can accomplish depends on how it’s configured. A truly 
universal guaranteed minimum income would be expensive. Say the U.B.I. was $12,000 a 
year per citizen over 18, and $4,000 per child. At that rate, we’d need about $3 trillion, 
roughly 80 percent of the total federal budget. The program would be even more 
effective, and more just, if children qualified for full stipends, since child rearing drives 
so many people — so many women! — into poverty. (It’s unlikely that this would produce 
a baby boom, since even a handsome payout would hardly cover what children cost 
these days.)

The price tag for these cash transfers would be partly offset by savings. Most anti-
poverty programs would become redundant. Bureaucracies tasked with weeding 
out cheaters would melt away (though, unfortunately, so would the jobs devoted to 



weeding). The better-off would pay back parts of their grants in taxes in proportion to 
their earned income. Moreover, a basic income would reduce the ill effects of poverty 
and therefore the cost to society of bad public health, crime and incarceration. Basic-
income experiments have shown that recipients make greater use of medical services 
and break the law less often than nonrecipients. And then there’s the boost to the 
economy that would result from poor people with cash in hand buying more goods.

Some of the many strategies proposed for raising the rest of the money include a 
relatively high flat tax; the closing of tax loopholes; a value-added tax; the elimination 
of middle-class entitlements such as the mortgage-interest deduction and retirement 
benefits; a careful paring back of Social Security; a tax on speculative financial 
transactions; and a carbon tax. We could also remit money reaped from the exploitation 
of public resources. Alaska, which already pays its citizens something very like a basic 
income, sends every adult and child a varying annual dividend of around $2,000 from a 
fund that invests royalties paid to the state by oil and natural gas producers.

The truth, though, is that the U.B.I. is — yes — a form of redistribution. We’ll be able 
to afford it only when we decide it’s worth affording. But that’s just what we ought 
to decide. We should cut back on military spending if we have to, or raise taxes on 
the rich. The political will for such a huge restructuring of our economy would require 
a fundamental reassessment of the relationship between the state and the people. 
Maybe, like Thomas Paine, we’d start to think of these wealth transfers as a right of 
citizenship instead of an insurance policy against financial disaster.

Even if we started small to get people used to the idea by offering way-below-poverty-
level sums ($6,000, say), these would still buoy American families struggling not to slip 
underwater.

The U.B.I. would also edge us toward a more gender-equal world. The extra cash would 
make it easier for a dad to become the primary caregiver if he wanted to. A mom with a 
job could write checks for child care and keep her earnings, too. Stay-at-home parents 
would have money in the bank, more clout in the family, and the respect that comes 
from undertaking an enterprise with measurable value. And we’d have established the 
principle that the work of love is not priceless at all, but worth paying for.
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Living without Class
Hierarchy

Most American citizens do not acknowledge the reality
of class difference, of class exploitation, and they continue to
believe that this is a classless society. What they mean by this is
not that citizens do not occupy different class positions, but
that these class positions are not fixed. Despite grave injustice
and all the barriers that make it practically impossible to change
your class position, if you are born on the bottom of this
society’s economic totem pole, it is still true that a teeny fraction
of that population squeezes and militantly forces their way
from the bottom up. And we consider ourselves fortunate, lucky,
blessed. Yet from the onset of this book and throughout its
pages I have endeavored to frankly share the human costs of
class mobility, to identify both the pleasure and the pain of
those who come from the bottom closer to the top can feel.

While the amount of money I have made in the last ten
years identifies me as upper class, I do not identify with this
class positionality even though I often enjoy the class power it
affords me. I identify with democratic socialism, with a vision
of participatory economics within capitalism that aims to
challenge and change class hierarchy. I like that the money I
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make, which places me in an economic upper class, can be
used in the service of redistribution of wealth, can be used to
enhance the economic well-being of others through vigilant
practices of giving and sharing.

