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Vampire Economics 

Robert Jacobsen 

 

Stories of the “undead” feasting on human blood, didn’t start in 1897 with Bram 
Stoker’s Dracula. They have been found in societies throughout the world, even 
back as far as ancient times. In our own era, “Buffy the Vampire Slayer,” 
“Twilight,” “Vampire Diaries,” “Dark Shadows,” and other such gems of our cul-
ture, exist to gratify the literary and cinematic tastes of horror fans. Yet, in many 
different times and places, the fear of vampires was extremely potent, leading to 
practices to protect the living. Over time, vampire tales became more entertaining 
than genuinely dreaded. In fact, in some of our modern tales, certain vampire char-
acters have celebrity-like glamor, are more eccentric than evil, and are seen as ma-
ligned victims of an addiction. 

Also, with the waning of vampire terror, starting in the late 18th century, the vam-
pire image became popular as a metaphor for beings who gained life and strength 
from the exploitation of others. In many cases, these metaphors have had economic 
connotations. Consider: According to legend, a vampire is a greedy creature who, 
by necessity, feeds off of the blood of its prey. The vampire’s needs make him rav-
enous, desperate, and merciless. As he gains vitality, his victim weakens. In the 
economic metaphors, the vampire figure is the person who extends his own fortune 
by benefiting from the labor and essence of others. As he attains greater wealth and 
power, the laborer weakens. The “vampire” has the ability to extract value, even to 
the point of death.  

Vampirical metaphors appear in different economic settings. Some refer to Europe-
an aristocrats whose dominance over the servant or feudal class gave them immense 
power.  The European vampire metaphors arose in the late 1700s, a period when 
attitudes towards nobility and the prevailing class structure were increasingly hos-
tile. Aristocrats fit the image as they were wealthy and elegant. With the advantages 
of their social and economic position, they also were viewed as hopelessly corrupt 
and predatory. In their Revolution, French nobility lost their heads, much like many 
vampires of legend. The English revolt against the decadence and exploitation of 
the noble class was less brutal, but fed on a similar metaphor. 

The works of Karl Marx in the 19th century (Communist Manifesto with Friedrich 
Engels, 1848, Das Capital, 1867) whose writing was informed by literary and theo-

logical references, made abundant use of 
vampiric metaphor. This is not surpris-
ing given that Marx was a fan of gothic 
horror books, and because his dominant 
theme of class struggle was so well 
served by this image. His work marked a 
turn in the use of the metaphor to the 
economic setting of capitalism, which, 
he said, was typified by capitalists as the 
owners of production, feeding off of the 
working class. At this time, the vampire 

metaphors moved from the aristocratic model to that of the industrial bourgeoisie. 
Marx cited the exploitation of agricultural workers, then of African slaves, leading 
up to his primary subject, the Western working class.  “Capital is dead  labour 
which, vampire-like, lives only by sucking living labour, and lives the more, the 
more labour it sucks.”1  As further illustration, Marx described the capitalist’s ex-
tension of the working day as his attempt to create  “surplus labor.”  He wrote that 
longer hours “not only produces a deterioration of human labour-power by robbing 
it of its normal moral and physical conditions of development and activity, but also 
produces the premature exhaustion and death of this labour-power itself.”2 In other 
words, because of his insatiable greed and his near total control of the situation, the 
bourgeois “vampire” killed his victims.     
                         Continued p. 2 
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As industrial capitalism progressed in the United States, it included aspects that might have fulfilled Marx’s vampire meta-
phor, but did not tend to be described in that way. The nationwide  Pullman strike of 1894, in which the American Railroad 
Union did battle with the Pullman Company, the major railroads and the Federal Government, did fit the bill. It began fol-
lowing the depression of 1893, when George Pullman cut both jobs and wages, while increasing hours and maintaining 
worker rents and utility costs. (Recall Marx’s “surplus labor” concept?) While strike leaders used passionate and colorful 
language to describe the owners, “vampire” wasn’t in their vocabulary. The same was true for major strikes by the IWW 
(International Workers of the World) a broad, diverse and radical workers group. As industrial owners could determine 
working conditions when the IWW was formed in 1905, the union depicted them as tyrants in class warfare, but without 
using the vampire model.  Perhaps this was because the U.S. did not have a history of gothic horror, and by the turn of the 
century, interest in vampires had subsided.  Why then has vampire intrigue resurrected itself  in the US in recent years?  

