Michael Lebowitz “Socialism is for Human Development”
José Luis Carrillo, Ultimas Noticias
Also posted on - www.aporrea.org
20/02/07 - www.aporrea.org/ideologia/n90872.html

We Need A Revolution Against Corruption 

“During the 4th Republic Venezuela needed three revolutions, an economic one, a political one and a cultural one and when I say cultural, I am referring to the problem of corruption and clientism”, says researcher and writer Michael Lebowitz who warns that if these three revolutions do not take place the political process the country is undergoing will inevitably become deformed.
The University of British Columbia in Canada professor and author of the book Build It Now: Socialism for the 21st Centur” says that our country needs to go down the socialist road so that Venezuelans can achieve their full development as human beings.
“Capitalism is not the way to human development; its essence is to pit people against each other so it can then make profits. It is like making everything drop to the lowest level”.

Lebowitz cited the example of workers in Mexico to back up his argument: “They are doing well when the workers in the southern US states are suffering and they suffer because the workers in China have lower wages”.

He reminded us that for many years Latin America followed the Washington Consensus “which is ‘yield yourselves up to capital and you will benefit’ but in practice this is a mistake. That’s why many thinkers in the region said ‘we don’t have to accept neo-liberal capitalism’s way, let’s try a third way, a human capitalism which is concerned about human beings’ and that was how the process began here”.

Lebowitz points out that President Hugo Chávez himself has said that at first he thought that this really was possible.
“Maybe it was possible theoretically but not in practice because the oligarchy here was not prepared to accept that and it had support from imperialism, which was quite happy to live with exploitation, poverty as long as the profits flowed north”, he said.

Democratic.- 
Lebowitz maintains that the process underway in the country will be democratic and protagonistic since it is the “people which will decide how it wants to develop itself”.

What it is all about is that now Venezuela’s resources are available to the people: the oil revenues, the potential to develop the other wonderful natural resources that Venezuela has.

“People now have the opportunity and the ability to gain access to education, now that they are not going to be excluded by poverty. Little by little the government is removing the obstacles to human development”, he added.

He thinks that the process’s paradigm can be seen in the Communal Councils where people meet to talk about what their needs are and how they can satisfy these needs, something that in his opinion is the whole concept of the new socialism. “It’s like a big human family, so it will be what this family wants”, he said.

Can private property exist in that 21st century socialism?
What is of the utmost importance is that anyone who owns the means of production will have to meet some social requirements. 

What are they?
They will have to function in a way that allows the rich (full) development of human beings but how can that development exist if there are bosses at the top who go around telling everyone else what they have to do? If there is worker management where the workers don’t only do things with their hands but with their heads too, then that does make development possible. If there is a company where there is worker management where the workers are the ones who think up and decide what they are going to do, then the development of the workers is possible and that meets one requirement and a social necessity.
“It is possible that there might be private companies who meet social requirements, which allow the workers to take the decisions in their work places and which put society and not themselves first. I don’t rule out this possibility, but I doubt it. I don’t want to be very rigid but there is something that someone, I think it was Fidel (Castro) once said, ‘We don’t exclude private companies, they exclude themselves’”.

Would there be freedom of expression and privately-owned media?
I think that if one begins with protagonism, democracy and human development, then it is essential to have differences of opinion and a struggle between ideas. This contradiction between ideas is very important in human development. However, I don’t think that the media have to be in private hands as a condition for a confrontation of ideas to take place and much less so that the media have to be privately owned because if they are, they going to follow their private interests, which are profit seeking. So that if it’s possible to have differing opinions and different ways of thinking in the communities, communal councils, then it’s possible to imagine that there could be media companies which are owned, organised and managed by the communities where there are differences of opinion and ways of thinking. I think that the more pluralism there is in the media the better, but capitalist ownership of the media doesn’t lead to pluralism.
What do you think of the slogan “Chavez is the people?” Isn’t that more in line with Caudillist experiences?
 That phrase has been used in many places, in Colombia by Jorge Eliécer Gaitán. When leaders say that, they mean that it is not possible to separate them from their people. I think that when Chávez says that what he means is that without the people I am nothing. That bond between Chávez and the people is dialectical; he gets his strength and his impetus from his bond with the people.
THE STATE IS DEFORMED
On the subject of state structure and if the Communal Councils should replace state and municipal governments, Michael Lebowitz pointed out that Marx himself realised in 1871, at the time of the Paris Commune, that it was not enough to just seize control of a bourgeois state since it is hierarchic and a driving force behind despotism. “It shouldn’t be a state which rises above society and directs it but a state that it based on society… we need the kind of state where the people take the decisions which affect their lives instead of receiving decisions handed down from above. This is important in Venezuela because the state here is so deformed by the experiences of the past because everyone wanted to gain control of the state to be able to have control of oil revenues and because the state is so permeated by corruption and clientelism … we have to get rid of this state and replace it with a democratic one”.