I have written many books about injustice, about ending
race, gender, and class exploitation, but this is the only book I
have written that focuses directly on the issue of class. More
than any other book I have written, writing it aroused in me
intensities of pain that often left me doubled over my writing
table, hurting to my heart, weeping. For no matter the class
privilege I hold today, for most of my life I have lived as one
with the poor and working classes. The class connection and
unity I felt in my family of origin and with other poor and
struggling folks as I made my way through graduate school
and up the economic ladder affords me a constant awareness
of class pain, of class yearning, and of the deep grief that is
caused by a pervasive sense of class failure many poor and
working-class people feel because they do not manage to earn
enough, to earn more, to effectively change their economic
lives so that they can know well-being.

At times when I have spoken publicly about a family member
living in poverty, living for a time without electricity or phone,
without enough, audience members stand to attack my privilege.
Never do I explain to them that one person with one income
giving aid is never enough, that the dilemmas of poor and
working-class folks are caused by more than just economics,
that class is more than money. I can give money But rarely is
money enough. I cannot give instant psychological makeovers.
The imprints of a consumer capitalist socialization that teaches
us all to spend much and value little, to get as much as we can
and give as little as possible (it’s known as scamming) cannot be
erased at will. It should be evident that we cannot change class
oppression and exploitation without changing the way everyone
thinks about getting and giving. Class is much more than money.
Until we understand this fact, the notion that problems in all
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our lives, but most especially the lives of the indigent and the
poor, can be solved by money will continue to serve the interests
of a predatory ruling class while rendering the rest of us powerless
to create meaningful changes in our lives across class.

In these essays I have hoped to share that the pain of being
without enough money to survive adequately or well, that the
widening gap between the rich and the poor, causes pain far
beyond economic suffering, that it rends and breaks us
psychologically, tearing us asunder, denying us the well-being
that comes from recognizing our need for community and
interdependency. Given the huge gap between those who have
a lot, those who have a little, and those who have nothing, it is
difficult to understand how citizens of this nation can imagine
that ours is still a classless society. However misguided the vision
of a classless society is, often embedded inside this notion is
the positive understanding that wealth can be shared, that class
hierarchy predicated on the assumption that those who have
the most materially should rule over the rest need not exist.

Sadly, the grave injustices created by contemporary
transnational white supremacist capitalist patriarchy, this ever-
widening gap between the rich and the poor, has been the
catalyst compelling folks who are economically privileged to
consider their class, to think about what they do with money.
Many individuals who have economic privilege do not want
to use money or reproduce material excess in ways that require
the oppression, exploitation, and dehumanization of their fellow
citizens. While few of these individuals are rich (it is difficult
to create and reproduce wealth without exploiting others), a
vast majority have class privilege that provides them/us (I
include myself in this category) with any resources to share.

Those among us who are progressive, who are democratic
socialists, know that wealth can be redistributed in ways that
challenge and change class exploitation and oppression. As
individuals we promote and perpetuate this process of
redistribution by both unorganized and organized sharing and
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giving of resources. In the book Robin Hood Was Right: A Guide
to Giving Your Money for Social Change, authors Joan Garner,
Chuck Collins, and Pam Rogers state in their preface: “Tipping
the balance of resources to include more of humanity is an
adventurous, thrilling, and worthwhile pursuit. Charity is good,
but supporting and creating social change are about power.
Power can infuse lives with purpose and dignity. That opens
up the possibility of joy. The life of the giver, as well as that of
receiver, is transformed.” Folks who are not rich give a greater
portion of their resources to those who stand in need than
those who have great wealth, who may also give but in ways
that reinforce their ruling class power. Their giving is not aimed
at redistributing wealth or eliminating class hierarchy.

