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Introduction: Speculations on the Digital 
Economy 
Digitalization is undermining capitalism, and as it does so, a lot is going to change—the problem is, we 

don’t know exactly what those changes will be because they have not yet occurred. That’s precisely why 

I call these essays “Speculations.” I wrote them to speculate, to follow the logic, to see where it might 

take me.  

As it turns out, the possibilities are astonishing. As I will explain, the expansion of digitalization into 

nearly everything undermines the most basic assumptions of life on earth that we, who live in a 

capitalist society, hold. The central thesis is that the changes ahead are on a par with the transition from 

feudalism to capitalism, except that we are going from capitalism to postcapitalism—an inadequate 

name to be sure, yet the best name at this time before the new age becomes obvious. Because of this 

thesis, the essays collected here are wide ranging. They explore economics, politics, business, religion, 

climate change, and more. Many of them only provide highlights of much deeper arguments I am 

making in additional books on postcapitalism. I am, in fact, working on a four book series that will 

address the challenges, the opportunities, and the new way of thinking postcapitalism will engender. 

I need to make one thing very clear: Although I believe that this move to postcapitalism is inevitable and 

presents an opportunity to create a new world, I do not approach this work as an advocate of 

postcapitalism. Postcapitalism, in my view, is going to happen. Capitalism will not be able to continue 

under circumstances in which, as we will see, markets malfunction. There is no need for an anti-

capitalist movement. There are no laws to champion, no candidates to elect. But that doesn’t mean 

there is nothing to do. 
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The outcome emanating from the digitalized postcapitalist disruption will be shaped by these forces: the 

implicit metaphors of the digitalized world, the intrinsic logic of that world, and the complementary 

ideas that define the societal conversation around postcapitalism. We have the opportunity to define a 

new common sense, a new set of accepted assumptions about how the world works, and the nature of 

the conversation we are going to have. Involvement in that conversation—yours, mine, and 

everyone’s—is the only position I strongly advocate. What is necessary isn’t a set of policy 

considerations; it is thought, ideas, and themes. We need people who care enough to think, write, and 

talk. We need you. 

So, let that be both my invitation and my introduction. I hope you will enter these pages with the same 

curiosity and fire that got me to write them. I hope you will find them stimulating. And I hope you will 

join us at www.postcapfuture.com to make sure you know when the new books in the series come out, 

and join the conversation. 

--Anthony Signorelli, August, 2017 
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Four Dimensions Driving the Fall of 
Capitalism 
 

Right now, in 2017, we stand at the cusp of the most consequential societal change since capitalism 

replaced feudalism across Europe in the 14th to 16th centuries. We face more than a mere economic 

shift. Just as capitalism wrought profound changes in religion, political systems, and economic life itself, 

the rise of postcapitalism will be just as sweeping and profound. New postcapitalist structures and 

capabilities will change not only all the systems, values, and principles determining how things operate; 

postcapitalism will change the very nature of how human beings perceive the world. It will do so along 

four dimensions—changing technology, social structures, novel ideas, and exogenous shock.  

Four Dimensions in the Break with Feudalism 
Many historians have written about the breakdown of feudalism as an economic system. One such 

account comes from Paul Mason in his book Postcapitalism: A Guide to Our Future. Mason outlines four 

main drivers in the decline of feudalism, summarized as follows: 

• The Black Death hit Europe in the 1300s, and in the span of six years, it had killed a quarter of 

Europe’s population. With 25 percent less people to work the fields, labor found itself with new 

power over production, and the result was a destabilized social order spanning several decades.  

• Banking took off and grew through the pre-Renaissance and Renaissance periods. Its acceptance 

and growth laid the financial roots of capitalism, while simultaneously undercutting the political 

power structures of feudal society.  

• The conquest of the Americas, including the pillage and plunder of gold and other treasures 

from the societies that were already there, resulted in the conquistadores’ theft of 1.3 million 
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ounces of gold. The resulting new wealth fueled the rise of capitalism and the fall of feudalism 

as a virtual revolution swept through the European economies.  

• The invention of the printing press brought the written word to the masses for the first time, but 

with very profound consequences. It also brought together segments of society in the print shop 

that did not normally interact.  

Large historical epochs emerge and disappear over long periods of time and in Mason’s descriptions, it is 

clear that the break with feudalism is no exception. The Black Death occurred between 1347 and 1353, 

the first printing press went into production 1450, and the plunder of the Americas was a 16th century 

phenomena—in other words, it took at least 50 to 200 years for the transition to unfold. During that 

time, multiple factors affecting economic life, as well as religious and political life, were transformed. 

Yes, it was a move from feudalism to capitalism, but it was also a much bigger move from medieval 

times to modernity. 

As we move into the postcapitalist era, we can expect two things. First, it will take time, but it will 

probably move much more quickly than the feudalism-to-capitalism transition. Second, the current 

transition will also be multifaceted and reach far across the many realms of human existence—even into 

realms of which most of our culture is currently unaware. Economic, religion, politics, yes, but we are 

due for a similar revolution of consciousness, attitude, social structures, and relationship with the 

natural environment. Societal level changes like the development of postcapitalism create deep and 

wide-ranging change—so much so that we become, actually, different kinds of people.  

As Mason says in his book, a good place to start is the complex interplay of the four factors he laid out—

changing technology, social structure challenges and change, ideas, and exogenous shock. Let’s look at 

each of these. 
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Changing Technology 
If the most profound technological change accompanying the decline of feudalism was the printing 

press, the technological change driving the end of capitalism is the digitalization of nearly everything. 

While people often speak of the rapid transition of technology, they often miss the true impact of this 

change. As we have digitalized the economy, it has changed our social practices and structures, how we 

measure and determine class, how markets operate, how social networks are built, our perceptions of 

our bodies, and even our relationships with company, country, and God.  

Digitalized information is becoming the currency of the new postcapitalist economy. It isn’t just that 

information is important; it is driving value up while making it impossible to price that value. 

Digitalization will undo markets because digital products—and all products are becoming increasingly 

digital in nature—have no marginal cost of production. That is, there is no incremental cost to creating 

the second one. Record music or write a book, put it online for distribution, and while the creation 

involves cost and effort, there is no difference in the cost of production whether one person or a million 

people download the product. In other words, supply is infinite, and if supply is infinite, then the law of 

supply and demand can no longer work and markets cannot function. Capitalism, therefore, breaks 

down. 

In a digitalized world, two things are likely to matter most: the ability to process digits and the ability to 

connect digits. Processing digits has come a very long way indeed. Few people realize that the $600 

iPhone they carry around with them has approximately 120 million times more computing power than 

the multi-million dollar Apollo Guidance Computer that was used to put the first men on the moon.  

That is a rapid change in computing power. What is today’s equivalent? The supercomputer running 

predictive models of weather, markets, and human behavior, which is a far step above the computing 

power to calculate answers from data.  Supercomputers will also shrink, and this will put the processing 
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power of a supercomputer into the hands of millions within the next 50 to 100 years. Finally, processing 

power is changing in the form of artificial intelligence, which is quickly eclipsing the power of the best 

thinkers in the world, much as precision machinery eclipsed the best craftsmen in the world. In all these 

cases, quantum leaps are occurring in both the speed and the quantity of digits processed, and in those 

quantum leaps, new worlds are possible. 

The ability to connect digits is carried today through two key aspects of the internet. The first aspect is 

the actual high speed, broadband internet lines, the networks of wireless communications, and the giant 

server farms hosting all that data, processing it, and providing its usefulness in storage and connectivity.  

The second aspect is what is built on that infrastructure. These are the online networks like Facebook 

and Twitter, the software as a service (SaaS) models for business, like Salesforce.com or Marketo, and 

the communities of joint production, like Linux, Wordpress, Wikipedia, and even fan fiction. Some of 

these products are offered in a capitalist form as subscriptions, while others are totally free and one gets 

access over the internet.  

As connection and processing speeds increase, as products are increasingly digitalized, and as new 

capabilities enable us all to change things in ways we cannot even foresee, qualitative changes will 

cascade through society because—just as they did with the printing press—these technological changes 

will alter social, political, economic, and religious relationships. Luther could not have led the Protestant 

Reformation without the printing press because it required people have their own copy of the bible so 

they could read it. Descartes could not have popularized his vision of the mechanistic universe without 

the printing press either. Only history will tell us who the contemporary Luther and Descartes will turn 

out to be, but we can rely on that fact that whoever it is, their ideas, frameworks, and reshaping of 

human perception will not be possible without the digitalization of the economy and all the technology 

developing to support it.  
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Social Struggle and Change 
The social struggle that accompanied the waning of feudalism was evident in the history of the period, 

including the religious massacres and Inquisitions, economic uprisings, land revolts, and outright political 

revolutions. Major shifts in civilization must include these struggles, and we expect nothing less as 

postcapitalism emerges. 

The social struggle befalling the end of capitalism will be different than anything anyone has ever 

imagined. It’s not about the working class revolting as in the labor movements of the 19th and early 

20th centuries, although there are elements of that. It’s not a Marxist proletariat revolution against the 

bourgeoisie, although there are elements of that as well. Globalized capitalism, on the eve of the 

digitalization of everything, is facing a new and different challenge. 

The Occupy movement, even though it didn’t last long, illustrated some of the new dynamics. It showed 

that discontent with the global order is, in fact, global. Demonstrations broke out not only on Wall 

Street, but in cities across America, in Madrid, London, and Berlin, and in other cities throughout the 

world. Public discontent is ubiquitous because economic conditions are difficult, people cannot seem to 

make progress, and they feel increasingly enslaved by growing debt and stagnant wages. 

This discontent is not reflected only in progressive global movements however. It is also expressed in 

the xenophobic rise of right wing ideas. Today, the Donald Trump phenomena both roils America and is 

expressing the real fears of ordinary people. Fascist ideas are rising again as people instinctively look for 

a figure who can “get us out of this mess.” Germany, France, and Italy all have growing right wing 

parties, and Britain expressed its discontent by voting to withdraw from the European Union. These are 

all signs of the same social struggles. 

The problem, however, goes beyond the West. China has hundreds of protests every day which we do 

not hear about in the West. ISIS is possible only because of the profound discontent among the people it 
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recruits—from the streets of Muslim dominated cities like Peshawar to the immigrant neighborhoods of 

Paris, Brussels, and Minneapolis. Japan has stagnated for decades, and Russia has embraced its own 

strongman in Putin. 

In all these cases, what is different and what ties it all together is the global network. Never before in 

history was that possible. Digitalization is creating novel social structures that enable people in these far 

flung locations to connect, communicate, and most importantly, belong. In each case, there is a 

profound sense of powerlessness in these global locations—and the universal complaint is an attempt to 

gain some control or power over their own circumstances. Capitalism created globalization. It 

profoundly disempowered nearly all people, but so far, that disempowerment has been felt and 

expressed largely at the margins, while the social center stands bewildered by it all. But the force of 

globalization is shrinking the center, just as it was designed to do. Bewilderment is giving way to 

commitment, and people are lining up on different ends of the spectrum. 

In other words, social struggles will find various manifestations as people try to find a way to thrive, but 

in their frustration, social struggle may easily become social strife. If it does, it will almost certainly 

center on the condemnation of the other, defined through race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, or 

some other differentiating feature. Yet the strife will be driven by new class distinctions having to do 

with access to networks, novel invention, and real economy access—i.e., food, water, clothing, shelter.  

The difference between those who have wealth and access versus those who do not is likely to remain a 

major dividing line, and the pressures for migration will force these groups together.  

These are manifestations of social economic struggle, but it is likely that the biggest changes will be in 

religion. If the various forces devalue work in the ways we have outlined, the religious doctrines that 

rose to reinforce capitalism will disintegrate—and they may be disintegrating already. There are 

religious notions against sloth, for example, and celebrating the sanctity of productive work. Success is 



Speculations  DRAFT 

Speculations on Postcapitalism FREE SAMPLER                 ©2017 Anthony Signorelli Page 12 

understood in religious terms as a blessing from God, thereby implying that the non-successful are not 

as loved by the same God. These doctrines can be upheld so long as work leads to money and to 

participation in the economy. But a breakdown in that possibility opens the door to very different and 

novel religious doctrines. 

Already today, within the capitalist system, this change is reflected in financialization—the notion that 

you can make money through rents, interest, and dividends rather than through work. It is carried in the 

notion of a business model that does not require your time—known as “passive income”—a capitalist 

ideal limited to the upper middle class and above. It is a privilege of ownership. 

