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(Former Secretary of Labor Robert Reich will be visiting Daily Kos tomorrow to answer questions about his new book, Supercapitalism.  If you've read it, or if you've read one of his earlier books like Reason: Why Liberals Will Win the Battle for America, or if you've listened to Dr. Reich's commentaries on public radio, this is your chance to discuss his ideas.  So be sure to stop by.)

Who doesn't love a bargain?  For the last few months, I've been fighting the lure of those big, flat LCD televisions.  I'm no great videophile, they all look great to me (compared to the old set I have), and best of all, every time I walk in a store, they're cheaper.  It's amazing, really.  It' a wonder of the free market.

Only, as it turns out, the free market isn't.  Free, that is.  

In Supercapitalism: The Transformation of Business, Democracy, and Everyday Life, Robert Reich agrees that global capitalism had made goods both cheaper and more plentiful.  However, the price tag at the store doesn't represent the full price we pay for this consumer bounty.  In creating not just a market, but an international culture, driven almost entirely by price, we've sacrificed much of our ability to control the actions of corporations or even the quality of our own lives.

The tendency when looking at globalization is to blame the giant international corporations, but Reich has another villian at the center of the story.  You.  You and me.  You and me and our constant search for a cheaper pair of socks, a better deal on a car, that beautiful cheap 47" TV.  The consumer culture we've built creates an enormous pressure on price -- a pressure that far outweighs every other factor shaping the actions of corporations.  Reich's picture of the people serving up those child-labor sneakers and lead-painted toys isn't one of corporate Snideley Whiplashes rubbing their hands together in glee.  It's of corporations desperately trying to keep up with the demands of consumers for more, more, more delivered cheaper, cheaper, cheaper.

But whether they're driven by greed, survival, or a mixture of the two, the result is the same.  Price trumps everything.  Pass a law that protects labor?  Good for you, but the corporations will find another place to make their goods cheaper.  Pass a law against pollution?  How nice.  They'll go somewhere else not so particular.  And when they've found that place where they can operate without scrutiny, for the cost of a few bribes, will you turn up your nose at the products they put on your local shelves?  Of course not.  You've got to make a good impression at work.  You've got to get your ever-growing kids outfitted for the new school year.  

To deliver that new television at such a great price, the company making it will chop their payroll, move assembly off shore, buy their parts piecemeal from companies you've never heard of, and sell it directly to select "big box" stories, leaving your local retailers (if you still have any) out in the cold.  Will they tell you about the safety record of the factory in Bangladesh?  Will they talk about the metallic salts spilled over east Africa while mining for all those elements it took to make the electronics?  No.  What they will tell you is that their set is $200 cheaper than their competitors.  Consumers will turn out in droves.

Not only does Reich hold consumers responsible for many of the ills brought by international corporations, he turns other pieces of conventional thought on their head.  He looks back on the monopolies and near monopolies that many corporations had after World War II, and doesn't present this as an entirely bad thing.  Our world in the 1960s was controlled by many fewer companies, and those companies were much more highly regulated.  The result was much less corporate innovation and relatively higher prices.  But the result was also more stability, jobs that were more dependable, and corporations that -- while in some ways having more power -- were less able to shape our politics.

Not all of Reich's reversals are easily swallowed.  He's quick to forgive the high salaries awarded corporate CEOs, looking at them as an aspect of the less stable market.  But in doing so he ignores how much higher US executive salaries are than those elsewhere, and forgets that every corporate worker is sharing that risk -- often to a much greater extent -- even though the ratio between their pay and that of the people a the top has grown enormously.  

In the end what Reich has to say is that both left and right are wrong in their view of capitalism.  Corporations are not people.  They're not moral or immoral.  They just are.  And if that sounds too corporate friendly, Reich makes a terrific case for why corporations should not be given the political clout and legal protections of human citizens.  In his view, a corporation should have both the responsibilities and rights of a table lamp.  

The right is at least as wrong in viewing the market as some kind of self-correcting "natural" system that always tends to produce an overall benefit.  There's no evidence of this now, or ever.  In fact, history shows that the market needs constant adjustment and correction -- often involving huge amounts of government support that the "free market" advocates are quick to forget when the numbers are going up.

And both sides are wrong in the assumption that democracy requires, or is even related to, free market capitalism.  The new global capitalism, the Supercapitalism that shrugs off national boundaries in that eternal search for a lower price, not only shares nothing in common with democracy it's the enemy of democracy.

Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm off to watch my blurry old 19" TV.

See http://www.dailykos.com/storyonly/2007/9/19/05746/6142  
