Only post-westphalian social protection can solve global financial and environmental crisis.
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This revision enables a better understanding of the “labor” dimension of the current crisis. By introducing the problematic of male domination and women’s emancipation, we can grasp crucial aspects of the present constellation that are occulted in more orthodox Polanyian accounts. It is true, of course, as these accounts suggest, that wage labor is everywhere in crisis as a result of neoliberal globalization–witness astronomical rates of unemployment, attacks on unions, and the involuntary exclusion of roughly two-thirds of the world’s population from official labor markets. But that is not all. In a further turn of the screw, much of the formerly unwaged activity of social reproduction is now being commodified– witness, the burgeoning global markets in adoptions, child-care, babies, sexual services, elder care, and bodily organs. Now add to this the fact it is increasingly women who are being recruited today into waged work. Thus, neoliberalism is proletarianizing those who still do the lion’s share of the unwaged work of social reproduction. And it is doing so at the very moment when it is also insisting on reduced public provision of social welfare and curtailed state provision of social infrastructure. The overall result is a deficit of care. To fill the gap, global capitalism imports migrant workers from poorer to richer countries. Typically, it is racialized and/or rural women from poor regions who take on reproductive and caring labor previously performed by wealthier women. But to do this, the migrants must transfer their own familial and community responsibilities to other, still poorer caregivers, who must in turn do the same–and on and on, in ever longer “global care chains.” Far from filling the care gap, the net effect is to displace it–from richer to poorer families, from the Global North to the Global South. 
Here we see a new, intensified form of fictitious commodification. Activities that once formed the uncommodified background that made commodified labor possible are now themselves being commodified. The result can only be intensified crisis, as the tiger bites ever more deeply into its tail. 
No wonder, then, that struggles over the social construction of “family and work” have exploded over recent years–witness the rise of feminist movements and women’s movements of various stripes; of grass-roots community movements seeking to defend entitlements to housing, health care, job training, and income support; of movements for the rights of migrants, domestic workers, public employees, and of those who perform social service work in for-profit nursing homes, hospitals, and child care centers. But these struggles do not take the form of a double movement. They are better grasped, rather, as threesided struggles, encompassing not only neoliberals and social protectionists, but also proponents of emancipation, including those for whom exploitation represents an advance. 
Consider, next, the commodification of nature. Here, too, Polanyi was prescient, laying the basis in 1944 for an ecological critique of capitalism avant la lettre. He understood that nature is an indispensable precondition both for social life in general and for commodity production in particular. He understood too that unbridled commodification of nature is unsustainable, bound to impair both society and economy. He understood, finally, that, reduced to a factor of production and subjected to unregulated market exchange, nature is destined to become a node of crisis. Such treatment is bound, moreover, to provoke resistance, sparking movements to protect nature and human habitats from the market’s ravages. Here, too Polanyi envisioned a “double movement,” a two-sided battle between environmentalists and free marketeers.

Without question, this perspective is pertinent today. In the 21st century, commodification of nature has proceeded far beyond anything Polanyi imagined–witness the privatization of water, the bioengineering of sterile seeds, and the patenting of DNA. Such developments are far more intrusive, and destabilizing, than the land enclosures and free trade in corn he wrote about. Far from simply trading already existing natural objects, these forms of commodification generate new ones; probing deep into nature, they alter its internal grammar, much as the assembly line altered the grammar of human labor. Adapting terminology used by Marx, one could say that such new forms of fictitious commodification effect not just the “formal subsumption,” but the “real subsumption,” of nature into capitalism. Hence, nature truly is now produced for sale. In addition, the depletion of the earth’s non-renewable resources is far more advanced today than in Polanyi’s time–so advanced, indeed, as to raise the prospect of full-scale ecological collapse. Finally, the neoliberal cure for the ills of markets in nature is more markets–markets in strange new entities, such as carbon emissions permits and offsets, and in even stranger meta-entities derived from them, “environmental derivatives,” such as carbon emissions “tranches,” modeled after the mortgage-backed CDOs that nearly crashed the global financial order in 2008 and now being briskly traded by Goldman Sachs. 
No wonder, then, that struggles over nature have exploded over recent years–witness the rise of environmental and indigenous movements, locked in battles with corporate interests and proponents of “development,” on the one hand, and with workers and would-be workers who fear the loss of jobs, on the other hand. If there were ever a time when nature was a flashpoint of crisis, it is today. But these conflicts, like those surrounding labor and care, do not take the form of a simple two-sided struggle between neoliberals and environmentalists. Like labor, nature is now a site of conflict for a complex array of social forces, which also include labor unions and indigenous peoples, ecofeminists and ecosocialists, and opponents of environmental racism. Here, too, in other words, not a double, but a triple movement. Also encompassing movements for emancipation, such struggles belie romantic ecofundamentalist perspectives that would flat out prohibit commodification of nature, just as the feminist critique of patriarchal protection belied romantic communitarian approaches that would ban commodification of the labor of care. In this case, too, accordingly, what is needed is a structural critique, divested of all nostalgia and linked to the critique of domination. 