When the devaluation of work becomes a mass experience, the indoctrinated will be at a loss. What am 

I to do? What is life for? Have we been tricked? How do we eat? These existential questions will arise, 

and religion will need to find answers. For some, the answers appear in a regression to pre-modern 

thought patterns, worldviews, and doctrines. They will find solace in various forms of fundamentalism, 

believing somehow that very old books have the answers to what ails them. For others, there will be a 

re-assessment of the religious texts and doctrines, looking for new and different meanings. And for a 

third group, we may see an increase in consciousness—a new spirituality that does not rely on moral 

rules, codes of ethics, clergy intermediaries, or other traditions, but rather on awakening consciousness. 

Digitalization will open new vistas of perception and we may expect a consciousness revolution to bring 

true consciousness out of the rhetoric of the alternative and into the mainstream. It will remain to be 

seen which route wins the hearts and minds of people at mass scales, but I am pretty sure that all three 

will be active through the confusion and difficulty of the coming period.  

New Ideas 
The third element driving feudal collapse and the rise of capitalism was new ideas and principles. Chief 

among these were notions of the private ownership of property, the relocation of sovereignty from a 
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king or nobleman to the masses and to individuals, and the rule of law. Protestantism disintermediated 

one’s relationship with God, making clergy largely unnecessary. Perhaps the most innovative legal idea 

was the invention of the corporation. Many of these ideas, which seem so basic to us today, were the 

source of enormous, long drawn-out political, religious, and military battles over hundreds of years. 

Some were social battles--massacres, witch hunts, and burnings at the stake occurred in the name and 

defense of these ideas. Indeed, many of them were at the very source of the American Revolution. 

And yet, it did not stop there. Science introduced all new ideas and processes, and the imagination of 

the machine developed. Capital and labor came to be understood as guiding concepts, and all these 

ideas promulgated themselves into society at all levels. So thorough has been the indoctrination that 

today in America, it seems that everything comes down to money—as if there is no other value worth 

valuing. But at the time when capitalism was replacing feudalism, these were all revolutionary ideas. 

So, where are our revolutionary ideas today? 

We are at a very nascent stage of new ideas. Political and economic rhetoric are drawing mostly on old 

ideas—the strongman to save us, xenophobia, socialist principles, and the power of central planning. 

Most of the truly new ideas are yet to come, but we can see possibilities. 

As one example, the internet has spawned the much wider use of a legal idea called the Creative 

Commons. This idea allows people to publish and freely redistribute content that they did not create 

themselves, provided they simply give appropriate credit to the author and do not sell it. No royalties, 

no payments. Content leaders using the internet have advanced content to create and establish 

networks.  

This notion of a creative commons, however, is revolutionary in terms of capitalism, for it begins to 

undercut the core principle of private property. It suggests that there is a commons into which creative 
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work may be contributed, and that, while there is value there, no one can sell it. While individual artists, 

authors, thinkers, and musicians may use the Creative Commons in their own ways, the same idea 

supports the collaborative work of Wikipedia and similar online communities.  

A second nascent idea is a new corporate format called the B Corporation. For hundreds of years, the 

normal C Corporation evolved from a special privilege granted only for public purpose to a ubiquitous 

organizational form. It has gained its power primarily from excluding everything from consideration 

other than profit, the accumulation of capital, and the deployment of capital, all in the shareholder 

interest. It motivated boards, executives, employees, and suppliers to focus only on those outcomes. 

Not only was this a cultural issue, it was a legal issue. Everyone involved had fiduciary responsibilities to 

serve shareholder interests.  

Critics of the corporation, including myself, have long noted that so long as the structure of the 

corporation involves these inherent biases, it will not be able to create change. One response was to 

create the new B Corporation—a for-profit corporation with all the benefits of traditional incorporation, 

but which could also include public benefit into its charter and bylaws, thereby accomplishing two 

things: the expansion of responsibilities for leaders, and relief from the burden of focusing all energy 

only on profit and capital accumulation—a change in the inherent behavior broadly practiced today. 

Almost thirty states have adopted statutes to allow the formation of B Corporations, and the list is 

growing. Far more than national health insurance or the social safety net, this idea alone could produce 

a dramatic, albeit long-term, change in society. Leaders have not been allowed to allocate corporate 

resources to public benefit in the past; now, boards and executives can determine the goods they want 

to create outside the C Corporation restrictions, and can apply the resources accordingly, without fear of 

a lawsuit for breach of fiduciary responsibility to shareholders. 
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I am the first to admit that this new power could be used for good or for ill. Ostensibly, what one person 

sees as a “public benefit,” another may see as public harm. Many debates will play out among these 

ideas. But there is no doubt that as B Corporations catch on and become a major form of business 

organization, the relentless drive to profit and capital accumulation will be relativized. Mission 

statements will be more than mere HR tools for rallying the troops and “capturing their hearts,” and the 

impact of business structures in the waning days of capitalism may be very different indeed. 

A third relatively nascent idea is the so-called Gospel of Abundance. This notion has become near 

doctrine in certain conservative evangelical churches, new age spiritual circles, and even the personal 

development realm. Although far from a defining doctrine for the culture today, it may hold the seeds of 

the doctrine religion will use to replace the vaunted Protestant work ethic. At its core, this notion states, 

the world is an abundant and giving place, and it has blessed me by giving me what I have. The idea is to 

expect abundance to bless you, but also to provide permission to enjoy it. The blessings are decidedly 

divorced from any sense of earning it. Maybe you worked and maybe you didn’t, but clearly you were 

blessed, so be grateful. Although I am quite certain those who promulgated this notion never intended 

it, there could hardly be a better doctrinal idea for the eventual acceptance of postcapitalist ideas like 

universal basic income. 

Exogenous Shocks 
Feudalism had the Black Death; capitalism has climate change. So far, climate change has not become an 

exogenous shock because the effects are largely localized and gradual, but that is likely to change.  

Recall that during feudalism, the Black Death wiped out 25 percent of Europe’s people.  This tipped the 

balance of the feudal system irretrievably. The shortage of labor gave the workers an economic 

advantage, and that destabilized the system. Labor did not win in the end, but this change in the power 
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structure initiated the changes in the system. Long running mutual allegiances between land owner and 

serf—allegiances that were the bond of the system—fell away.  

Climate change is going to disrupt capitalism at its own base—in terms of the capitalistic global order. 

Productive centers of agriculture will change, areas now full of people will become uninhabitable, and 

activities previously unthinkable in some areas will become newly possible. Massive migration will 

almost certainly result, and it will deeply challenge governments and people.  

There are many good volumes being written about putting a stop to climate change, but to me it seems 

inevitable that we will not stop it without the shock of catastrophe. As it is experienced more and more, 

it will be evident that capitalism cannot cope. At that point, humanity will become very creative indeed. 

Many other sources of exogenous shock are possible, but largely unpredictable. These include 

everything from nuclear annihilation to ecosystem collapse, GMO releases gone bad, and financial 

collapse that cannot be socialized. While these are all possible, the most likely source remains climate 

change.  

We can also expect a technology shock that will take us beyond the basic tech changes outlined above—

the development and deployment of robots and artificial intelligence. Digitalization, of course, is the 

foundation for these developments, but robots and artificial intelligence are going to change who we 

are as people. Already, a small number of kids are growing up interacting with robots, and as they are 

socialized to the robot, expectations regarding human interactions are changing. Kids with these 

experiences frequently report that they prefer interacting with the robot because it is safe—thereby 

simplifying their perception of what to expect in interactions, and not equipping them for the difficulties 

of dealing with real people.  
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As robots take over labor, and artificial intelligence takes over thinking, we will face a new kind of 

existential crisis—what are people supposed to do? This will be existential because capitalism provides 

an answer: work, earn money, and buy things. But if robots do the work, you can’t earn money or buy 

things. Then what? To the capitalist mind, which nearly all of us share, this will come as a terrible shock. 

Forward with Our Eyes Open 
The current global culture is facing all four dimensions of change at the same time; massive change is 

upon us. The feudalism-to-capitalism transition was fueled by these same four dimensions, but it was 

characterized by social, religious, and political strife. Religious massacres, mass revolutions, and civil 

revolts were as much a part of it as was the flowering freedoms and the early stages of liberty, science, 

egalitarianism, and economic dynamism.  

There is no reason to believe that our contemporary transition will be devoid of similar phenomena. In 

fact, we probably already see it. Massacres are becoming an awful but expected part of modern life. 

Anxiety over our well being is giving rise to reactionary political movements. Religion seems to be a non-

force, except when it hails to some backward-looking safety of ancient texts, and then projects hatred 

against all those who see it differently. In other words, the ingredients that drove the previous transition 

are with us today as we move toward postcapitalism. 

Speculating on the future is critical to anticipating its eventuality. I am certain some of the details I am 

outlining here will never happen, will take a different form, or will simply be written off, but that does 

not undermine the purpose. By imagining the transition and this new future, we can anticipate it and 

respond to it before and as it happens. The reactions characterizing the feudalism-to-capitalism 

transition occurred most acutely as people became victims of the change. Through anticipation, we can 

move from victim to guide, and with any luck, prevent some of the most disturbing side effects of the 

transition that lies ahead.   
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Supercomputing: A Capitalist Response to 
the Postcapitalist Threat 
Capitalism is on the defensive. Markets are failing. Automation is eliminating work. Digitalization is 

driving marginal production costs to zero. Private property is giving way to common, collaborative 

production and open-source ownership. But big capital isn’t just giving in. It has every reason to protect 

its profits, protect its advantages, and add what it sees as value. But if capitalist corporations are clinging 

to power, and digitalization is driving capitalism toward its own demise, how are the actors behaving to 

save their own capitalistic souls? It is simple—they are doubling down on capital and information. They 

are using supercomputers to process big data. 

Business and Big Data 
Big data—it is the massive amounts of data coming from the so-called internet of things, cell phone 

towers, human bodies, thousands of sensors in crash tests for automobiles, and millions of other 

sources. It is electronic. It is fast, and there is a lot of it. Many people bemoan the idea of big data as a 

creepy threat to privacy. Others see it as massively useful for tackling problems like the spread of flu 

virus every year. These perspectives may be true, but they do not explain the excitement in the business 

community for big data and its projects.  

Why is business excited about big data? Because they can see both the relentless nature of 

digitalization, as well as its effects. Business leaders know that digital products have no marginal cost of 

production and infinite supply. They know that under those conditions, the price of that product 

declines rapidly toward zero in a supply and demand market. And they know that when prices are zero, 

the market economy can no longer function. For capitalist business leaders operating in such markets, 

they are facing industry Armageddon. 
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The business community is all excited about big data and supercomputing because it thinks it has found 

a savior. They realize that the value of digits isn’t necessarily zero; the digits retain some value, so prices 

are not exactly zero—they are simply very, very small. So, for capitalism and the business leader, big 

data is the quantitative, capitalistic response to digitalization. No more, and no less. It is the new feeder 

of the juggernaut; it aspires to be the power that will stop the slide to a free information economy. How 

does this work? 

The capitalistic premise of big data is this: if we can quickly gather enough data all at the same time and 

process it fast enough to enable a useful response, we can thwart the price slide toward zero. With 

enough digital data, we can hold a price, prevent the slide, and stave off the post-capitalist world. Of 

course, that’s not exactly how it is said or thought about—people are not generally aware because the 

whole work is cloaked in words like added value, market response, or better meeting of customer 

demand. Employees talk and think that way, managers guide that way, and leaders express their visions 

in the same terms. But the real driver is that businesses have to go this way or they cannot survive 

because their pricing power will disappear.  

Most people do not understand the power of this resistance. Talk about information asymmetry. 

Supercomputers cost more than $1 million each. These are not desktop machines; they are four orders 

of magnitude higher in price, and what they are capable of doing is also orders of magnitude different. 

In a 2015 Microsoft commercial, for example, professor Wu Feng says, “It wasn’t too long ago it would 

take two weeks to sequence and analyze a genome; now, they do tens or a hundred genomes per day.”1 

As with other technology disruptors throughout history, this technology will destroy jobs and create 

new ones. It will displace some people. Those who are in the know and can harness their power will win, 

while those who cannot will lose—and that includes nearly everyone.  
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For a very long time, supercomputers were not commonly used by business—they were used by 

governments and academic institutions to process things like weather data to create the infamous 

forecast models, and they were used by university research centers. A few major corporations also used 

them for elite applications. The more general move into corporate business began only as big data 

started to be collected, new models run, and as the unrelenting price pressure of digitalization began to 

undercut the very ability of markets to function. Supercomputers and analytics revalue data—i.e., 

digits—in the capitalist system. They put prices on digits in new ways, and create priceable value for the 

big data. In other words, it preserves the market mechanism regarding at least some data sets and 

streams. 