Culturally, our current vampire fantasies are so removed in time from the days of actual fears and gothic horror literature, 
that the vampire model has become extremely flexible, surely unrecognizable to Bram Stoker or Marx. Today’s vampires are 
diverse in nature, often sexy, powerful, and far  more  sociable than Count Dracula. No longer isolated, they tend to run in 
groups. They are so attractive that there are groups of real live Americans who self-identify as “vampires.” If you wish, you 
can buy “Tru-Blood,” a soft drink resembling blood, from Amazon. 

Recent vampire economic metaphors don’t cast the owner of production as a blood sucking monster. There are politically 
conservative books and articles that give the federal government that honor, for sucking blood (capital) out of the economy. 
(In 1998, Steve Forbes said of the tax code “You must kill it, drive a stake through its heart…” 2) Another theme refers to 
“financialized capitalism” in which companies exist not to benefit workers, consumers or products, but to extract value by 
manipulating financial assets. In this narrative, the vampire is the financier dismembers the company and sells its parts. The 
producer is his victim, not the exploiter of the worker. Examples such as the decline of Sears, are used illustrate “Vampire 
Economics,” the demise of a major corporation subjected to an emphasis on financial management3. Investment strategist, 
Jeremy Grantham,  warned, “Beware the financial industrial complex. They are eating your lunch.”4 Is that better than suck-
ing your blood? 
1 E.Welkins,“Vampires in the Works of Karl Marx.”Emily.Welkins@gmail.com, 7/10/12. 2J. Hook, “Tax Code Haters…,” LATimes.com, 3/9/98, 3 J. Leg-
ume,“Vampire Economics,” popularinformation@substack.com, 4“Jeremy Grantham on Bloodsuckers,” TheFutureofCapitalism.com, 1/25/10 “The Vam-
pire State and Other Myths and Fallacies About the U.S. Economy,” https://www.thefreelibrary,1997,  M. NeoCleous, The Political Economy of the Dead” 
Marx’s Vampire”, History  of Political Thought, Vol XXIV, No. 4, Winter 2003, “Spooky Vampire Legends From All Over the World,” https:www.rd.com, 
W. Strielkowski & E. Lisin, https://supernatural economics, blogsport.com, 10/7/12, T. Malkinson, “Sucking You Dry—Notes on Vampire Capital-
ism,”Beamsandstruts.com, M. Belanger, “Vampires, Sex and the Modern Aristocrat, https://twilightpath.Wordpress.com, 12/14/11. 

It’s a common human trait to want what we don’t have. The Ten Commandments calls it “coveting,” which tells you that it’s 
not a good thing, but widely practiced. Some people wish for tangible items: a fancy car, a larger house, our neighbor’s wife, 
all the regulars. We also long for qualities of life and personal characteristics. High on the American list is being thin.  

Most people seem to desire greater wealth. Apparently, the desire for more money is so strong that a frequent corollary is the 
wish to simply appear rich. Google the many websites that teach people how to do just that. They don’t promise the real 
thing, just the façade.  The question is: “for what?” In these articles, the first answer is to attain the deference typically of-
fered people “with  money.” They’re respected and appreciated. They have an aura of success, even if the wealth came with 
a lottery win or inheritance. The second answer has to do with what appearing rich can do for you: being chummy with actu-
al rich people may open doors for you, and give you access to their perks and privilege. Here are some tips for looking rich: 

• Wear well fitting, clean & ironed, fashionable, not flashy clothes. Display excellent social etiquette and table manners. 

• Hang out at the poshest bars and restaurants, just to be seen. (Order “virgin” drinks. You can’t afford anything else.) 

• Watch reality TV shows to learn what brands, restaurants & vacations rich people like. Talk about those in public. 

• Don’t look impressed by nice things. (Ho Hum...You’ve seen it all.) 

• Wrap a $100 bill around a bundle of $1’s and wave the wad.  

• Adopt the hobbies of rich people. Golf, tennis, sailing and even polo are mentioned. (You can’t even afford the mallet!) 

There are good reasons to do most of these things that aren’t dishonest and manipulative, but these articles promote pretense. 
The most ironic advice:  don’t spend  “just to impress others, as a truly rich man will not bother to impress others with his 

wealth.” Just wait until the would-be millionaires meet the billionaire with patched elbows and resoled shoes. 

Fake it to Make it? 
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Economic and Financial Overview 

       The first three months of 2019 came on the heels of a very discouraging final quarter of  2018. During that period, inves-
tors were concerned about rising interest rates and U.S. trade battles with China.  Stocks across various American indexes 
showed large losses and were extremely volatile.   

