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I argue in this paper that prefigurative
 politics are an essential part of economic and social transformation. However, on their own, they cannot gain sufficient importance and scale to undermine the dominant capitalist structures.  It is necessary to also win the state in order to transform it and end its repressive power.  Developing this position is the focus of this paper.

Although the examples from this paper are drawn primarily from Latin America and the strategy put forward is most applicable there, it is also relevant for the United States and other societies. What is presented is quite general. The specifics depend on the political economic context within the nation and globally, the political consciousness and organization of oppressed classes and groups, and the nature of ruling class power. 
My assumptions for these ideas on strategy are: 1) That we need the transformation of society to a participatory socialist society
, one that is ecologically sustainable and committed to ending all forms of oppression; and 2) Nations still matter—some nations have more power, others have less power and autonomy but all function within a global capitalist system.  The U.S. nation state is the most powerful although it too is constrained within a global capitalist system.  Organizing, social movements and struggles continue to take place within a nation and national context although regional and global alliances, solidarity across borders, transnational organizing and joint campaigns are important and necessary. This is not saying that there will be nations in the long-run.  
I am influenced by my study and reflection on Venezuela based on spending more than six months there in three visits between 2009 and 2012.
 
In a capitalist society, the state is a capitalist state and  not neutral, but we can win and have won important but insufficient gains, e.g., the right to organize unions, 40 hour work week, civil rights, social security, EPA, reproductive rights, etc. Gains won are never permanent, always less than what social movements demand but to call  all gains  meaningless or that reforms only happen if they serve the needs of capital makes the state all powerful which it is not.  For oppressed people’s lives to improve is not meaningless.  In many capitalist countries, there is paid maternity or parental leave. Reforms are possible although they are not sufficient –there are definite limits of social democracy and Keynesianism.   These reforms are particularly limited if the state can’t limit the flow of capital across borders—such as in the current period of capitalist globalization and the related power and control of financial capital.  A social democracy that has high employment, strong regulations on corporations, strong anti-poverty programs and limits on the inequality of income and wealth must be able to restrict the flows of money and financial capital into and out of the country. Sweden and other Scandinavian countries were somewhat successful in doing this until the 1990’s.  Unless you control capital flows you are under the power of financial capital. 
For a social democracy to go beyond “neoliberalism with a social democratic label”,   what is sometimes called “The Third Way” or “New Labor”, the domestic currency should not be convertible—although there is a danger of black market speculation against the currency if it is overvalued. One should also tax financial transactions, especially cross-border flows. Winning these reforms is possible with strong social movements although difficult as it challenges the power and privileges of capitalists. Restricting financial flows is perhaps more difficult in the Global South than the Global North and more difficult in countries heavily involved in international trade and heavily dependent on foreign capital and technology
. It is especially difficult in the current period as anti-neoliberal policies that limit financial capital flows across borders and resist free-trade agreements are much more the exception than the rule. Being the exception increases the pressure for global integration as the likelihood of being isolated economically increase. 
In order to gain significant reforms, demands and organizing and direct action by grass roots movements are necessary. These include access to quality education and quality health care for all, taxing the wealthy, environmental justice, reproductive and LGBT rights, racial equality and self-determination for oppressed groups and indigenous people,   full employment, reducing the work week, a growing social wage, a living wage, housing for all, anti-war, anti-surveillance, etc. Also strategic is to demand and develop public production that is worker and community controlled and the decommodification
 of necessary goods and services, e.g., public transportation, child-care, healthcare, etc.  They are important because they improve people’s lives and challenge the power and logic of capital. Although not the main subject of this paper, demands should be made on corporations for restricting their power and profits and that further economic and social equality for their workers and society as a whole.
In making demands on the state there is the danger of co-option, but also the possibility that winning demands will lead to further demands that are increasingly anti-capitalist as people  become more conscious of their  power, learn that winning is possible, and  that reforms gained are insufficient. Building organizations whose goals are more than immediate reforms and that emphasize developing political consciousness and accountable leadership reduce the probability of co-optation. This is the idea of non-reformist reforms, developed by Andre Gorz in his 19968 book, Strategy for Labor. Winning reforms is not the same as reformism in which the goal is to make capitalism work a little better without questioning or challenging it.