Scaling Up a New Market 
This is capitalism creating a new market. It is not finding it in geography, but rather in scale and 

capability. If digits are declining in value, put enough of them together and you can retain value. You can 

sell something that certain people will pay for. But more importantly, you can sell it to enable things 

that have never been done before, and that is the new market. Questions people could not previously 

ask, systems they could not model, data they could not understand—all these are new capabilities and 

they become valuable, but only in this new market.  

The promise of this technology is reflected in an industry term: predictive analytics. Until now, data 

reports have always been historical. They looked backward. First you ask, what happened? Then 

probably, why did it happen? And perhaps, what can we do to change it? But it was never really feasible 

without supercomputers and big data to ask, what is going to happen? We started doing this with the 

deployment of the weather models, which predict what is going to happen. Predictive analytics in 

business is dramatically different. Rather than a public good like weather warnings, the reduction in 
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prices of supercomputers for big data analytics has made it feasible to deploy these systems for private 

capital purposes.  

Supercomputer-based models are being used to predict what will happen in markets—financial markets, 

commodity markets, retail store markets, and so on. They are being used to predict human behavior as 

drivers, consumers, savers, workers, and political actors. Soon, they will use these models to predict the 

actions of cancer, or the diffusion of ideas, or how videos go viral on the internet. It is not inconceivable 

that they will also be used to predict the behavior and actions of one’s competitors. 

The rise of big data is also capitalism’s attempt to monetize and price networks. For capital, the value of 

a network has to do with the price for things that can be marketed or sold through it—perhaps including 

access to the network itself. This is the relentless nature of capitalism, and it is the strongest 

counterargument to the entire hypothesis of an imminent postcapitalist world.  

This capitalist response to postcapitalist pressures is also the reason the transition needs a hundred 

years to play itself out. In our current world, technology development is synonymous with market 

creation. The iPhone created a market. So did chemicals in the 1950s and the steam engine in the 18th 

century. Capitalist economics holds that new markets must continually be accessed (created or 

penetrated) in order to preserve profits, and some, including myself, have asked where capitalism can 

expand to now that it is dominant in nearly the entire world. Supercomputers and big data offer an 

answer—capitalism will expand into new, high profit markets created by these new capabilities.  

Ultimately, the question will turn on how ubiquitous this technology can become, and whether or not it 

will eventually hit a limit. Recently, Sander Otte, an experimental physicist, and his team at the Delft 

University of Technology in the Netherlands created a nascent technology for storing digital data on a 

hard drive at the level of the atom. Asked about capacity, Otte said, “One estimation we made is that if 
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you would scale this up two-dimensionally to […] the area of a postage stamp, that would be enough 

surface to keep all the books ever written by mankind.”2 He later went on to say, “for the first time in 

history, we are able to construct objects at a scale that was just inaccessible before.”3 If true, we are 

nowhere near the limit of miniaturization, and that means that technological development may have a 

ways to run before those limits put a stop to capitalist expansion into new, technologically created 

markets.  

Likewise, the ubiquity of big data analytics and supercomputing power, will open new markets for 

expansion. There is every reason to believe that hardware and software will drop in price and become 

increasingly available, thereby potentially creating new markets through new capabilities. To the extent 

that is true, and especially to the extent that it affects everything else as we digitize the world, this force 

will counteract digitalization’s inexorable tendency toward postcapitalism. On the other hand, much of 

the leading software running on supercomputers is created by open source communities, thereby 

foreshadowing the collaborative postcapitalist communities to come. This interaction is likely to 

characterize the struggle between these two powerful forces for the next hundred years or more, but 

eventually, postcapitalism will settle into dominance due to all the other dynamics pushing society in 

that direction. 
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Why Thought Matters: Paving the Road to 
Transition 
The history of capitalism in the western world demonstrates the critical role of ideas in directing the 

general flow of capitalism, as well as the assumed role ideas will play in developing the new era of 

postcapitalism. In 1776, close to the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, Adam Smith published An Inquiry 

into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, which became the definitive text of capitalist 

thought at the time. In many ways, Smith’s work was the culmination of a hundred years of thought 

going back at least to John Locke’s treatises working out the philosophy of private property, and 

extending through decades of pitched debates in Enlightenment thinking. No doubt the French 

philosophes had many other concerns in their Enlightenment-era debates than an emerging economic 

structure, but those same debates and ideas played a major role in changing the ideology behind the 

continued development of capitalist thought. Indeed, the Enlightenment, which transfixed European 

thought for most of the 18th century, provided an objective way of thinking that made the new 

industrial capitalism possible. The more the matters of the world were separated from the matters of 

religion, the more the ground was established for a totally secular capitalism to take hold. In other 

words, capitalism needed an appropriate thought environment for it to thrive.  

The capitalist thought environment of the eighteenth century, however, was both deeper and broader 

than Smith’s work. The Christian Reformation, for example, was very significant in unleashing capitalism 

two centuries earlier. The first religious doctrines associated with the Reformation actually opposed 

capitalism in no uncertain terms (see Martin Luther’s writing or R.H. Tawney’s explanation in Religion 

and the Rise of Capitalism).  The moral compass Luther provided had more to do with the individual’s 

relationship to God, thereby severing the intricate medieval relationship between individual, church, 



Speculations  DRAFT 

Speculations on Postcapitalism FREE SAMPLER                 ©2017 Anthony Signorelli Page 24 

and society which had kept rampant capitalism at bay. Luther’s intent was not to unleash capitalism, but 

it became a significant part of his legacy. 

After Luther, John Calvin developed Luther’s doctrines into ideas that ushered in capitalism. In Calvin’s 

work, it became justifiable to collect interest on debt—an activity frowned upon as usury by church and 

moral society up to that point. Although Calvin provided many limitations that the believer should 

consider, it remained up to the human being and to provide his own moral compass. This change 

suddenly undid all the prohibitions against usury, as well as other social and moral customs constraining 

markets, and it freed debt to be not only operative, but far more ubiquitous, in society.  

Luther and Calvin are examples of how the thought environment changes the social structure and 

approach to how we understand the world. At one point, usury is a sin and an activity largely 

unacceptable in society, yet one hundred years later, it is viewed as essential to the economy, and those 

who use debt are celebrated in the religious and social fabric of society. A similar transformation 

occurred with merchant trade, which went from having deep moral restrictions against selling traded 

items at too high a price or profiting from scarcity, to a world in which traders are expected to sell 

according to market dynamics.  

More recently than the Renaissance and Enlightenment examples just given, neoliberalism developed its 

own “common sense” framework over many decades before the neoliberal project really unfolded in 

the 1980s. Leo Strauss and the Austrian School of Economics are often cited as the beginning of the 

ideological framework of neoliberalism in the 1930s, ,  but as in the Enlightenment, the ideas developed 

over decades, were often hotly debated, and did not come to the fore until Ronald Reagan and 

Margaret Thatcher came to power in the 1980s. Just as the philosophes of the Enlightenment built their 

encyclopedia, publication companies, and institutions of study, the neoliberals started think tanks, took 

positions of political power, and established positions in existing and new institutions. They 
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promulgated their ideas, and eventually made them “obvious.” It was Reagan who famously said 

“government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem,”  but in actuality, he was 

mouthing words that the neoliberals had been arguing over for decades.  

A Thought Environment for Postcapitalism 
Capitalism needed these changes in the thought environment before it could blossom. Postcapitalism 

needs similar changes. How will we be able to develop a postcapitalist, post-work world when the 

dominant idea of moral economics is that everyone should be able to get a living wage job? How will full 

automation become reality when it clearly eliminates jobs, and there is no alternative for the jobless to 

meet their economic requirements or find a place in the social structure? What will a social structure 

look like that is no longer based on one’s work, and how can we possibly get there without an answer to 

that question? The thought environment that answers these questions will be definitive, and if they are 

not developed, postcapitalism will not unfold. 

A thought environment, as I mean it, is an environment of ideas which define the direction of the 

economic or social system. A thought environment determines what most people would address as 

“common sense” or “reality.” Ideas expressed in this area tend to present themselves as underlying 

assumptions, and when everyone agrees, you can be sure that thought has not occurred, but the 

thought environment is defining reality. For example, how many well-meaning parents have implored 

their children to find work they enjoy “because you’ll be doing it for the next 50 years!” How many of us 

know that whenever demand goes up, prices go up? It is a “known fact” of economic reasoning—

nevermind that it is only true under certain situations in which supply is limited. Consider this: as the 

population increases on earth, the demand for air goes up; we all need to breathe. Why don’t we see an 

increase in price then? Because air doesn’t fit the assumptions of the scarcity-based economic model. 
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If the coming challenge to capitalism is going to result in changes for the betterment of humanity, we 

need to start that decades-long thinking process now. Capitalism is destined to collapse, and when it 

does, we will face utter chaos if no replacement thought environment is in place. Human beings need 

thought to center themselves, and if we confront the coming challenges without pre-thought, we are 

doomed to a merely reactive stance simply because there is no alternative.  

Competitors for the Thought Environment 
There are two strains in the thought community that I believe endanger the whole postcapitalist project. 

The first is the very predictable resistance to postcapitalist ideas by entrenched capitalist interests. They 

will fight to protect capitalist wealth and the system that created it, much like the lords fought to 

protect their feudal wealth 500 years ago. These are the voices arguing everything is impossible, 

everything must be privately owned, and climate change—a direct result of capitalism—is a fraud. 

Ultimately, these forces will fail, but they will delay the process. 

The second strain of thought endangering postcapitalism derives from the long historical resistance to 

capitalism itself. Consider these the anitcapitalists, and include among them many of the social and 

moral arguments for universal basic income (UBI). It is not that these thinkers are incorrect in their 

analysis or in what they want to see happen; it’s just that advocacy is not a meaningful way to add to the 

thought environment needed to bring these ideas into fruition. Advocacy, after all, is mostly about 

protest actions, 140 character messages, and social media GIFs. Useful to get the word out (and maybe 

for policy debates), but not for developing the intricate and nuanced thought environment we need to 

create so that the postcapitalist world comes into its own. Better than advocacy, let’s deal with the 

serious questions involved—how? What is the source of the funds required for UBI? Where does it end 

up? Why is it important? What social and moral morays need to change in order to bring this into being? 
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What will work mean? Are “jobs” really the way to end poverty? The answers to these and many related 

questions will actually grease the skids and are critical to realistic, long-term implementation. 

Today, there are two general schools of thought to the approaching postcapitalist world. The first 

derives primarily from the business community. These are the people who are actually building the 

digital world as we know it. Think of Jeff Bezos, Steve Jobs, and Elon Musk, as well as the millions of 

people trying to use the promise of digits to make their own living—from game creators to app builders 

to digital authors. These innovators approach the new world as one of incredible opportunity. They are 

building the networks, the collaborative communities, and the artificial intelligence that is driving the 

new world. Implicit in their work are assumptions about what is right and how the world works. Some 

think of these things carefully, morally, and with the social order in mind. Far more think of the 

possibilities of disruption and what that means in terms of capitalist profit. They are writing about ideas 

like “long tails”, the promise of automation, and digital wonders, but only from their own perspective in 

most cases. There is little deep thinking about the impact on the social order, on our moral view of 

ourselves as individuals and society, nor about what happens to democracy in a non-capitalist world. 

Rather, the focus is on executing the disruption through the capitalist prism of business.  

This group is not to be blamed for a lack of thought; they are doing what they do well—changing the 

world. They are working within the capitalist thought environment and structure, and as they do so, its 

own logic is driving this change, and they are therefore leaders of it. However, it stands to reason that if 

no alternative is developed, these habits of thought around execution are all that we will have, and the 

social order will continue on the path it has been on with a huge growth of the so-called 1 percent and 

the decimation of the middle class.  

An alternative view is arising from those who see the possibility of freedom in a postcapitalist world of 

abundance, no work, full automation, and UBI. Yet most of the readings I have seen in this area tend to 
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focus on the should. We should have universal basic income. We should have full automation so no one 

has to work. We should be able to pursue our passions. While these may be laudable ideas, they don’t 

help build the thought environment necessary to make them actually occur. It is kind of like walking up 

to an empty lot and shouting “I demand that a house be built here!” The shouter is probably correct, but 

the shouting doesn’t build the house. That is a much more intricate, long-term project that requires real 

skill, planning, thought, understanding, and execution.  