Consider, finally, the commodification of money. In this case, too, Polanyi was remarkably prescient. In the 21st century, financialization has achieved new heights of dizziness, far beyond anything he could have imagined. With the invention of derivatives, and their metastasization, the commodification of money has floated so free of the materiality of social life as to take on a life of its own. Untethered from reality and out of control, “securitization” has unleashed a tsunami of insecurity, nearly crashing the world economy, bringing down governments, devastating communities, flooding neighborhoods with under-water mortgages, and destroying the jobs and livelihoods of billions of people. As I write, moreover, financialization is threatening to destroy the euro, the European Union, and any pretense of democracy, as bankers routinely overrule parliaments and install governments that will do their bidding. No wonder, then, that politics is everywhere in turmoil, as movements both on the Left and the Right, mobilize to seek protective cover. More perhaps even than in Polanyi’s time, finance is at the center of capitalist crisis. 
Here, too, however, Polanyi’s perspective harbors a major blindspot. He identified the modern territorial state as the principal arena and agent of social protection. Granted, he appreciated that the regulatory capacities of states depend importantly on international arrangements. Thus, he rejected the early 20th century free trade regimes that had deprived European states of control over their money supplies and prevented from adopting policies of full employment and deficit spending. But the best alternative Polanyi could envision was a new international regime that would reinstate national currency controls and thus facilitate protective policies at the national level. What he did not anticipate was that the “Embedded Liberalism” (Ruggie 1982) established after the War would serve some states better than others. In that era of decolonization, imperialism took on a new, indirect, “non-political” form, based on unequal exchange between newly independent ex-colonies and their erstwhile masters. As a result of this exchange, the wealthy states of the core could continue to finance their domestic welfare systems on the backs of their former colonial subjects. The disparity was exacerbated in the neoliberal era, moreover, by the policies of structural adjustment, as international agencies like the IMF used the weapon of debt to further undercut the protective capacities of postcolonial states, compelling them to divest their assets, open their markets, and slash social spending. Historically, therefore, international arrangements have entrenched disparities in the capacities of states to protect their populations from the vagaries of international markets. They have shielded the citizens of the core, but not those of the periphery. In fact, the national social protection envisioned by Polanyi was never in fact universalizable to the entire world; its viability in the Global North always depended on value siphoned off from the Global South. Thus, even the most internally egalitarian variants of postwar social democracy rested on external neo-imperial predation. 
Today, moreover, as many on the Left have long warned, and as Greeks have discovered to their dismay, the construction of Europe as an economic and monetary union, without corresponding political and fiscal integration, simply disables the protective capacities of member states without creating broader, European-level protective capacities to take up the slack. But that is not all. Absent global financial regulation, even very wealthy, free-standing countries find their efforts at national social protection stymied by global market forces, including transnational corporations, international currency speculators, financiers, and large institutional investors. The globalization of finance requires a new, post-westphalian way of imagining the arenas and agents of social protection. It requires arenas in which the circle of those entitled to protection matches the circle of those subject to risk; and it requires agents whose protective capacities and regulatory powers are sufficiently robust and broad to effectively rein in transnational private powers and to pacify global finance. 
No wonder, then, that present-day struggles over finance do not conform to the schema of the double movement. Alongside the neoliberals and national protectionists that Polanyi foregrounded, we also find alter-globalization movements, movements for global or transnational democracy, and those who seek to transform finance from a profit-making enterprise into a public utility, which can be used to guide investment, create jobs, promote ecologically sustainable development, and support social reproduction, while also combating entrenched forms of domination. Such actors represent a new configuration, which aims to integrate social protection with emancipation. 
What all of this shows, I believe, is that Polanyi was right to identify labor, land, and money as central nodes and flashpoints of crisis. But if we are to exploit his insights today, we must complicate his perspective, connecting a structural critique of fictitious commodification to a critique of domination. 
Let me close, however, by returning to a point I stressed at the outset. The purpose of centering our understanding of crisis on nature, social reproduction, and finance is not to treat these three dimensions separately. It is rather to overcome critical separatism by developing a single comprehensive framework, able to encompass all three of them and thus to connect the concerns of ecologists, feminist theorists and political economists. 
Far from being neatly separated from one another, the three strands of capitalist crisis are inextricably interwoven, as are the three corresponding processes of fictitious commodification. I have already noted the neoliberals are pressing governments everywhere to reduce deficits by slashing social spending, thereby jeopardizing the capacity of families and communities to care for their members and to maintain social bonds; thus, their response to financial crisis is undermining social reproduction. Likewise, I have mentioned the new speculation in environmental derivatives. What such “green finance” portends is not only economic breakdown, but also ecological meltdown, as the promise of quick speculative super-profits draws capital away from the long-term, large-scale investment that is needed to develop renewable energy and to transform unsustainable modes of production and forms of life that are premised on fossil fuels. The resulting environmental destruction is bound to further disturb processes of social reproduction and will likely produce some nasty effects–including zerosum conflicts over oil, water, air, and arable land, conflicts in which broader solidarities give way to “lifeboat ethics,” to scapegoating and militarism, and perhaps again to fascism and world war. In any case, we do not need to rely on such predictions to see that finance, ecology and social reproduction are not neatly separated from one another, but are deeply and inextricably intertwined.
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