Besides making demands on the state—equally important is popular education, and building alternatives—e.g., community and worker controlled health clinics. It is often desirable to also demand money and resources from the state for these projects; it is our tax money. Of course, we must struggle to limit the control of the state over these institutions. Prefigurative alternatives, e.g., worker-run cooperatives, alternative media, etc., are central to any strategy. They demonstrate alternatives are possible and also improve people’s lives. They are particularly important as survival projects in periods of economic crisis, e.g., in Greece and Spain today. Linking together these alternative institutions-- such as cooperatives buying from and selling to each other-- can increase their scale and provide some independence from the market.  We can and should build on existing non-capitalist and anti-capitalist institutions and encourage them to be prefigurative of the society we want to create. These institutions, even if they grow, will not end the power of big capital. The advantages of transnational capital in the market are many. They include the ability: to get credit more cheaply, to externalize costs, to gain from true economies of  scale  as well as to take advantage of financial economies of scale, to benefit from monopoly and monopsony
 power, and in getting subsidies and support from the state. Unlike prefigurative institutions, corporations have no commitment to “fair trade”.  This means they will continue to dominate production, sales and employment. 
Non and particularly anti-capitalist alternatives are significant; they are laboratories, living experiments that demonstrate lived alternatives to capitalist relations.  However, they cannot provide a high quality of life for the majority of the population.  For example, the Mondragon Cooperatives in the Basque region are important and positive.  They provide living wage jobs for 80,000 workers directly and more indirectly; the workers select their managers. Still, Mondragon and cooperatives more generally have not been able to generate enough employment to make a dent in the high unemployment in the Basque areas even before the economic melt-down and depression in Spain that began in 2008.
Ignoring the state is non-strategic.  Defending the community or region from state repression but not making demands on the state is also insufficient. This is the Zapatista position which limits the improvement of people’s lives in Chiapas. Natural resources and agricultural produce still flow out at the low prices set by the global market.  We need to redistribute income and wealth within Mexico from the rich to the poor and from richer regions to poorer regions such as Chiapas. This strategy is outside of current Zapatista politics. This is not to deny the impressive and important gains of the Zapatistas, the qualitative and transformative changes in people’s lives and in their political consciousness.  It is an inspiring example of prefigurative politics and building alternatives.  However, the autonomous communities in Chiapas are less than 2/10th of 1 per cent of the population of Mexico and even in these liberated villages in Chiapas, there is poverty.  In addition to struggles for autonomy, it is necessary to challenge Mexican and transnational capital and the neoliberal Mexican state. 
We need to build organizations that are democratic, participatory and develop a vision of the future. We need to connect social movements and their constituencies and issues to each other. We  need organizations that further solidarity between different struggles and connect issues, not as the vanguard,  but by connecting the movements and  challenging the all forms of oppression, e.g.,  homophobia, sexism, racism;  building on the  best of these movements, a principled unity that respects diversity and autonomy with a vision of a different society.  This does not happen automatically.  This type of organization or political party or political parties of a different type differs from our usual conceptions. They should develop an electoral aspect but should not be primarily electoral nor should they be limited to what is legal.  Like other organizations and social movements, they must be willing to strategically break the laws that protect an oppressive economic and social system. Active and militant resistance and protest, occupations of public and private space are often desirable as is active support of those involved. They must be willing to consider and take informed risks even if it potentially threatens the existence of their organization or party. This political party or parties or organizations must be rooted in society and in popular movements and be involved in direct action.   It is very different from political parties which are primarily electoral even if they call themselves socialist or left.  It is also very different from a vanguard party that aims to lead and direct the revolution and puts itself at the head of mass movements.  I cannot think of many historical examples of the kind of political parties or organizations we need.  Possibly the PT (Worker’s Party) in Brazil or Green Party in Germany were examples before they transformed themselves into primarily electoral parties.  Syriza, the left party that is growing very rapidly in Greece, is a possibility.
Popular uprisings can and often win reforms and are important to resist injustice but it is impossible to transform society without having ongoing organizations that have a vision that goes beyond capitalism and representative, liberal democracy. We need to build ongoing and sustainable organizations so popular movements don’t emerge and then disappear; so historical memory is not lost; and so we will not have to start over at each new period of popular uprisings.  This will facilitate long-term activism and commitment.   