Both of these schools of thought will make substantial contributions to the thought environment 

needed to usher in postcapitalism. Those contributions will be necessary, but they will not be sufficient. 

The real changes will happen through careful examination of the assumptions of our capitalist society, 

rethinking them, engaging what is possible, and discovering moral, psychological, and social structures 

which will underpin the new postcapitalist world. Some of these ideas have begun to be developed: the 

new gospel of abundance being preached in Christian churches as well as New Age discussions and 

practices; the increasing realization among business and financial elites that UBI may be the only way to 

maintain an active economy;  the articulation of alternatives to work; and the development of new 

modes of ownership. There is more, but they are largely underdeveloped and certainly not mainstream 

yet. Nonetheless, this is the work driving real change, and to which all effective change agents are 

called. 

How Will We Define the New Postcapitalist Thought Environment?  
Thought environments develop over time and there is no way to accurately predict specific outcomes. 

Nonetheless, some of the structural faults along which the new ideas will emerge can be ascertained, 

and some of the signals indicating that capitalism is being replaced by postcapitalism can be surmised as 

well. Here are some likely faultlines and their accompanying signals.  
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First, in a postcapitalist world, the traditional left-right lens on society will be an anachronism in which 

both perspectives will barely achieve the status of quaint museum pieces. I’m not saying those views 

won’t be present, nor that they won’t contest with each other. It’s just that both will be woefully 

inadequate to the task of establishing a new common sense. They can’t because, by definition, they are 

creatures of capitalist thought. In other words, everything on the spectrum from Ayn Rand to Karl Marx 

is equally irrelevant to creating a thought environment that supports postcapitalism because the entire 

spectrum is part of capitalism’s thought environment. Although it is too early to say exactly what will 

replace the left-right perspective, this signal occurs when left-right distinctions become confusing or 

meaningless and a new paradigm arises in the culture to explain and frame postcapitalist society. 

Second, the constant referral to markets as an organizing principle will end. Some markets will, no doubt 

continue to persist to enable people to trade goods and services. But they will not dominate everything 

in a postcapitalist view of the world. Today, in a market society, we assume that the economy operates 

on a law of supply and demand. The assumption is so strong that we actually call it a law. But in a world 

of abundant or infinite supply, that law—which depends on scarcity—breaks down. The question is: 

How does a world based on abundance actually operate? What “laws” emerge to help us understand 

how a new world of abundance operates? The development of answers to these questions, and their 

diffusion throughout society, will also signal that we are moving into a postcapitalist society. 

Third, in today’s capitalism, it is assumed and accepted that everyone who can work for money should 

work for money. What would the world look like if we changed the assumption to say that no one 

should work for money—as if working for money is crass, crude, and primitive. Instead, there is an ethic 

that people should find ways to pursue their own passions and interests as a matter of their life 

purpose, not pejoratively as a “hobby.” What might a world without work actually look like? What 

mechanisms would drive it? How might it actually emerge from the development of capitalistic 
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experience and development? The signal of a rising postcapitalist thought environment will be clear 

when new attitudes toward work evolve, and experiences like the shame of unemployment or being 

stuck in a career you don’t want vanish.  

Fourth, postcapitalism will imagine a society in which marking up the value of one person’s work by 

another is reviled as an exploitation rather than celebrated as a profitable outcome. This core function 

of capitalism—to turn exploitation of labor into a socially acceptable practice—will disappear in a truly 

postcapitalist paradigm. In all likelihood, contribution will replace exploitation (profit) as the socially 

endorsed practice of leaders, and relaxation will replace rejuvenation as the prime value of the people 

capitalism calls workers. Exploitation requires rejuvenation, or people burn out. Contribution, on the 

other hand, engenders relaxation and balance. The signal to look for is a reduction in the ubiquity of the 

rejuvenation paradigm among workers—a reduction that has already begun. 

These are examples of the many questions serious thinkers will undertake in the years ahead. Currently, 

many leaders are making contributions to the thought environment, including Paul Mason, Nick Srnicek, 

Alex Williams, Scott Santens, Andy Stern, Bill Gross, and Robert Reich. These leaders are beginning to 

see capitalism for its actual current predicament, and they are asking the questions above as well as 

other questions, and they are positing answers. Other thinkers will tackle religion, politics, and 

consciousness. Look at where we make assumptions, and you will see the work ahead. 
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Does Postcapitalism Mean Post-
Democracy? 
While it seems to me that postcapitalism is an inevitable eventuality driven by the intrinsic logic of 

capitalism itself, the way it actually unfolds is anyone’s guess. That’s because while the logic leads to the 

inevitability of digital abundance, the breakdown of markets, the inability to expand into new markets, 

and the end of externalities, there is nothing to guarantee how human society responds to that 

eventuality. That people will respond is for certain, but how—what forms and political structures we will 

eventually adopt, what economic and social architecture we will create, the impact they will have on 

society and the global ecological and economic systems (as well as the people in all corners of the 

earth)—these things we cannot know because they all lie in the future. 

Now that Paul Mason has really put the term postcapitalism on the intellectual and political map, the 

traditional right and left are responding energetically. The left, which needs a compelling new vision to 

replace the failure of socialism and the ongoing failure of protest politics, has grabbed onto the idea of 

postcapitalism, and bent it to its own purposes. Inventing the Future, by Srnicek and Williams, is a recent 

example. They take the trend toward digitalization and automation as a rallying cry for a politics of a 

post-work society. In their book, they make political and economic demands as if they were the theorists 

of the early 20th century labor movement, and thereby bend this postcapitalist eventuality into a leftist 

political project.  

I do not necessarily agree nor disagree with their approach, but highlight it as an example of the forces 

to be unleashed by this changing new world. There will be counter forces from the right wing, who will 

see the vision of a post-work world as immoral, and which will seek to defend the sanctity of work, for 

example, as a blessing from God and something hallowed for believers to engage. Others will see this 
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idea as a disconnected, unrealistic, utopic vision, while others will seek to outright defend capital and 

the subjugation of labor.  

From my own standpoint, they all have it wrong because they are arguing the issue from a capitalist 

ideological architecture. I believe this insight is critically important, because if there really is an 

inevitable eventuality called postcapitalism, it won’t affect only the economic system, the 1 percent or 

the 99 percent, or the way we distribute goods and services. If and when postcapitalism occurs, it will 

change everything, so it is worthwhile to consider what in our given ideological architecture is tied to 

capitalism, for it will surely change. 

Perhaps the most sobering of all considerations, capitalism is a handmaiden with democracy. The two 

rose hand in hand and together in historical and ideational synchronicity. The original inklings of western 

democracy, the magna carta, arose in an effort by English barons to protect their land capital and rights 

to profits from an acquisitive king. Private property and rule of law—two of the greatest principles 

underlying democracy and capitalism—arose just before our American Revolution, and continue to 

underpin our society to this day. And that revolution, let’s not forget, was fought at the very same time 

Adam Smith was writing and publishing his classic Wealth of Nations. 

If democracy and capitalism are thus tied together, then it is not a big leap to assert that when 

capitalism goes, so will whatever semblance of democracy we actually have, and it would be wise to ask: 

What is postdemocratic? What is post right-left politics? Or, what is post the status quo political system? 

As capitalism is replaced by postcapitalism, it is absurd to assert that our politics will remain unchanged. 

Election Absurdity 
In 2002, shortly after George W. Bush’s contested election to the presidency, Saddam Hussein had also 

conducted an election in Iraq. Garrison Keillor’s Prairie Home Companion did a commentary on the 

news. 
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“World is going crazy out there, Jimmy.” 

“Oh well. It’s an election year.” 

“In Iraq, too. Saddam Hussein got 100 percent of the vote in the election. You hear that?” 

“Quite impressive, 100 percent. More than twice what W. got two years ago.”4 

The absurdity belongs in both camps. Saddam never got 100 percent of the vote, and everyone in the 

world knew it. At the same time, Bush probably did get 50.001 percent of our vote, but when in office, 

he acted as if he had 100 percent! That is not much different from the actions of his predecessor, who 

first won the presidency with about 42 percent, or his successor, who also claimed a certain kind of 

mandate. In my mind, any candidate elected in the United States who claims a mandate should be 

removed from office. A little humility would help—usually 40 to 50 percent of the people you represent 

did not vote for you, and that should be remembered. 

Speculations on Postcapitalist Politics 
Here are some thoughts on what a postcapitalist political system might look like. These are highly 

speculative and meant to provoke discussion, not to lay down a definitive idea, and I always welcome 

feedback and ideas on these thoughts.i 

• Post-mandate: A post-capitalist politics would likely be liberated from any claim of mandate. If 

there are elections, elected officials would take a real approach to representing the 

complications of their constituency, rather than claiming a mandate from victory to vote the 

way they want to. This, in and of itself, would be a dramatic change.  

                                                           
i Please write to me at postcapfuture@signorelli.biz if you have something to add. 

mailto:postcapfuture@signorelli.biz
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• Post-party politics: Postcapitalist politics would be post-party politics. What I mean by this is 

that the hegemony the parties enjoy in the houses of Congress might be eliminated. We might 

move from a “majority rules” to a “plurality influences” kind of politics. There are many 

mechanisms for this, including the rights of the houses of Congress to create their own rules. 

That right puts all the power with parties, and if we maintain houses of Congress, it may be far 

more liberating to the human spirit to let people vote their representative conscience instead of 

voting their party affiliation. The way Congress is structured today, that will not happen. A 

postcapitalist politics, however, creates that opportunity. 

• Post-election: In capitalism, the power of the vote every year is the primary enfranchisement. 

We are all too busy working, raising families, trying to live the American dream or some other 

promise of getting ahead. People take their vote rather seriously. But in a postcapitalist politics, 

one possibility is that because people work less, they are more involved in self-government. 

Representatives become obsolete. Instead, people may vote far more regularly. As voting 

becomes electronic and digital, there is little reason why every issue can’t be put to the people. 

The whole idea of huge bills with stupid, irrelevant riders and hidden additions will become an 

anachronism—instead, we can vote on each granular issue. Representative democracy could 

become obsolete, and self-government might become an actual reality. 

• Post-protest: In the postcapitalist era, the politics of protest will dissipate as an obsolete 

anachronism. People will be heard and enfranchised directly into the system, rather than 

sidelined through power plays and asserted mandates. Whether you are  marching for gay rights 

or marching across the threshold of the abortion clinic, such localized actions may continue to 

make people feel good, but no one will fool themselves into thinking it is having the least 

impact. It isn’t, and it won’t in a post-democracy world. The hard lines that drive these protests 

will disappear because the fear of a “slippery slope,” which drives most hard lines, will no longer 
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hold sway, and cooler minds will prevail. Protest politics is based on fear and scarcity—two key 

aspects of the capitalist worldview. A right-left approach to these new politics will continue the 

polarization and eventual collapse. When scarcity and fear leave the equation, ideological 

positions may dissipate, and that may usher in an all new political era that affects not just the 

big picture, but also the local and even individual picture. I submit this: we will think differently 

about our politics in a world of abundance than in a world of scarcity, and that will affect our 

political calculations and perceptions, as well as the laws and regulations we think are needed. 