Large numbers of progressive folks with economic privilege
genuinely oppose class exploitation and oppression and actively
work to challenge and change class elitism. Our activism is not
collectively organized under any one rubric so it often is easy
for mainstream status quo culture to pretend that we and our
activism do not exist. Many folks with economic privilege,
whether progressive or not, have begun to critically question
consumer capitalism, both the ethic of greed it encourages and
the obsession with getting that it rewards. Across race, class, gender,
and sexual practice individuals share the obsession with getting.
Working in the public school systems, sharing and teaching about
justice, I find that the one common yearning children share,
whether they are in fancy private schools with small classrooms
or huge overcrowded institutions, is the longing to be wealthy.
Already they identify with ruling class values, already they are
obsessed with getting. No wonder children are viewed as the
new consumers, the new market, and by the end of the year
2000 they will have spent more than five hundred billion dollars.
These children, like their adult peers, do not link their longing
for wealth with uncritical acceptance and support of transnational
white supremacist capitalist patriarchy. They simply believe they
are longing for the “good life” and that this life has to be bought.
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Increasingly, though, we hear from individual voices that dare to
share that economic privilege does not necessarily bring the good
life. In many self-help and new age books, folks with privilege are
encouraged to be mindful about their relationship to money. Books
like Your Money or Your Life, by Joe Dominguez and Vicki Robin,
remind us of the human costs to pursuing great wealth. Many of
the young folks who have acquired great wealth before the age of
forty as a result of their work in the field of new technologies
willingly testify that they work long hours to make, sustain, and
reproduce this wealth. And like those who have acquired wealth or
excessive economic privilege before them, they often find when
they make time for something other than work that the space is
empty, or the culture of getting is all they know, so they make their
personal life an extension of their economic life.

In Let’s Develop, social therapist Fred Newman calls attention
to the reality that the culture of getting often leads most of us
to be “depr ived, emotionally disadvantaged, and
underdeveloped.” He makes the observation that getting is
not necessarily immoral but that “it’s simply that, like
cholesterol, in many life situations getting isn’t very good for
our emotional health.” The only way to counter the culture
of getting is to give. Significantly, Newman shares this powerful
insight: “Everyday sexism, racism and the other isms are as
much the products of the culture of getting as they are
expressions of the way the economy and politics are organized.
In the absence of creating a new emotional culture, there
doesn’t seem to be much hope of doing a lot about them.”
Indeed, concern for their emotional well-being, concern about
everyday racism, sexism, and homophobia are often the issues
that lead individuals to question the politics of class, to
interrogate their relationship to capitalism, to money, to giving.
It is no accident that outspoken critiques of race and gender
inequities are often silent about class. For class touches us all in
the place where we live, whether we are economically
advantaged or disadvantaged. Folks without privilege, who are
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yearning to have, do not want to be critical of class elitism, and
folks with privilege, who want to maintain it at the expense of
others, are careful not to talk about ending class hierarchies.

When I use the rubric of transnational white supremacist
capitalist patriarchy as the standard by which I measure my own
engagement with systems of domination, it is always the politics
of class that calls out the deepest challenge. In the space of race
and gender I am most likely to stand among those victimized;
class is the one place where I have a choice about where I stand.
Many folks with economic privilege who remain silent about
economic injustice are silent because they do not want to
interrogate where they stand. Sadly, all too often they stand in a
place that is hypocritical. To challenge racism or sexism or both
without linking these systems to economic structures of
exploitation and our collective participation in the upholding
and maintenance of such structures, however marginal that
engagement may be, is ultimately to betray a vision of justice for
all. Such hypocrisy has been displayed blatantly by Western feminists
from privileged classes (most of whom are white) who deplore
sexist mistreatment of women by men, while condoning paying
women of color both here and abroad inadequate wages (often to
perform the labor that “frees” the privileged to be liberated career
women) or supporting the elimination of welfare. The transnational
corporate capitalist agenda is gendered and racialized.