For societal transformation, we need to take power from the existing state to create a new society.  Winning an election or gaining the leadership of government is necessary but not sufficient to meet the needs and aspirations of the popular classes, the multitudes, and the great majority of the population, e.g., the 52% of the population that was officially below the poverty line and the many more who were just above it in Venezuela in 1998
.
In order to create a participatory society, one must end the power of capital—domestically and internationally, either gradually or rapidly. If gradually, we must systematically reduce their power. Private power and profits must be challenged by social movements and workers with the longer run goal of ending the power of capital and capitalist production. 
To create a sustainable society without poverty and with full employment requires production and also the coordination of production on a large scale. Public transport, production of energy and developing an energy policy that is not environmentally destructive, drinkable water for all, communication networks, and equity cannot be solved primarily on a local scale by small communities.  It requires public policy, economic planning and coordination. It does not make sense for a small community to have its own MRI machine and would be even more wasteful of resources for each small community to produce their own MRI machine.  There should be continued production and distribution of the inputs and outputs of many complex goods which require coordination and planning over a large geographic area. Consider for example, the coordination and scale that is desirable for the efficient production, distribution and use of cell-phones.  Another example! The allocation of drinkable water will have to be coordinated so that everyone has the right to drinkable water. Climate justice and ecological sustainability requires global policies and coordination.   Participatory planning is necessary for a just society; whether we want to call this a state or government is partly a question of semantics. Having such a state or government does not necessarily mean that it has to be repressive although there is a real danger of this developing. Nor does it mean this governing structure will necessarily monopolize power.  All of the existing bureaucratic and repressive structures and the corresponding cultures which have reflected and furthered domination by the dominant classes, by men and by whites must be challenged and transformed so that they further participatory democracy rather than obstruct it.  
In Venezuela, although Chávez, Nicolás Maduro and the PSUV (the United Socialist Party of Venezuela),  have won election after election,  much of the old bureaucracy and many if not most of the PSUV leadership do not support a true participatory democracy. This does not make the road taken by Venezuela invalid but demonstrates some of the obstacles.  Recent history in Venezuela also demonstrates that winning elections is not the same as taking power.
   Nor is taking power the end goal, but only a necessary step in a long and likely never ending process towards participatory democracy and participatory socialism. 
As Venezuela demonstrates, taking over the state, in this case through elections, can enable the building of a new society from below.  Popular power and self-management are key for there to be a just society. The state can potentially support this direction, and also contribute to end poverty, limit the flow of capital abroad, redistribute income and  prevent counterrevolution, not alone, but together with popular militias and  organized communities.  This role of the Chavista state has been imperfect and contradictory in Venezuela but is consistent with my view that changing a society by taking power is one aspect of the construction of 21st century socialism. 
Dangers of taking power! 
I mainly focus on a path which is partially electoral such as what has occurred in Ecuador, Bolivia, and Venezuela. Most of what I say applies to other methods also, e.g., collapse or resignation of government leaders as they lose all legitimacy in the face of mass protests, and their replacement by those who favor a new economic system.   A related possibility is that those who advocate for participatory socialism and ending capitalist power win electorally and then have to defend their victory with arms against those who refuse to give up power and try to organize a coup to maintain their political, military and economic power. 
Parties and politicians are often co-opted; this is a common criticism or fear of a strategy that has an electoral component.   However, social movements, labor unions, and environments can also be co-opted; as can worker-managed cooperatives and prefigurative institutions.  Co-option and absorption into the status quo are always a danger but are not inevitable.  Alternative institutions that actively resist capitalism are necessary as is sustaining an ideology and politics that promotes societal transformation. 
How do we to reduce the probability of cooption of left parties or radical candidates who run for office on a radical or left platform?  Candidates and those elected to office should be part of a movement or movement based political party.  The group should rotate those in leadership positions and who are elected.   The political program should be decided from below and candidates and those elected should be accountable to the program of the group she/he is from and be subject to recall by those who elected them. Transforming the government bureaucracies into public agencies with a participatory democratic and anti-technocratic vision, culture and practice is also essential.
The Workers Party (PT) in Brazil and the ANC in South Africa are no longer anti-capitalist parties. Some of this move to the right politically was not inevitable but caused by internal struggles in those groups where the victors ended up believing in TINA (There is No Alternative to Capitalism). The more radical elements were marginalized or expelled or quit.   This “selling-out” is a real danger but not a logical necessity as John Holloway
 wrongly claims.  It is absolutely necessary to maintain social movements even with progressive governments in power such as Bolivia or Venezuela. If movement leaders become state administrators, this will usually weaken the social movements they were part of. 