• Post-scarcity: In a world of scarcity, politics is about the allocation of the scarce resources 

available. It tells who gets what, where the power lies, and what will be taken from whom to 

give to someone else for some ostensibly noble or public purpose. How could it be anything 

else? In corporate capitalism, it is largely about ameliorating the effects of the corporate 

privilege of focus on profit and unfettered capital aggregation and accumulation. A cynic might 

say it is about appeasing the people to allow the corporate to continue. In any case, the 

postcapitalist world of abundance gives the lie to all these impulses, no matter what side you 

are on. Politics is no longer about who gets what, because everyone has plenty. Politics is really 

about defending abundance against the human drive for greed, which will rise and fall no matter 

how much abundance we actually have. But this is a very different politics! It will seek to 

unleash creativity without the need to protect capital. It will reform the logic of our 

institutions—corporations, academia, religion—so that they contribute to the abundance, rather 

than protect their own little corner of scarcity. And, it will eschew power emanating from these 

institutions, preferring instead the power of the people enjoying their abundance. At least, 

these are possibilities that could fixate our new postcapitalist politics, and if they did, it would 

create a very different political climate. 
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A true postcapitalism represents a profound change in the standard order. Just as capitalism came into 

being and developed along with democracy and new religious doctrines promulgated through the 

Reformation, postcapitalism will only flourish when the appropriate state and religious frameworks join 

it. Political and religious frameworks will need to reflect, embrace, amplify and feed off of similar 

structures—for example, networks, collaborative communities, and digital representation. In other 

words, we are talking not just of a postcapitalist economy, but of a postcapitalist world. Everything will 

be postcapitalist, and that’s when we will know that the change has really arrived.  
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Postcapitalism, Networks, and the New 
Post-State World 
Just as capitalism developed in a milieu of political, religious, and sociocultural norms, both affecting 

them and being changed by them, postcapitalism will do the same. Both in economics and in politics, 

everything will be different in a postcapitalist world. What will happen to the power of the state in a 

postcapitalist world? Why would the development of postcapitalism—an economic force—mean 

anything at all for the state—a political force? If postcapitalism does affect the state, what will that 

effect be? While we can’t completely predict the outcome, we can define the forces at play to give a 

better sense of where it is all heading.  

Capitalism and Its World 

Capitalism emerged from a time in history when everything else was changing with it—church doctrines, 

social expectations, and governing structures all changed and reinforced each other over a similar time 

period. The rise of Luther’s doctrine of unmediated experience of God moved the focus from priests as 

mediators to the individual’s direct relationship with God. Followed by Calvin’s outright embrace of 

capitalistic principles decades later, these changes turned previously unacceptable behavior, such as 

charging interest on loans and marking up goods for a profit, into religiously sanctioned activities. The 

new Protestant churches provided social structure to support these doctrines, and much later in the 

18th century, even newer ideas such as secular humanism fought for preeminence in places like France, 

Germany, and England. The transition from the dominance of the church in virtually all matters of life in 

medieval times to a raucous contest of ideas and doctrines in subsequent centuries was part of what 

allowed capitalism to flourish. Hence, religion as we know it could only develop in a capitalist world, and 

capitalism could only develop in a religious environment allowing it room to breathe. 
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During the same period as capitalism’s dance with religion, the political structures of the emerging 

modern world underwent enormous transformation. First, city-states began to give way to larger state 

structures. The feudal period was characterized by local royal courts ruling over cities as independent 

states. Italy, for example, had separate rulers in Milan, Florence, and Venice, so much so that even a 

great artist like Leonardo da Vinci would relocate to see if he could find better patronage at a different 

court.5  Each had its own currency and coinage, laws, customs, and dialects.  

Capitalism, however, cannot flourish in an environment with this kind of structural diversity—it needs 

consistency to enhance trade and allow competitive advantages of location to benefit more people 

through trade. While city-states preserved diversity, nation-states began to create level playing fields. 

Over time, capitalism and these larger scale states grew together because they needed each other and 

reinforced common goals. 

The early states, however, still ruled through the power of nobility over subjects—a political vestige of 

the feudal period. Even early versions of democracy in places like England were more a congress of 

nobles than they were a power-to-the-people movement. Much later, in the 18th century and beyond, 

nobility gave way to the sovereignty of the people as a leading political idea, with enormous 

consequences for capitalism. The American and French Revolutions were explicit about this shift in 

political power, and in America the shift was reinforced economicall as the government gave land—the 

country’s capital—to individuals through the Homestead Act. Democracy energized capitalism as it had 

never been before, and capitalism enabled democracy by reinforcing the power of the individual citizen 

with economic reality. 

While capitalism and democracy collaborated at the individual level, they also worked together at the 

structural level. Democracy won the buy-in of individual people to the notion of the state; self-

government was a reasonable way to handle lawmaking and it gave legitimacy to the state. But the state 
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and capitalism had far more in common than that. Both were built on similar principles—for example, 

rule of law, private property, and hierarchical control—so they reinforced each other as ideas and as a 

practical matter. The state grew its power and capitalism grew its wealth.  

My primary thesis is that just as capitalism changed and was changed by the religious and political 

spheres through its development, postcapitalism will shape religious values and political structures as it 

develops. Although we cannot know the outcome, we can examine the logic of the state and the logic of 

postcapitalism’s sociopolitical structure—the network—to see where the new forces are likely to create 

pressure for change. 

The Logic of the State vs. the Logic of Networks 

One reason why capitalism and the state grew in power together is that they are based on the same 

logic. This can be seen by considering some key aspects of state logic. 

• Like capitalism, the state is hierarchically structured. So-called representative democracy 

concentrates power toward the top within government. Its most extreme example of hierarchy 

is the military, in which a cult of reflexive duty dominates the military structure. Socially, 

hierarchy provides structural order, while individually it provides cover and the fundamental 

self-deceit that says, “It wasn’t my decision.” Corporations and government thrive on this idea. 

• The state is coercive, but reciprocal. It can force people to do all kinds of things by denying them 

freedom. It can jail people. It can take their belongings. It can force military service. It always 

sets the laws. But at the same time, the people of the state are citizens, not subjects. People 

have stature and rights, which the state has a responsibility to protect. In many countries, the 

state is repressive and does not reciprocate, but as current examples in Syria and Libya show, 

failed states are even worse.  
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• States protect and rely on extraction. They control land and access to land, and they enable the 

extraction of minerals, oil, lumber, food, and all other natural resources that feed the capitalist 

system. Because they allow this, standards of living generally increase, and this makes people 

happy, if also complacent.  

• Closely related to extraction, states are profoundly geographically bound. They have definite 

borders, and states that cannot define their borders are usually either at war or barely 

functioning. When borders are violated, it is usually considered an act of war, a violation of 

sovereignty, or at least a profound offense. States are defined by their territory—a reality that 

state-based capitalists require and exploit.  

• States also unify systems and processes within their boundaries. They create official currencies, 

languages, laws, and procedures. To participate effectively and meet one’s economic needs, one 

must comply. In this way, states create a level playing field so that capitalism can prosper—the 

more level it is, the more prosperous the system as a whole becomes. 

• Finally, states are linear. They create rules and laws to have an effect. They are determinative, 

and sometimes systematic. But in all cases, they function linearly, like a process. One follows the 

bureaucratic steps one at a time to get things done—step by step by step. It is much like a 

capitalist assembly line; process driven, orderly, and linear. 

These six points illustrate how state and capitalist logic are built on the same frameworks and principles. 

My central argument is that postcapitalism will see the rise of governing structures that are very 

different and reflect the principles of the new postcapitalist world. So far, the only organizational 

structure to emerge from postcapitalism is the network. If we assume that networks become a 

dominant organizational structure of postcapitalism, what might that tell us about the new political 

structures to follow? As we will see, the principles of networks suggest that states will become less 

dominant as governing structures, if not outright irrelevant. 
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Here is how network-based principles might handle these same issues: 

• Whereas states and corporate capitalism are primarily hierarchical, digital networks are 

inherently flat and egalitarian. They tend to be very wide and any voice or participant may 

contribute at any time. The only real barrier to participation is internet access, and that is a real 

impediment for many people in the world. Nonetheless it is a much lower barrier to entry than, 

say, needing to get hired by a boss in a competitive interview process that puts the decision 

solely in the corporate or bureaucratic boss’s hands. It is also a much lower barrier than having 

to get a meeting with a government official. And once one is in a network, that person is free to 

participate or not at their own discretion. 

• Whereas the state is fundamentally coercive but reciprocal, the network is utterly voluntary. 

Networks have little power, mostly just influence. No one can command and control a network, 

and if they could, it won’t be a matter of economic survival for the participant. Voices of greater 

or lesser influence will emerge within them, but influence is not power. They are communities 

of common interest, and as such, the most effective networks patrol themselves. This feature 

can be positive or negative—caring participants can protect a network and rally to a defense of 

its purpose, but they can also gang up in a version of digital vigilantism that virtually throws 

people out. The point isn’t that the network is perfect, it’s that it is different. 

• Extraction is irrelevant to digital networks, and networks know no borders. They do not care 

inherently about geography. Most social and collaborative work networks span the entire globe, 

and national borders are never even considered. Value is not obtained by extracting minerals; it 

is obtained by the value of the connection—its depth, importance, effectiveness, or quality. 

Contribution matters. So does engagement. And so does connection. But networks do not 

function extractively. 



Speculations  DRAFT 

Speculations on Postcapitalism FREE SAMPLER                 ©2017 Anthony Signorelli Page 42 

• Whereas states try to create level playing fields for capitalism through control of geography, 

networks only create level playing fields for communication, and geography is irrelevant. The 

one limitation is that networks need to communicate so they need to share a language, be it 

spoken, written, or even computer code. In today’s world, language still has strong geographic 

components, but there is nothing inherent in the network requiring geography. As languages 

become ubiquitous, geography becomes irrelevant.  

• State bureaucracies require and create conformity to the system, whereas networks enable 

individuals to contribute. Anyone can add their work, their ideas, their money, or their content 

to a network. The whole idea of a network is to enable this individual contribution. Within the 

network, access is largely flat and encouraged, partly because participation is a measure of 

value. States and capitalist structures tend to control through bureaucratic hierarchy, whereas 

networks tend to highlight based on interest. 

• Finally, whereas states are linear and process driven, networks are exponential and driven by 

connection. In capitalist structures, cause leads to effect; in networks, passion leads to 

transmission. People advance things because they care, and the quality of the transmission, as 

well as the speed of the diffusion, depends primarily on how much they care. Exponential 

growth occurs so long as the care is present. When an idea or contribution goes beyond the 

place where people care, it stops being transmitted. 

The difference between the two logics could hardly be more stark. If we are really transforming to a 

postcapitalist world in which networks will be the central organizing principle, it is reasonable to ask 

how the governing structures will change to accommodate the new world. It is clear that states are not 

set up to handle this new networked world; indeed, the very presence and development of networks, 

irrespective of their content or purpose, is essentially subversive to state-based forms of government 

(just as digitalization is subversive to capitalism). But what form of government will replace the state? 
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Possibilities for Replacing State Structure 

The values of the networked world will drive the next form of government, and institutions that rise 

from within the networked world are likely to play a big role. No one knows what will actually happen, 

but we can speculate on a few possibilities: 

• We are likely to see more global organizations to orchestrate the rules of the digital economy—

for example, ICANN. ICANN, the group that assigns and determines URLs, will continue to play a 

central role in governance of the internet. It assigns names, manages DNS access, and 

administers the internet so it can function properly. ICANN may provide a model for the 

postcapitalist governing structures, and it will probably change to better meet postcapitalist 

needs. It sets itself up on these principles: 

o Support and enhance the multi-stakeholder model 

o Maintain the security, stability, and resiliency of the internet DNS 

o Meet the needs and expectations of the global customers and partners of the IANA 

services 

o Maintain the openness of the internet 

The danger is that ICANN can also become the undoing of postcapitalism should it be taken over 

and administered by more capitalist interests. While the principles stated above sound great, 

“multi-stakeholder model” may mean those who want to control access and “openness of the 

internet” may mean openness to ownership and preference for certain content. Plus, we 

already know that nearly anything may be proposed in the name of security and stability. 

Nonetheless, ICANN is a creature of digital society, and as such, may well present an alternative 

prototype governance structure—one that may be tested, changed, and replicated. 

• Other global governing bodies will also appear. While decisions may need to be made, rules 

created, and standards enforced, these bodies may also function much more like the digital 
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communities they will govern. Influence will be far more important than power. Community 

participants who care enough may participate, add their voice, and even work for the 

organization, much like they do in collaborative communities like open source software 

production. Much of the check and balance is the community self-policing according to its own 

rules. 

• Global communities, digitally connected by the internet, will outstrip the powers of the states of 

which we are currently citizens. Corporations will no longer be multinational, but rather, truly 

global. Entrepreneurs running one or three person businesses already often do business in 

multiple countries. Allegiance to a state or country will no longer matter, but connection to your 

community will because that is where most standards of conduct will actually be created. 

• Direct democracy within the remaining countries is likely, and so is the use of direct democracy 

in global organizations. Direct democracy means that participants vote directly on the proposals 

that affect the community, rather than appointing representatives to do it for them. Within 

existing state structures, for example, it could be logistically practical for voters to participate on 

every issue, not just the occasional referendum. In many network communities, this is exactly 

how things operate. Perhaps more intriguingly, member participation is exactly how non-state 

postcapitalist institutions or networks will govern, and these non-state institutions will 

inevitably cross all formerly capitalist state boundaries.  