All too often the freedom that Western women prize is won at
the price of the enslavement of women elsewhere. To deny this
fact is to deny the link between global capital and the local capitalist
regime which governs our lives. When we remember that women
are half of the human race, the poorest citizens on the planet
performing approximately two-thirds of the world’s work and
earning about one tenth of the worlds income and less than one-
hundredth of its property, we face more directly the
interconnectedness of race, class, and gender. Early on in feminist
movement, revolutionary feminist thinkers critiqued the reformist
notion that economic power was synonymous with freedom.
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In Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, I challenged the
assumption that paid work would liberate women, calling
attention to the fact that when bourgeois white women talked
about work as liberating they meant careers. In recent years
many of these economically privileged women have abandoned
competitive careerism because it did not “liberate” them or
enable them to have a balance. Like well-off men they found
themselves placing work above all else. When we work too
much and are bereft of meaningful time, we overcompen-sate
by spending. This is why children and teenagers are the new
consumers; they are given economic rewards in place of genuine
engagement and connection by parents who are not fully
emotionally developed and who lack time.

In her most recent work, feminist thinker Julie Matthaei
champions feminist critique of competitive careering. Her essay
“Healing Ourselves, Healing Our Economy: Paid Work, Unpaid
Work, and the Next Stage of Feminist Economic
Transformation” chronicles the shift in feminist thinking about
labor. She finds it hopeful that women are bringing a relational
ethics of care into the public sphere—one that calls for socially
responsible consumption and investment: “These movements
urge people to use their purchasing power and investment dollars
to pressure firms to be socially responsible—by supporting firms
that are ‘green’ (environmentally friendly), family friendly and
feminist and anti-racist, uninvolved in military, cigarette or alcohol
production, worker-owned, etc. These movements organize
consumers and investors to choose on criteria other than simple
cost minimization/profit maximization thus supporting the
movement for socially responsible entrepreneurship.” Matthaei
sees these choices as supporting our “true self-interest in a safe,
sustainable, healthy, and just economy and society.”

In order to end oppressive class hierarchy we must think against
the grain. Resisting unnecessary consumerism, living simply, and
abundantly sharing resources are the easiest ways to begin an
economic shift that will ultimately create balance. Job sharing
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where a living wage is paid to everyone is another crucial way
to address both unemployment and the need to provide parents,
female and male, more time to create positive home environments
where they can parent effectively. Working to create electoral
politics wherein as citizens we can vote for where we want our
tax dollars to go, for education or military spending, for aid to
the poor and disenfranchised or military spending. Many citizens
of this nation would welcome the opportunity to pay their tax
dollars for institutional services that redistribute wealth. Our
interdependency and care for neighbors and strangers could be
highlighted by programs that would allow those with materially
plenty to economically support families in need and deduct this
money from taxes. Ironically, one can deduct money sent to the
poor in other countries but not if we give to those who are
desperately needy where we live.

The need for safe affordable housing will be the economic
issue that will soon galvanize the American public as the middle-
class and lower-middle-class folks increasingly find themselves
economically displaced and without access to shelter. Hopefully,
they will join with the disenfranchised poor, the homeless, to
demand affordable housing. Perhaps the progressive rich will
consider buying land and creating not just affordable housing
but positive diverse communities that are founded on democratic
principles that promote the well-being of everyone. Until such
communities abound we will have no evidence to prove that
communalism works, that localized democratic government that
coexists with the state can improve lives. The time to join together
and reimagine our economic futures is now. The time to rethink
class, to find out where we stand is now.

I began this book expressing my fear that I did not know
enough hard-core economic jargon to talk meaningfully about
class. However, my silence, like all our silences about class, easily
becomes part of the collusion, part of our acquiescence and
participation in unjust economic practices, an unwitting
support of class elitism. Most folks I meet in life, and I meet



where we stand164

thousands of strangers while lecturing around the nation, want
to cross the boundaries of class to know folks with diverse
class experiences. It is this longing that will inspire us to find
the ways to end exploitative and oppressive class hierarchies.
As I have confessed, crossing class boundaries is no simple
journey, even when we are among family and kin who have
diverse class backgrounds.

