Chávez, Lula, Kirchner

Un Prólogo

Chávez. Lula, now Kirchner. A new hope has opened in Latin America, the hope that social change can come about through the state, the hope that these governments will really improve social conditions in their respective countries, that they will make the world a better place. 

Will these hopes end in disappointment and disillusion? Is it inevitable? Is it possible to bring about radical or meaningful social change through the state? We all want to build a better world, but can it be done through the state?

Four general points can be made.

1. Governments can without doubt achieve some degree of social improvement.

We know that these are governments of capitalist states. That does not mean that all capitalist governments are exactly the same. It is possible for governments to introduce measures that improve conditions for the people living within their territories. It is possible for governments to bring about a fairer distribution of wealth and to reduce poverty. It is possible for governments to punish corruption and torture. There are many reasons why people should prefer Kirchner to Menem, or Lula or Chávez to their opponents. 

2. What any government can do is severely limited by the way in which it is embedded in the totality of capitalist social relations.

The government appears to be the government of an autonomous national state, with its own society. It appears that the Argentinian (or whatever) government is the government of the Argentinian people and that it controls the Argentinian state. It appears that Argentina is a self-contained unit that can be set aside other self-contained units (Brazil, Mexico, France etc.) and that the world is made up of the sum of such units. 

In reality, it is not so at all. There is only one society in the world: capitalist society is (and has always been) global. Look at the clothes you wear, the food you eat, the vehicle you travel in, the article you are reading at this moment. We are all involved in social relations that know no territorial limit. The state that proclaims itself to be sovereign is in reality one of many states supporting a single capitalist society. Each state, far from being sovereign, is part of the totality of capitalist social relations.

The fact that each state is just one of the institutions of world capitalist society is manifested in its relations with the other institutions of that society - the IMF, WTO, US state, other states and so on. But, much more fundamentally, it is the movement of capital that expresses and enforces the integration of each state into world capitalism. Each state is forced to do its utmost to retain or attract capital within its borders. If it does not do so, its population will suffer poverty and "backwardness" and the state will be seen as a failure. 
In order to attract or retain capital within its borders, the state (any state) must do everything it can to provide conditions that favour the profitability of capital. If it does not do so, the capital will go elsewhere, to other states. This severely limits what even the most radical of governments can do. The more rapid the movement of capital in the world, the more inflexible these limits.

3. The integration of the state in capitalist social relations means that it is, always, part of capital's aggression against humanity. 

The previous two points only scratch the surface of the problem. On the basis of those points, one might say "Right. What any government can do is limited, but it can do something to improve the world. That is good enough for the moment. I will support Kirchner (or Lula, or whoever)." But no: the matter is more complicated than that.

The fact that the state is integrated into the global movement of capital does not just put external limits on what the state can do. It affects every aspect of the state's activity and organisation, so that we can speak of the state as a form of capital, or a form of capitalist social relations. 

Capital is a constant movement of separation. Most fundamentally, it separates that which has been done from the process of doing and from the doer. In other words, the capitalist appropriates the product of the work process, separating it from that process and from the worker. This appropriation is the centre of a movement of separation or fragmentation which spreads through every aspect of our existence. The state is part of this process: it separates its citizens from those of other states (a separation that has caused more death and destruction in the last century than anything else), separates the public from the private (and hence also the serious from the frivolous), the politicians from the rest of society, the political from the economic, and so on. Capital is a process of taking away which fragments us. The state too is a taking away which leaves us fragmented: the state takes away from us our responsibility for our own sociality, it takes away our unity with other people, it takes away our unity as people.

To say that the state is a process is to say that it channels social activity in a certain way, in a way which reconciles it and integrates it into the reproduction of capital. Coming into contact with the state means that we are pulled into channels which point towards reconciliation with capital. In an election our anger is channelled into a form which makes it harmless to capital. When we vote for Kirchner or Lula, we say to them "you solve our problems", we separate ourselves from our own social subjectivity and allow that subjectivity to be channelled into forms which pose no threat to anyone. If a movement of protest converts itself into a party or affiliates itself to a party and orients itself to gaining influence within the state or control of the state, then it is forced to adopt the general logic of separation, to adopt the language of the state, the hierarchy typical of the state, the temporality of the state, and so on.

The danger of Kirchner, Lula and Chávez is that, beyond any good measures that they may introduce, they pull class struggle into certain organisational forms and forms of behaviour, forms which were developed historically for the purpose of domination, forms which point to the reconciliation of protest with the reproduction of capital.

Reconciliation with capital does not mean simply reconciliation with things as they are. It is every day clearer that capital can be understood only as a constant and ever more violent aggression against humanity. To be reconciled with capital is to take part in this attack on humanity.

That is why support for Kirchner or Lula is not as straightforward as it seems. Firstly, what they can do is very limited. But secondly, and much more importantly, the existence of a left-ish government is an invitation to channel our opposition to capital into forms that we do not control, forms that are part of the capitalist attack against humanity. The logic of the least bad (Kirchner is less bad than Menem, Lula less bad than his opponents) is a powerful and dangerous logic, for it easily draws us into the logic of the aggression against humanity.

4. Our problem is how to construct other ways of organising society.

We cannot create a better world through capitalist forms. These are forms which have been developed over centuries and which are recreated every day as means of reconciling humanity with its own destruction. 

Then what? To build a different world, we need to develop our own forms of organisation, forms based not on separation and individualisation but oriented towards the construction of our social subjectivity, the construction of the We Do rather than the I Am. The classical form for doing this is the council or soviet, but it is clear that each struggle develops its own forms and that these forms are always experimental, part of a project. The Asambleas Barriales of Argentina and the Caracoles and Municipios Autónomos of the Zapatistas are obviously very important examples of this, but there are very many others which point in the same direction. Forget about the state and let us get on with constructing our own society.

Unfortunately, it is very difficult to avoid contact with the state, or indeed with other capitalist forms such as money. Elections, employment, the police, subsidies to organisations: the state intervenes in our lives all the time, cajoling us and coercing us to play life according to capital's rules. How do we deal with this contact? 

Probably there are no general rules. Perhaps the most we can say is that we should confront capitalist forms with dignity: without illusions as to the nature of these forms, without confusing even the most attractive of these forms with our own forms of doing, without losing sight of the fact that what matters is the construction of our own forms of social relations. This is the criterion by which all contact with capitalist forms should be judged. It is only on this basis that the dangerous logic of the least bad can be confronted in any particular situation. Thus, the question is not whether Kirchner is less bad than Menem, but what the effect of voting for Kirchner (as opposed to not voting or voting for someone else) will be for the construction of our own forms of social relations. All states attack humanity, our task is to construct it.

The change in the nature of the governments in Latin America is important because it reflects the massive desire for a better society, for a different world. But it also channels that desire into channels which deprive it of all force. The building of a better world depends not on them, the politicians, but on us. In a few years' time, we shall turn on them, perhaps, and accuse them of betrayal. But we shall be wrong: the betrayal will not be theirs but ours, our own abdication of responsibility for changing the world. The task is not theirs, but ours.