The New Post-State World 

Although many principles of the postcapitalist world are clearly emerging, we can only speculate on 

what will actually appear in terms of structures and organizations built upon those principles. The post-

state world doesn’t suggest that states will no longer exist; it only suggests that their power and ability 

to govern will be severely restricted. On one side, these restrictions will be experienced as a decline in 

power and control, thereby giving rise to various versions of xenophobia in a world that seems to be 
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falling part (and which, in fact, is falling apart!). This social problem is unavoidable because the 

structures that people rely on to organize themselves will be disempowered, and perhaps even 

disappearing altogether. As a social fact, many will experience this as disconcerting and confusing. 

Xenophobia, in particular, provides clarity by identifying an enemy, and that results in xenophobic social 

and political movements. 

On the other hand, as states lose power and are restricted, new forms of governance and enterprise are 

likely to emerge. For those focused on the emergent, incredible new opportunities arise. Rather than 

fear, they embrace excitement. They look for the ways things can be better and recognize that change is 

unavoidable. This part of society will engage creatively and work to form the future.  

Here are a few things to watch for in the new post-state world: 

• Government structures will flatten so that less power is concentrated in elected officials, and 

more in the direct democracy of self-government. In the US, we will see this first as an increase 

in referendum governance, and later as direct democracy of, by, and for the people. Courts will 

emerge as the arbiter of conflicts between public opinion (majority rule) and individual rights 

(minority rights).   

• States will be less important for day-to-day life than the international organizations 

administering the internet, the networks that guide our lives, and the rules of collaborative 

communities to which we belong. 

• The assertion of power through war, trade rules, and similar international instruments will 

dissipate, especially as an expression of the need for resources. As geography and the resources 

therein become less relevant, conflicts will center on ideology and have no clear territorial aims. 

The recent increase in terrorism may be the earliest incarnation of this reality. 
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• States will seek to maintain relevance as the bestower of benefits that are required to maintain 

capitalism, especially playing a role in social needs throughout the breakdown. We can expect 

this to include administering universal basic income programs, universal health care, and 

managing the finance system. Citizenship will be required to qualify for the benefits, thereby 

strengthening the state, albeit temporarily. 

• The relationship between states and enterprises is likely to change. States will create more 

flexible structures to handle issues and disputes in the newly networked world—how to 

administer the creative commons copyrights, manage global collaborations, and maintain 

networks. Over the long haul, as corporate capitalism loses its power, the state will become far 

less regulatory and also less relevant to the creative, economic work of individuals in the world. 

• Religious institutions, which always supported capitalism, will still provide refuge to those 

searching for comfort in structure and hierarchy. However, to stay relevant and maintain their 

preferred status with the state, these institutions will transform themselves to also be more 

networked and collaborative, and less hierarchical. In the long run, the state will require it, or 

the religious institutions will lose their special status.  

Networks and collaborative structures will partially supplant and mostly change the state—that’s what 

we mean by the post-state world. This is not necessarily a recipe for anarchy, but it will create stress, 

conflict, fear, creativity, opportunity, and heart-breaking loss. It is precisely this complication that makes 

postcapitalism what it is.  It is no nirvana, nor will it be catastrophic. It will be different, and the more 

ready we are for that, the more we can embrace these changes which will inevitably come our way.  
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A Postcapitalist Solution to Climate Change 
Scientists have known about climate change since the 1970s, when we used to refer to it as the 

“greenhouse effect.” Now, some fifty years later, the negative effects of climate change are growing 

worse and more alarming every year, and no global agreement or change program have significantly 

tilted the balance away from catastrophe. The reason is simple: Capitalism is the cause of climate 

change, and nothing in the past fifty years has changed capitalism. Until now. 

At this unique point in history, capitalism is terminally ill. It is not losing to government regulation, nor is 

it losing to socialist overthrow. Capitalism is not having a sudden fit of moral development and mending 

its ways. Instead, its mortal illness comes from its own intrinsic drive to cut costs and improve efficiency, 

which is leading to an explosion of automation and digitalization across the economy. Today, this 

transition is entrenched in industries like music and ebooks—industries that are being massively 

disrupted, but which are only at the margins of the capitalist system. It is only a matter of time before 

the individual disruptions of industries become a single disruption of the entire system. That disruption 

is the beginning of postcapitalism—and the solution to climate change. 

The Emerging Postcapitalist Era 

Why can we be confident that a postcapitalist era is emerging? Here are four key factors leading us into 

a postcapitalist future: 

• First, everything is becoming increasingly digital. Industrial production systems, electric grids, 

consumer products, ebooks, and even driverless cars. The digits and their digital products come 

from sensors and internal computers, connect over the internet of things, and gain meaning 

through analytics. Everything is getting a larger and larger digital component.  
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• Second, as individual products become increasingly digitalized, their prices will trend rapidly 

toward zero. In digits, there is no marginal cost to reproduction, and therefore no floor on price. 

As a result, capitalist competition will drive prices toward zero.  

• Third, while capitalism is based on the notion of scarcity, a postcapitalist economy will be based 

on abundance. Digitalization creates a cost-free, infinite supply, but markets cannot function in 

a world of abundance because infinite supply makes it impossible to set prices.  

• Fourth, if you have a world in which goods cannot be priced, it is also impossible to price labor. 

If labor can’t earn income, consumers cannot buy. When consumers stop buying, the economy 

stops working.  

These four factors seem likely to arise in any postcapitalist world mainly because they derive from the 

logic of capitalism itself. The drive to reduce costs, the competition between producers, and the reliance 

on consumer purchasing power are all central to capitalism, so capitalism will not resist these changes. 

Outside forces, such as regulation and revolution, cannot stop it—a fact proven over centuries of 

outside critique. The forces driving the emergence of postcapitalism are intrinsic and unavoidable, and 

therefore inevitable. 

How can postcapitalism help solve climate change?  

As postcapitalism emerges, it will develop the principles, structures, and methods that will constitute its 

own internal logic. The seeds of that logic are laid in the factors just described, but how they might 

develop is a matter of speculation, imagination, and possibility. We can see examples of how that logic 

may play out, and its impact on climate change, in five illustrative areas: networks, energy, the free 

economy, food, and transportation.  
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Networks 

The dominant organizational structure of postcapitalism is the network—not corporations, markets, or 

government. Those three, after all, are the three legged stool on which capitalism stands. Networks 

represent discontinuity. They are not states and they are not governments. They are not corporations, 

and they are not markets. They are something novel. People contribute to them because they want to, 

not because they get paid. There are many kinds of networks—those for creating valuable products like 

Wikipedia, those that are social, those that foster collaboration, and those that enable trade. These 

examples are content-centered networks, but there are also the physical networks—Facebook, Twitter, 

Comcast, and SaaS online networks. These networks provide the actual mechanism by which the other 

networks function. Finally, there remain people to people networks that are not primarily about digits, 

but which now have an additional glue to hold them together. These are professional networks, in-

person conferences, etc.—all of which are enabled and magnified by digital networks. 

Subversive to political and organizational boundaries, networks spread across national borders as if 

those borders do not exist. They spread across corporate boundaries, blurring the lines between us and 

them, and confounding competition. In my work as a consultant, I find that more and more corporate 

people find their professional, career-advancing networks not within their corporate walls, but rather 

within the links and connections they make and maintain every day with other professionals in their 

area of work. Indeed, those connections are often viewed as far more enduring, important, and valuable 

than the connections they make within their companies. When they are looking for solutions to 

problems, they don’t talk to their bosses, they talk to their professional colleagues in their network, 

most of whom work in other companies. 

If networks are subversive to the capitalist system, and if the capitalist system needs to be replaced to 

stop climate change, it follows that energetic participation in networks is one key to bringing about the 
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change we are looking for. Fortunately, this doesn’t take much commitment—it is fun and it is what 

people are doing anyway. As networks rise, capitalist institutions will decline, and as they do, new 

values, processes, and systems will arise to replace the extractive capitalist economy. When extractive 

capitalism fades, the driving forces of climate change will gradually vanish.  

Abundant Power 

Oil is oil, and while it is not digital, the industry increasingly relies on digital insights and information to 

find oil, drill for it, process it, ship it, and burn it. As a product of the real economy, oil will always be 

scarce—if people stop drilling for it, it will become scarce and that makes it subject to market pricing. 

On the other hand, sunlight is abundant, and solar power is essentially digital in and of itself. Solar 

power operates very similarly to digital products. Once you can get that sunlight converted into power, 

the next batch of power has almost no marginal cost to produce. The only cost tracked to marginal cost 

of production is depreciation of the equipment, but as the equipment may last a very long time, the 

marginal cost trends toward zero. As the price for that equipment drops because of automation and 

digitalization, the marginal cost goes down even further. In other words, solar power operates in a 

postcapitalist fashion. This is one reason it has been so ardently opposed by capitalist enterprises. It is 

subversive to the very economy of capitalism. 

In the early stages of the postcapitalist economy, adoption will depend on pricing mechanisms, but solar 

power generation has so far gone in two interesting and opposite directions. In the first, capital-driven 

power generators, such as utilities, have tried to control it through a capitalist model, and they have 

been supported in this effort with state subsidies. Instead of providing free and independent energy 

sources, these utilities have begun to create huge solar farms covering big spans of earth. These solar 

farms are large, remote production facilities which then send the power over the grid to where people 

and businesses use it—just like the oil, coal, and nuclear power generation model used since the 1800s. 
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These capital-driven companies are preserving the producer/consumer dichotomy inherent to 

capitalism. That system enables the power company to control access, restrict availability, and thereby 

create scarcity and restrict abundance. While better in many ways than burning fossil fuel, it is a 

capitalist attempt to preserve the market in energy, which is no longer needed. 

The converse program is playing out in companies like Wal-Mart, which have installed solar panels on 

their rooftops as a cost-cutting measure. Wal-Mart generates the power on its own premises, uses the 

power, and may even sell some to the power company over the grid. If you think of this as a model, the 

producer/consumer dichotomy is dissolved, and companies or homes adopting the same approach are 

essentially replacing that capitalist construct with a postcapitalist model. There is no need for large 

producers or solar farms anymore. Rather, power will be generated from the rooftops of homes and 

businesses for their own consumption. Digital systems will control and manage the power for the 

building or operation; thus, the kind of heavy capital investment found in traditional power generation 

will become an anachronistic model of the past. 

Solar power, like digitalization, is a key driver of the postcapitalist economy. If we are able to build and 

embrace this sooner, perhaps with government help, we may be able to stave off the more extreme 

effects of climate change. If not, these changes will come later, but only after enormous human 

suffering.  

Free Economy 

The abundant postcapitalist society will lead to an economy in which most things are free. As products 

or services become abundant or digitalized, markets will cease to function, and prices will collapse. This 

will be the ultimate cause of the undoing of capitalism. What does that mean? 
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If digital products are abundant and have no cost, then the products cannot be priced, and neither can 

the labor to produce them. If labor cannot be priced, no one gets paid for working and demand 

disappears. In this kind of situation, money doesn’t just lose value, it ceases to matter because most 

things we will need are free. With that, whole new possibilities occur. 

Imagine, for example, what a free, cashless economy would mean. It will engender the development of 

non-capitalistic lifestyles in which work and consumption—two pillars of capitalist economy—no longer 

rule our economic lives. With no financial requirement to go to work, commuting is no longer necessary 

or economical. With home-based, digital production of nearly everything, there is no need to distribute 

or transport goods. Energy is free from the sun, as we saw in the previous section, so everything we do 

to burn stuff is unnecessary. In essence, the forced burning of scarce, extracted resources comes to an 

end—hence, a real solution to climate change.  

Food 

Digitalization is likely to push us even further into areas once thought impossible. One would think that 

food, for example, is not an area where digitalization would become a component of price. Yet today, 

private companies are developing ways of growing the tissues for our food without the animal. Using 

stem cells, genetic information and specialized, scientific feeding processes, these companies aim to 

“grow a steak” without growing a cow. Same with chicken, pork, and other meats, as well as fruits and 

vegetables. Should this become an accepted way of producing food, it could be said that food, at that 

point, is largely digitalized. You grow it not based on animals and acres of land, but rather based on a 

digital genetic code and a feedstock of some sort—much of which will include digitalized solar energy. 