I am thankful to have been raised in this nation by poor
rural grandparents who farmed, who were in many ways self-
sufficient, by parents who were working class and proud of
their capacity to work hard and well. They taught me to honor
labor, whether paid or unpaid, to love the poor, to learn from
them for all they have to teach us about survival. They taught
me that to be poor was no cause for shame, that one’s dignity
and integrity of being could never be determined by money,
by market values. To love the poor among us, to acknowledge
their essential goodness and humanity is a mighty challenge to
class hierarchy. Had my grandparents—sharecroppers and
farmers—and my parents—maids and janitors—not taught me
to look past class, to look past the trappings of money to see
the inner self, I might never have learned to value myself and
others rightfully. For this shared wisdom, borne of their
experiences of enslavement, of indentured servitude, of hard
labor in the white supremacist capitalist patriarchal south, has
helped me not only to know where I stand but to stand firm.

My class allegiance and solidarity will always be with working
people, folk of all classes, who see money as useful insomuch as
it enhances our well-being. The time will come when wealth
will be redistributed, when the workers of the world will once
again unite—standing for economic justice—for a world where
we can all have enough to live fully and well.



HORIZONTALITY: COLLECTIVE MANAGEMENT IN DEMOCRATIC WORKPLACES

HOW TO INTEGRATE LEADERSHIP INTO YOUR STRUCTURE 
• Job differentiation: clear definition, expectations, understanding (who's job is it to...?)

• Delegation

• Committees/working groups

HOW TO DEVELOP LEADERSHIP INTENTIONALLY

MENTORSHIP
• Pairing

• Teams

• Buddies

• Identifying and 

encouraging leadership
• Experienced leaders 

exercising restraint
• Making space for potential 

leaders to ask group, 
individuals for assistance 
and feedback 

SKILL BUILDING
• Professional development 

budget
• Cross training

• Pairing

• Rotation

• Mentorship

• Breaking down skills 

rather than just doing 
them

COOPERATIVE EDUCATION 
• Orientation: to 

organizational structure 
• Manuals, written materials 

to refer to
• Power: It's not about 

getting your way, it's 
about thinking together 

• We're still living in 

capitalism. People come 
in and they don't know 
how to participate within a 
democracy. 

DELEGATION  
• Do this thing and 

report back 
• Capacity

• Identify, appreciate, 

utilize skills that people 
bring

SELF AWARENESS 
• Assessment

• HR/ personnel

• Planning

• Trust building

• Clear definition, 

expectations, who's 
doing what, whose job 
is it to... 

RESOURCES

• The Tyranny of Structurelessness, Jo Freeman

• Collective Visioning, Linda Stout

ANTI-OPPRESSION RESOURCE AND TRAINING ALLIANCE
www.aortacollective.org



All their conversations were like this, exhausting to the doctor and unsatisfying 
to Shevek, yet intensely interesting to both. They were Shevek’s only means of 
exploring the new world that awaited him. The ship itself, and Kimoe’s mind. 
were his microcosm. There were no books aboard the Mindful, the officers avoided 
Shevek, and the crewmen were kept strictly out of his way. As for the doctor’s 
mind, though intelligent and certainly well-meaning, it was a jumble of intellectual 
artifacts even more confusing than all the gadgets, appliances, and conveniences 
that filled the ship. These latter Shevek found entertaining; everything was so 
lavish, stylish, and inventive; but the furniture of Kimoe’s intellect he did not find 
so comfortable. Kimoe’s ideas never seemed to be able to go in a straight line; they 
had to walk around this and avoid that, and then they ended up smack against a 
wall. There were walls around all his thoughts, and he seemed utterly unaware of 
them, though he was perpetually hiding behind them. Only once did Shevek see 
them breached, in all their days of conversation between the worlds.

He had asked why there were no women on the ship, and Kimoe had replied 
that running a space freighter was not women’s work. History courses and his 
knowledge of Odo’s writings gave Shevek a context in which to understand this 
tautological answer, and he said no more. But the doctor asked a question in return, 
a question about Anarres. “Is it true. Dr. Shevek, that women in your society are 
treated exactly like men?”