2019’s first quarter was quite the opposite. The Federal Reserve, which had hiked rates 4 times in 2018, indicated that, failing 
a sudden spike in inflation, they saw no reason to make further increases. In fact, some analysts expect rate cuts this year. 
Hopes rose for a China-U.S. trade agreement.  And stock prices across all major U.S. indexes climbed. The S&P 500 Stock 
Index  had a  +13.6% total return in the quarter, higher than the +11.8% performance of the Dow Jones Industrial Average. 
Small stocks as represented by the Russell  2000 earned +14.6%, closely matched by the S&P 400 mid cap index at 14.5%.  
Developed international markets returned 9.98% slightly higher than emerging markets at 9.70%. Growth stocks outper-
formed in all cap-size categories.  

Fixed income performance benefited from falling yields as the Barclays U.S. Aggregate Bond Index, rose by +2.94%. During 
the period, cautious investors put more assets into intermediate investment grade bonds while withdrawing from stock invest-
ments. The yield on the 10 year treasury bond, which had reached 3% in November, hit a recent low point of 2.38% as well as 
a temporarily inverted yield curve in late March. As inversion typically signals a slowing economy, analysts are taking note.   

U.S. average hourly wages grew, although not much when compared to late stages of earlier economic expansions. Claims for 
jobless benefits fell to its lowest level since 1969, while jobs in durable goods manufacturing declined. Threats to all the good 
news include political uncertainty both here and abroad,  potential trade disputes and inflation in some key categories. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The titles themselves tell the story: “Women Suffer Much More Work Stress Than Men,” (www.theGuardian.com 12/16) 
“Why are Woman so Stressed in the Workplace?” (7/8/18 Psychcentral.com) “Woman and Stress” (my.clevelandclinic.org) 
“Office Stress: His vs. Hers” (3/5/13 Wall Street Journal)  “Women are at the Breaking Point” (Forbes.com) and so on.  
Clearly workplace stress is a problem, and it tends to bear more heavily on women than on men.  

Of course, employees of both genders are subject to the “always on” phenomenon, a growing pattern facilitated by available 
technology. Messages can be received and returned 24-7 now, and computers can go with you in your pocket. In many work-
places, these “improvements” prevent the traditional evening or weekend time-outs. The pressures caused by frequent corporate 
restructuring also impact both men and women. Career-long job security is long past. But while these burdens are shared, wom-
en feel more effect. “Always on,” for employed women, used to describe their multiple roles of career and domestic jobs. They 
already were working continuously. Women are likely to be paid less and be offered fewer opportunities for advancement. 
When restructuring rears its ugly head, women are less apt to interact with senior managers than men, reducing their protection.  

Women and men respond differently to workplace stress. These generalizations appear frequently in the articles: Men speak up 
more readily while women internalize. Women need to talk about it, men play golf (get away). Men respond more aggressively 
with “fight or flight” behaviors while women react relationally by “tending and befriending,” a form of nurturing.  Then there is 
the old conundrum that typically male responses are more successful….but not when exhibited by women. (She can’t win.)  

These patterns probably don’t surprise you. One article after another mentions similar realities. What should surprise us is that in 
these days of the “MeToo” movement against sexual harassment and assault, it’s rarely mentioned. Certainly workplace harass-
ment is a significant factor in womens’ greater stress. Yet even female journalists of these articles were silent on that subject. 
And if they’ve ever had a job in a workplace, they do know better. One such writer’s closing advice to the normal list of work-
place stresses experienced by women was that you often can’t change the work environment so 
it’s best to “evaluate your career options.” (quit) 

A new movement, spreading across the country, expresses women’s aggravation with women’s 
stress factors in the workplace.  The women who join The Wing, ModernWell, or The Riveter, 
just for example, seek to establish, or to run, their own businesses in women-only, women-
focused community workspaces. They pay rent to work in an environment in which women en-
courage and respect each other. Some locations permit male members but, by intention, with 
comfortable and attractive furnishings, as well as business seminars, activities such as yoga and 
wellness, and other opportunities for connection, these spaces serve the needs and interests of 
ambitious women. Avoiding harassment is not the sole motivator, but it definitely counts: the San Francisco branch of The Wing 
has a conference room named for Brett Kavanaugh’s accuser, Christine Blasey Ford. 

A Workplace of Their Own 



The information contained herein should not be construed as personalized investment advice. There is no guarantee that the views or opinions expressed in this news-
letter will be realized. Assabet Advisors, LLC (“Assabet”) is a Massachusetts state registered investment adviser.  This newsletter is limited to the dissemination of 
general information pertaining to its investment advisory services. For information pertaining to the registration status of Assabet, refer to the Investment Adviser Public 
Disclosure web site (www.adviserinfo.sec.gov). For additional information about Assabet, including fees and services, ask us for our disclosure statement as set forth 
on Form ADV, or find it on our website.  
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There are many people who, for one reason or another, are on the lookout for an income source without the commitment re-
quired by a steady job. Some sell their own crafts, others buy and sell on online auctions, some do occasional work through 
temp agencies. And some sell something they own, an asset that renews itself free of charge: their own plasma. 