This could be done centrally and distributed through digital delivery—driverless cars or drones, for 

example—or perhaps set up in homes to create your own food. As long as there is a need for a non-
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digital feedstock, some marginal cost of production will be maintained. But it will be far less than the 

capitalistic costs associated with current animal production and distribution. 

Although many readers (including me) will be horrified by the idea of digitalized food, it will be a part of 

the postcapitalist world, and as such, it will actually contribute to solving climate change. For if this 

thesis is real, none of the existing industrialized agricultural infrastructure will survive—not the tractors, 

not the million-chicken egg houses, not the 10,000 head cow barns, and not the giant plains feedlots. 

The processing plants will disappear or intensively localize, and the distribution networks will no longer 

be needed. All industrial agriculture contributes to climate change, and the whole system will disappear 

with the rise of “digital food.” 

Transportation 

The decreasing importance (i.e. value) of the automobile is evident in a little-recognized trend in 

teenage behavior. Back in the 1970s and 1980s, the single most important teenage right of passage was 

obtaining one’s driver’s license. Being able to drive provided independence and not only the keys to the 

car, but the keys to the world. Almost everyone took the test on their 16th birthday. Here’s what’s 

different: more and more of today’s teenagers couldn’t care less about driving. It’s not uncommon for 

teens to not bother with driving until after they turn 18 or even 20 years old. Why? Because “getting 

somewhere” is no longer nearly as important socially as “being online.” The mobility provided by cars is 

no longer critical to one’s social standing, which is pretty much how teens measure everything, but 

digital access is. By 18, 20, or older, these same kids need a car to get to work—in other words, they 

want to drive only when there is an economic value to getting somewhere. When that economic value is 

no longer pertinent, the allure of the automobile is likely to wane considerably, just as it did for teens 

who increasingly find driving irrelevant.  
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If you analyze the way most people use cars today, it is apparent that the value they derive from their 

cars is rooted in meeting three primary needs—getting to and from work, getting to a from the places 

they need to procure things, and getting to and from other people. Practically speaking, that’s it. Some 

will also buy cars for image purposes, but even that is usually tied to work or social status. Cars add 

value through work, procurement of goods, and social access.  

As the digitalized economy loses the power to price work, the price one is willing to pay for a car 

changes. Who needs to buy a car to get to work if work doesn’t pay? Likewise, if a person can begin to 

procure the goods needed to live effectively and efficiently without a car, what price is one willing to 

pay for the procurement component of the car’s value? Add that to the teen’s assessment that cars 

don’t matter for sociability, and there is little left to support the economics of car buying.  

Conversely, as driverless vehicles become ubiquitous, we are likely to summon a car when we need it. 

There is no need to own them, park them, or insure them. Instead, electricity will power the car based 

on solar energy production, thereby eliminating the single largest component of a pollution creating 

climate change—automobile emissions.  

The Climate Change Solution 

As long as we have capitalism, climate change will be an intransigent problem. We know what is causing 

it—extractive energy programs, massive burning of fuel for transportation and energy, hierarchical 

organization, growing feedlots, and the intrinsic need to price and pay for everything. In short, the cause 

of climate change is capitalism. Hence, we will defeat climate change only when capitalism ceases to 

dominate the global economic, political, and social system. 

The good news is that capitalism’s own intrinsic logic is taking us toward a postcapitalist world in which 

new energy, transportation, and food production methods dominate, networks re-organize society, and 
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the free economy creates an unprecedented experience of abundance—thereby undermining the core 

principles of capitalism. This transition is upon us, but it will be a long time before it takes hold. It should 

be our hope and our work that postcapitalism arises before climate change becomes both catastrophic 

and irreversible. 
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Abundant Digital Food 
To the extent that digitalization is the primary driver behind the emergence of a postcapitalist economy, 

one question nearly always bubbles to the top in casual conversation: what about food? It’s a good 

question. Of all things we humans need, food is among the most critical. It is also among the most 

complicated to secure. All of our food begins as a living organism, then it must be harvested, sent to 

distribution points, possibly processed, distributed again, purchased in a store, and finally get to our 

tables in various states of freshness to be edible and healthy.  

This complicated economic problem of feeding people has given rise to an enormous food infrastructure 

that stretches from farms to processing plants to packaging and shipping to grocery stores and food co-

ops to the kitchen in a home and the waste treatment process in sewage systems, compost, and waste 

hauling. It includes mining and distribution of minerals, processing and delivering chemicals for fertilizer 

and pesticides, and the production of huge, powerful farm machinery. Of all commodities, food’s origin 

in living organisms seems to suggest it could never be produced with digital abundance. I thought the 

same thing, but new advances on the frontiers of science are changing that and may lead directly to 

digital food abundance. 

At this time, digital food is different from other digital products for one simple reason—it is alive. Food 

products must be grown, fed, and nourished, and the wastes created must be removed and dealt with. 

Truth be told, the earth itself is exquisitely good at this. Indeed, its natural abundance is so substantial 

that it can support the billions of people on this planet, plus all the other living organisms. 

Unfortunately, all these systems are under severe ecological stress due primarily to the extractive aspect 

of capitalism, but so far, we are still producing enough food to feed the world. Hunger derives more 

from distribution than it does from production, but that is a different problem. 
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As two areas of leading research come to fruition, they are likely to play significant parts in an abundant, 

digital food world. First, the rise of animal-less or “cultured” meat is setting the table for a fully 

digitalized method of producing meat.. Companies today are growing meat in laboratories based on 

harvested stem cells. In fact, in February 2016, Memphis Meats announced the creation of its first 

animal-less meatball.6 Other companies like Modern Meadow in New York and Mosa Meat in Europe are 

doing the same thing. In fact, according to FactCoExist.com, “In 2013, with the backing of Google co-

founder Sergey Brin, Mosa Meat founder Mark Post held a taste test of the world’s first cultured 

hamburger.”7  

The technology is based on stem cells. Harvest the stem cells from the animal, then culture it in a lab, 

and you can grow the muscle tissue needed without ever having an animal. This way of creating food 

will create a massive disruption in the agriculture industry, which is perhaps the single most capital 

intensive industry in the world. It requires billions of acres of land plus all the buildings, equipment, 

processing facilities, and transportation facilities that go with it. Even if there is no directly digital 

component, the stem-cell driven disruption to capitalism will be enormous. 

The second key technology is the processing system for growing these living tissues. No doubt the first 

systems will simply be an enclosed system in which the culturing process adds nutrients for the cells to 

grow and captures waste to dispose of it. These will be purchased inputs and expensive outputs to 

process in the early machines, but it won’t stay that way. 

Why can I say that with confidence? Look what is happening in hydroponics and new food production 

systems. Hydroponics is essentially the same concept as the meatless beef—plants are grown for human 

consumption in the most artificial way—with no soil, with roots growing in nutrient-rich water, indoors, 

under artificial light. Hydroponics has been around for several decades. What’s interesting isn’t the fact 

of hydroponic growing enterprises, but rather how they are being combined with other growing 

http://www.fastcoexist.com/1682045/the-worlds-first-test-tube-hamburger-costs-325000-will-be-eaten-in-london
http://www.fastcoexist.com/1682045/the-worlds-first-test-tube-hamburger-costs-325000-will-be-eaten-in-london
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systems. For example, James Prokopanko the former CEO of Mosiac, the world largest producer of 

potash and phosphate as fertilizers for agriculture, shared in a presentation at the University of 

Minnesota in April 2016 that hydroponic producers are joining their systems to other farming methods, 

such as fish farming. In this interesting system, the waste from the fish is filtered through the 

hydroponic system, thereby providing the necessary nutrients for the hydroponic plants. Likewise, the 

old and dead plants are provided as food to the fish. Other than the energy input of heat and light, this 

little system is moving rapidly toward a no input, no output production system.8 It is not too difficult to 

imagine that you could replace the fish farm with a cultured meat system. 

Today, the production of cultured meat begins with harvested stem cells, but it doesn’t seem too hard 

to believe that the industry will soon begin with a genomic sequence instead—purely digital information 

from which to start the production of a steak or chicken breast. In other words, the digital component of 

the product is growing, and that will be the part that has no marginal cost of production.  

The ongoing march of technology is likely to drive digitalization into the food system in unforeseen 

ways. For example, we could anticipate miniaturization of these systems to culture meats—so much so, 

that it may one day be possible to grow your own meats in your own home by selecting digital recipes—

essentially the genome for a T-bone steak. The inputs may arise from the waste from an affiliated 

system, or perhaps they only exist as energy generated from an abundance of sunshine. It is entirely 

possible that food could be produced for free and in totally abundant supply all throughout the world.  

Of course this is all speculative, but research and development are already addressing this area. Food is 

probably the hardest and most difficult category to digitalize toward abundance, but like all other forms 

of digitalization, capitalism will drive us there because it is compelled to by its own cost-reduction logic. 

The real marker for entering true postcapitalism will occur when food is digital, totally abundant and the 

price is free. Such food will be very different from how we think of “organic” food today, but abundant 
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food, produced at the level of the home, promises compelling benefits—we could end world hunger, 

dismantle capitalism, and provide people with a new kind of independence. The trade-offs will not be 

perfect, but they will be compelling, and we are better off to begin thinking about this now. 
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Problems and Opportunities with the 
Universal Basic Income Dream 
What if you had enough income to live on and never had to work another day in your life? That, in 

essence, is the promise of universal basic income (UBI). Government gives everyone cash with no strings 

attached. It is an old idea with a new application. Decades ago, libertarians and socialists championed 

the idea, and during the Nixon administration, the United States almost passed it. Today, the idea has 

been given new life as one answer to the biggest problem we face as digitalization destroys jobs—how 

will people buy things? The UBI answer: simply give everyone enough money to live on. They can still 

work if they can find a job, but they don’t have to work to stay out of poverty.  

Support for the idea is coming from all quarters. Libertarians support it as a much easier and simpler 

way to alleviate poverty and shrink the federal bureaucracy at the same time. Socialists and progressives 

love it because of its effect on poverty and the view that UBI can unleash new forms of creativity among 

the public. Labor leader Andy Stern, the former head of SEIU, supports it in his newest book Raising the 

Floor. Even leading capitalist investors like bond king Bill Gross see basic income as a new reality, and 

one that will be good and necessary for the economy.9  

The UBI Concept 

UBI is easy enough to grasp conceptually. The government simply gives people enough money to live on 

without regard to work. In the United States, one idea gives $1,000 per month to every adult in the 

country. Married people net $24,000 per year from the government. Although not quite middle class, 

the amount is enough to keep people above the poverty line.10 Bolder proposals would give more 

money to help ensure people can be in the middle class. 
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For those of us conditioned in capitalist morality, this idea is an abomination. Give everyone something 

for nothing? No way! We’d create a nation of sloth! Everyone would quit working, and then what would 

we do? Yet the idea has come to the fore again as the world stairs down a juggernaut that is going to 

prevent most people from working anyway. Digitalization, roboticization, automation, and artificial 

intelligence are going to replace most jobs. While this is easy to see, the consequences of such a change 

are not.  

As many have asked, what are all these people going to do when their jobs are automated or 

roboticized? How will they occupy their time? How will they obtain money, food, and the necessities of 

life? How will they keep their homes? The challenge is that there are likely to be millions of these people 

without jobs in a relatively short period of time. Right now, the lowest wage jobs in the world are being 

replaced with robots. Bangladeshis are losing their jobs because shoemakers like Adidas are moving 

production closer to market and replacing people with robots.11 More and more manufacturing is being 

replaced by robots, but so are service jobs of all kinds. Here are a few highlights: 

• Financial services firms are using AI to write stock analyses and reports12 

• Retail companies are testing robotic greeters 

• Fast food is deploying robots to build hamburgers 

• 3D printers are manufacturing all kinds of parts 

• Driverless cars will soon be eliminating taxi and Uber drivers, and driverless trucks—which are 

already being used in mines—will be delivering freight13 

• Hospitals are using robotic bins to move everything from pharmaceuticals to laundry around the 

hospital 

The applications go on and on. The only job category you can really see as immune from all this is 

defined by jobs that require the physical presence of a human being—think of musical performances, 
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mental health therapy, or sporting events. The point is to be with the person you are with because of 

what they provide as an experience for you—and no robot will replace that. Beyond this category, it is 

hard to see a category that is safe from automation and robotics. 