“That would be a waste of good equipment,” said Shevek with a laugh, and then a 
second laugh as the full ridiculousness of the idea grew upon him.

The doctor hesitated, evidently picking his way around one of the obstacles in his 
mind, then looked flustered, and said, “Oh, no, I didn’t mean sexually — obviously 
you — they ...I meant in the matter of their social status.”

From the first chapter of The Dispossessed
by Ursula K. Le Guin



“Status is the same as class?”

Kimoe tried to explain status, failed, and went back to the first topic. “Is there 
really no distinction between men’s work and women’s work?”

“Well, no. it seems a very mechanical basis for the division of labor, doesn’t it? A 
person chooses work according to interest, talent, strength — what has the sex to 
do with that?”

“Men are physically stronger,” the doctor asserted with professional finality.

“Yes, often, and larger, but what does that matter when we have machines? And 
even when we don’t have machines, when we must dig with the shovel or cany 
on the back, the men maybe work faster — the big ones — but the women work 
longer...Often I have wished I was as tough as a woman.”

Kimoe stared at him, shocked out of politeness. “But the loss of — of everything 
feminine — of delicacy — and the loss of masculine self-respect — You 
can’t pretend, surely, in your work, that women are your equals? In physics, in 
mathematics, in the intellect? You can’t pretend to lower yourself constantly to 
their level?”

Shevek sat in the cushioned, comfortable chair and looked around the officers’ 
lounge. On the viewscreen the brilliant curve of Urras hung still against black 
space, like a blue-green opal. That lovely sight, and the lounge, had become 
familiar to Shevek these last days, but now the bright colors, the curvilinear chairs, 
the hidden lighting, the game tables and television screens and soft carpeting, all 
of it seemed as alien as it bad the first time he saw it

“I don’t think I pretend very much, Kimoe,” he said.

“Of course, I have known highly intelligent women, women who could think Just 
like a man,” the doctor said, hurriedly, aware that he had been almost shouting — 
that be had, Shevek thought, been pounding his hands against the locked door 
and shouting...



Shevek turned the conversation, but he went on thinking about it. This matter of 
superiority and inferiority must be a central one in Urrasti social life. If to respect 
himself Kimoe had to consider half the human race as inferior to him, how then did 
women manage to respect themselves — did they consider men inferior? And how 
did all that affect their sex lives? He knew from Odo’s writings that two hundred 
years ago the main Urrasti sexual institutions had been “marriage,” a partnership 
authorized and enforced by legal and economic sanctions, and “prostitution,” 
which seemed merely to be a wider term, copulation in the economic mode. Odo 
had condemned them both, and yet Odo had been “married.” And anyhow the 
institutions might have changed greatly in two hundred years. If he was going to 
live on Urras and with the Urrasti, he had better find out.

It was strange that even sex, the source of so much solace, delight, and joy for so 
many years, could overnight become an unknown territory where he must tread 
carefully and know his ignorance; yet it was so. He was warned not only by Kimoe’s 
queer burst of scorn and anger, but by a previously vague impression which that 
episode brought into focus. When first aboard the ship, in those long hours of 
fever and despair, he had been distracted, sometimes pleased and sometimes 
irritated, by a grossly simple sensation: the softness of the bed. Though only a 
bunk, its mattress gave under his weight with caressing suppleness. It yielded to 
him, yielded so insistently that he was, still, always conscious of it while falling 
asleep. Both the pleasure and the irritation it produced in him were decidedly 
erotic. There was also the hot-air nozzle-towel device: the same kind of effect a 
tickling. And the design of the furniture in the officers’ lounge, the smooth plastic 
curves into which stubborn wood and steel had been forced, the smoothness and 
delicacy of surfaces and textures: were these not also faintly, pervasively erotic? He 
knew himself well enough to be sure that a few days without Takver, even under 
great stress, should not get him so worked up that he felt a woman in every table 
top. Not unless the woman was really there.

Were Urrasti cabinetmakers all celibate?

He gave it up; he would find out, soon enough, on Urras.