Many people give blood charitably through blood banks and blood drives sponsored by the Red Cross or hospitals. But many 
others frequent one or more of the 600 plus for-profit plasma donation centers in the U.S.  The plasma itself is “donated,”  by 
donors, casually known as “plassers,” who are paid for their time only. At $30 - $50 for the 90 minutes to 2 hours it takes to 
check in for screening and to give blood, the pay rate tends to be higher than the minimum wage earned by the average plass-
er. For their time, they are paid with debit cards. Most of the 97,000 who line up daily to donate, have full-time low income 
jobs. The job requires that the donor be between 18 and 65 years old, weigh at least 110 pounds, and be of good health. Cer-
tain medications, past medical conditions and recent travel locations can make the willing donor ineligible. So too can a re-
cent tattoo or piercing, or prostitution. Given that the donor and donation centers are both highly motivated to make the trans-
action, slack enforcement of the regulations can occur. Plassers have been known to lie, and center staffs to turn a blind eye. 
Selling plasma is a regular activity for most donors, who are legally allowed to donate twice a week, or 104 times a year.   
European countries have far more restrictive regulations than the U.S.. In fact, many countries do not allow compensation for 
donors at all. The typical limit for donation in Europe, for those  countries that do, is 45 times a year, less than one half of the 
American maximum.  

In the U.S., regular plassers needn’t repeat the initial health screening but are tested for blood pressure, iron and protein lev-
els, and temperature and the like. Among the poorest donors, the income from plasma is desperately needed, so episodes of  
extreme  fatigue, blackouts, or permanent bruising are tolerated. While the centers maintain that this is a safe process, some 
observers disagree, especially as many donors continue the practice for several years. For-profit centers vary in style and 
comfort,  ranging from clean, attractive locations which sponsor contests and bonuses, to non-hygienic settings.  

The plasma industry is huge and growing, with market share controlled by a few international companies who purchase up to 
94% of the world’s paid plasma from the U.S.. America has been called “the OPEC of plasma” because of our permissive 
regulations. Because there is no substitute for plasma in many treatments, it’s an expensive commodity, bringing around $500 
a liter, a price certainly beyond the reach of the plassers.  

The moral quandary surrounding compensated plasma sale is obvious, yet the solution is not. Corporations 
owning the U.S. for-profit donor centers certainly benefit from the desperate circumstances of their plasma 
donors. (There’s good reason that 80% of U.S. for-profit donor centers are in poor neighborhoods.) Yet even 
in controlled capitalism, maximizing profits from relatively vulnerable workers is neither new nor rare in our 
history. The  loss of this income option would deepen the financial desperation of the plassers or perhaps steer 
them to illegal options.  Perhaps the larger question is why so many Americans are willing to participate. 

A. Valiente, M. Abdelmalek, L. Pearle, Why 1000s of Low Income Americans “Donate” Their Blood,” ABCNews.com, 1/13/17. L.Shaefer,  Analidis, “How 
Blood-Plasma Companies Target  the Poorest Americans,” www.theatlantic.com,3/15/18, C.  Couch, “7 Legal Ways to Make Money With Your Body,” 
www.Bankrate.com, 11/20/18, D.L. Wellington, “The Twisted Business of Donating Plasma,” www.theatlantic.com,5/28/14, K. Edin, H. Luke Shaefer, 
“Blood Plasma, Sweat and Tears,” www.theatlantic.com, 9/1/15, W.Lipovsky, “How to Donate Blood for Money and Earn $500 per Month”, 
www.firstquarterfinance.com,9/27/18 

 

Wayne: Walking Lions, Ayelet Gundar-Goshen.  Don’t expect any lions in this book about failures in empathy and moral-
courage. Set in Israel, with themes of migration and globalism, it will test your comfort concerning privilege and guilt, and 
obligations to others.  

Robert: Physics of the Impossible, Michio Kaku.  People interested in science and technology often enjoy science fiction. If 
that describes you, consider picking up this fascinating book. Michio Kaku uses physics to explain sci-fi technologies 
which are today “impossible,” and categorizes them according to how soon they might become commonplace, if ever.  

WHAT ARE WE READING?  Consult www.goodreads.com for reviews 
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