A Solution: Universal Basic Income 

Basic income is being touted as the answer to this problem, and in the short run, it probably is. One 

alternative would be an enormous swelling of the social safety programs currently in place—the 

precursor of which we have already seen in the substantial growth of social security disability benefits 

since the 2008 financial crisis. Most of the jobs lost during that crisis have not returned, so people have 

turned to the only program available. Many will get a doctor to say they cannot work, and they qualify 

for benefits. Disability benefits are only one part of the social safety net; we can expect many others to 

grow as well, should we decide to work only with the traditional programs. 

Another alternative would be economic collapse and the casting of millions of middle class Americans 

into poverty. While this idea may be ideologically pure to those who felt there should be no intervention 

to solve the financial crisis back in 2008, it has a moral repugnance that most people find objectionable. 

We don’t want to see millions of people in poverty, empty grocery store shelves, and general economic 

malaise. America can do better, we think to ourselves, and we should. 

Challenges with Universal Basic Income 

Basic income, however, raises many intriguing questions. First, why should basic income be so minimal? 

Twenty-four thousand dollars per year may keep a couple barely above the poverty line, but it will 

hardly stave off economic collapse. The consumption power of $24,000 is nowhere near the 2015 

median income of more than $56,000.14 If a large number of people move from an income of $56,000 to 

$24,000, you can expect the GDP to take an enormous hit. Seventy percent of our economy is based on 

the sale of consumer purchasing—clothing, cars, restaurant meals, building supplies, and all the other 
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things people do with their money. On $24,000 a year, nearly all of that purchasing power disappears. 

Sure, people have food and shelter, but that’s it. A massive shift to income levels at 50 percent of the 

previous is not a recipe for prosperity, even though it may buy us some time. 

If we are to have a UBI, we should take out the term “basic.” We don’t need a basic, minimal income, we 

need an income that can support a thriving economy. I propose that it should be equal to the median 

income in the country, thereby lifting people into a lifestyle that can support the economic vitality of the 

nation. At least, that is, until digitalism drives prices down to zero, at which time hardly any income will 

be needed anyway. Basic income should bridge the gap. 

Another reason basic income should be more than basic refers to a common argument for UBI—the 

unleashing of creativity through art, business, and entertainment. UBI is supposed to give people time 

for other pursuits if they can’t find a job. If there are no jobs and the income allows for no extras, 

however, who will buy the art, who will buy from the new business, and who will buy the tickets for 

entertainment? Without enough income, you cannot create economic vitality.  

Herein, however, is where a second problem occurs. If there is basic income, the consumption economy 

of capitalism is supported. This is why traditionally conservative people like investors and economists 

support basic income—they can see that without it, purchasing power will drop and when people stop 

spending, capitalism is in trouble. These people have an instinct for wealth preservation, and that 

instinct is opening their eyes to the challenges we soon face. 

Do we want to perpetuate capitalism? Especially if there is an alternative? Unless you are particularly 

wealthy, the only reason to preserve capitalism is to avoid shock. But the shock is coming in the form of 

digitalization, automation, robotics, and job losses. It is already here. Jobs are being cut and lost slowly 

right now, but in the next 20 years, an enormous number of jobs of all kinds will disappear.  
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The avoidance of the economic shock, however, is in fact a worthy purpose. It will soften the blow for 

millions of people whether they are employed or not. It will perpetuate some jobs for a longer period of 

time. It will enable ongoing spending, as well as the purchase of homes. Basic income at a high enough 

level will actually preserve wealth for a longer period of time while the free economy aspect of 

digitalization catches up. That development is likely to be more gradual and less impactful than the mass 

loss of jobs, so our economic lives can withstand it. 

That said, basic income probably needs to be sunsetted as a policy. While a catastrophic collapse of the 

consumer economy would hurt everyone, the perpetuation of extraction capitalism will too because it 

will continue to drive climate change. Basic income can easily be used as a way to avoid changing the 

paradigm. While that is good in the short run as a cushion, in the long run it is disastrous, and may lead 

us into exogenous shocks that historically accompany dramatic shifts in socioeconomic systems.  

In a way, we have a choice. We can refuse basic income and instigate an economic disaster, or we can 

create basic income and court a climatic disaster. This leaves us in a difficult spot—we can only win by 

properly managing basic income, and that opens its own can of worms. 

Managing Basic Income 

The primary allure of basic income to libertarians is the elimination of the federal bureaucracy managing 

the social safety net. Libertarians think, “Well, the government is good at cutting checks, so let’s just 

have it do what it is good at and cut checks to everyone. The 136 programs that are currently charged 

with giving welfare and social safety net money to people who qualify—that is, to only the right people 

in the right circumstances—can be eliminated.” Nice idea, but not so fast. There is probably a lot to be 

gained, but let’s consider the challenges. 
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The first challenge is definition: how much is a basic income? Rent, food, and other costs of living are so 

different across the country that setting a number would be impossible. Take any number and the 

differences could be striking. What might allow you to live like a king in rural Mississippi might not even 

cover your rent in New York City. How would basic income address these geographic differences in 

economic need for a basic standard of living? And if you did account for them, how do you change the 

income level when a person moves? Perhaps a little more management of the program is required than 

initially thought. 

The second challenge is how to pay for it. Andy Stern in his book Raising the Floor provides what he calls 

a menu of options for funding a very basic UBI. Here are the sources he lists and the possible annual 

revenue:  

• Eliminating the 126 currently existing welfare programs: $1 trillion  

• Eliminating the federal government’s tax expenditures: $1.2 trillion 

• VAT tax of 5-10 percent: $650 billion to $1.3 trillion 

• Financial Transaction Tax: $150 billion 

• User fees for natural resources: $1.25 trillion 

• Wealth tax of 1.5 percent: $600 billion 

• Expenditure changes in the budget: $100 billion15  

Stern estimates that his program would cost up to $2.5 trillion, so he concludes that the money is there. 

A couple of other options are also worth considering, especially if we are thinking about moving to the 

larger basic income that Stern proposes. One is to tax corporate dividends, interest, and rent the way we 

do other income, and eliminate the ceiling on income subject to social security tax. Corporate profits are 

earned by virtue of the privileges granted to corporations by the people—from the right to organize as a 
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corporation to low prices for extraction leases to the every-so-many-decades bail outs we fund through 

borrowing and public debt. Just the companies on the S&P 500 payout more than one trillion dollars per 

year in dividends, and most of the dividends go to wealthy stockholders. These dividends receive special 

treatment in taxes—they are exempt from payroll taxes because they are thought to be “unearned” 

income. Total housing rents in the United States amount to $440 billion according to Zillow.16 Payroll 

dollars not subject to FICA tax are estimated at about $1 trillion. Suffice it to say that somewhere in the 

neighborhood of $3-5 trillion could be taxed at the FICA rate, and if so, would raise $350-600 billion in 

revenue. 

A second option to consider takes the whole thing off the books, just like they did when they bailed out 

the banks—by creating a quantitative easing type of program. Instead of being on the national budget 

where legislators had to agree, the Federal Reserve started buying bonds with money it did not have—

to the tune of about $80 billion per month (or $1 trillion dollars per year).17 The idea was to provide 

“liquidity” in the markets by removing so-called toxic debt, and to buoy up the economy by providing 

stimulus. As jobs disappear under the coming wave of digitalization, we will face the same kind of crisis. 

Since people will not be able to pay their bills, debt will turn toxic. Since people will have no salary, they 

won’t be able to buy. This time when it happens, let’s take a different approach. The Federal Reserve 

can inject liquidity by enabling the people who cannot be employed any more to pay their bills. It can 

invent money it doesn’t have to again create stimulus. If it could do this for several years adding trillions 

of dollars to the economy through banks, how about doing it with real people? One way or another, 

they can play a role in making this happen. 

The Digital Approach 

Even if we can fund basic income for all, I am not completely convinced yet that it is the best path. The 

capitalist model has always been built on doing work, getting paid, and buying goods and services. Until 
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salaries came along, capitalism was based largely on piece work, similar to the emerging gig economy of 

today. Transactions occurred for the purchase of a thing or a unit of time for a service. For that reason, 

the initial foray of software into the economy followed the same model—you buy the disks with the 

software, pay some fees for maintenance or upgrades, and the product is yours. 

Digitalization, however, is giving rise to this new SaaS model. In other words, you subscribe to the 

software as a service. You pay a monthly subscription fee and that provides access. It puts the 

companies on a financial footing that more closely parallels their actual structure and need for their 

work.  

In my own business, I started selling some of these products to my clients. Each time I sell one, I get a 

share of the subscription fee, and this gave me a sense of what a basic income might feel like. But it also 

gave me an idea. If subscription commissions feel to me like basic income, is there something in the 

subscription model that will be endemic to the postcapitalist world, and which will simulate basic 

income? On a personal level, can I build my own basic income right now? And on a societal level, does 

this mean a total reimagination of income procurement?  The reproduction cost of digital products may 

go to zero, but reproduction may be completely the wrong paradigm in the postcapitalist world. It is 

possible that the new postcapitalist jobs will allow people to work far less while still earning a 

reasonable amount of money due to subscription commissions or shares. In other words, basic income 

may become something we can set up for ourselves in the new postcapitalist world—maybe 

government won’t have to fund anything. 

Despite these creative ideas, the probability is that basic income will need to happen, it will be funded 

by government, and it will last at least long enough to get us through the massive job losses that lie 

ahead. It will happen because it makes sense. It is more efficient than vetting the tens of millions of 

people who will have need. It will happen because wealth holders need it—without money, people 
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cannot buy from them. And it will happen because people want it. I only hope that when we do it, we do 

it with enough gusto and size to make a difference—in the economy and in people’s lives. 
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Perhaps even more importantly, businesses of all kinds will be far more renewable because they will be 

based on abundant resources—such as sunlight, air, digits, and ideas—not scarce resources like oil or 

timber. 

My critique is not meant to damage sustainability. We need more sustainability in farms, fisheries, 

forests, energy production, and consumer lifestyles. People understand instinctually that this is a better 

way to go in a capitalist world, even if they can’t actually execute it in that same world! But as we look 

toward a postcapitalist future, it would be looking backward, not forward, to focus on sustainability. 

Postcapitalism is inherently sustainable because it undercuts the very nature of unsustainable practices. 

Extraction, hierarchy, and scarcity become curious anachronisms in postcapitalism, whereas the 

contemporary sustainability movement is one side of the dialectic argument focused against these 

capitalist tendencies. How much better to render such ideas irrelevant, as postcapitalism does, than to 

fight on in an endless losing battle? Postcapitalism is, in fact, the only way to achieve true sustainability.  

* 

Postcapitalism is sustainable, but sustainability is not postcapitalist. Sustainable economics has been an 

idea growing and developing since at least the time I first heard about it in the 1980s. Books are written, 

seminars created and provided, even consultants starting up, with the idea of creating a sustainable 

economic model. From all this, one would expect novel ideas to have emerged that we could draw on in 

thinking about, and perhaps even planning for, the coming end of capitalism. Unfortunately, that 

expectation would be sorely disappointed. 
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If You Like This Sampler… 
You can order the entire book—all 23 essays—easily at the following link: 

Get Speculations on Postcapitalism 

Ordering details available for both a print version and an ebook. 

  

The Postcapitalism Series 
 

This topic is so important to me, I am currently writing a four book series on it. Most of them will be 

released in the next six months. To stay abreast and know when these books become available, sign up 

for our email list. That way, you will be the first to know.  

Briefly, the focus of each books will be as follows: 

• Book 1: Speculative essays exploring many possibilities of the future ahead. “Imaginative, 

insightful, stimulating.” It is titled Speculations on Postcapitalism, and is available in print (for 

$18) or as an ebook (for $2.99, pre-orders accepted until launch date on 9/15/17). 

• Book 2: Defines the logic of capitalism and how it will change to create postcapitalism. It also 

lays out the new postcapitalist logic, and how it will change economics, politics, social 

structures, and the environment. Due out in late October, 2017. 

• Book 3: What are all the opportunities in this postcapitalist world? How should we decide 

careers, investments, and related activities during the transition? Examines the future of AI, 

robots, automation, 3D printing, and their social impacts. Targeted for January 2017. 

• Book 4: Postcapitalism will change how we view the world—but how? What will that new view 

be? How will we perceive the new normal? Targeted for March 2017. 

Don’t miss these books. Sign up for our email list here!  

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1542931940/
http://postcapfuture.com/subscribe/
http://postcapfuture.com/subscribe/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1542931940/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B074S61R9V
http://postcapfuture.com/subscribe/
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