In Chile, Salvador Allende, the socialist President from 1970-1973 did not move to the right when in office but was overthrown by the military. This is also a real danger but a different type of criticism from one that claims an electoral path will always lead to absorption into a capitalist and reformist politics.
 
Besides co-option and incorporation into the dominant system, dictatorship or authoritarian rule is also a danger as is a state that works to limit popular movements and restricts the building of power from below. It is essential for popular movements to maintain some autonomy from the state or ruling party even after the power and domination of capital and their control of the state have ended.    
There are no guarantees but ending the power of the old state and building a new kind of state whose objective and practice is aimed at furthering participatory democracy and participatory socialism is the only way forward.   So while a political party or a political leader like Hugo Chávez or a government that calls itself revolutionary or 21st century socialism will produce barriers for the development of participatory socialism, they can also be an enabler of building popular power.
Conclusion
In this paper, I have given reasons for building power from below—in the workplace, the community,   and by the popular classes and other oppressed groups, what Hardt and Negri
 call the multitude.   Support for self-determination for indigenous people is a vital part of this strategy. Unity is necessary but so are autonomous organizations and caucuses organized along “race”, gender, environmental, sexual orientation, immigrant, disability, student, age, and other identities. A major, major challenge is to achieve anti-capitalist unity with diversity and equality.  As we build power from below, we should simultaneously seize or win the state, and immediately begin to transform it, including the military and police, so it is not just change at the top. We should continue building popular power and participatory socialism and democracy as the state is further transformed and eventually loses its repressive power.  Demands on the state from our own organizations and social movements are necessary and shouldn’t be collapsed into a political party or the state before or after winning “power”.   
I am advocating for building power, change in consciousness and values, non-reformist reforms-- what Antonio Gramsci calls the “war of position”. There is also the need for qualitative change, which is Gramsci’s “war of maneuver”.  Victory could be electoral, it could be the result of a general strike or a mass organized uprising and collapse of the government in power.   The ruling class and economic system must lose their legitimacy. Revolution is both an ongoing process and a specific rupture with the status quo. Revolution does not necessarily mean the violent overthrow of the existing state; it does mean the social transformation of society. Boldness, courage and imagination are necessary; so is breaking with the status quo and willingness to go beyond what is legal.   We must be ready to defend anti-capitalist change and our activists and social movements.  We will and should be influenced by what is happening globally, including global uprisings, and practice solidarity across borders. However, there is the continuing relevance of national struggles and national movements and organizations as long as the national state has some power. Hopefully, similar struggles occur simultaneously in many countries around the globe or in particular regions. However, national struggles with their own cultural and historical specificity continue to be appropriate and relevant. 
To only build power from below as John Holloway, and Hardt and Negri in The Multitude argue for, will not result in societal transformation.  Corporate power must be directly confronted. Power must be taken from transnational capital with the majority supporting revolutionary change. Dominant capital and the capitalist state will always pay off and hire people to use whatever force and violence and other forms of control to maintain their power and rule. For example, in contemporary Mexico, given the high unemployment, poverty, and the dispossession from the land of millions of campesinos, the drug cartels can find young men to be their workers, drug dealers, assassins, lawyers, etc. This analogy is relevant to the U.S and contemporary capitalism. They can also hire their managers, administrators and military and police enforcers.  Revolutionary change requires the growing isolation of this power bloc, and divisions within and defections from the military, paramilitary forces and the repressive apparatuses of the state.
Building alternative economic institutions such as worker--run cooperatives creates a base of people who are less dependent on private employers and can more easily resist corporate globalization.  Winning universal and quality health care from the state can further the development of worker- owned and worker-run cooperatives since they would then not have to provide health-care insurance to its members. This would make it easier for the worker cooperatives to compete with the Walmart’s of the world as the cooperatives would no longer have additional costs because of their commitment to the health care of their members.  A growth of prefigurative institutions that provides some economic independence from wage labor increases our capacity to demand and win non-reformist reforms; winning demands from the state can increase our ability to expand prefigurative institutions.    

The ideas presented synthesize insights from both the Marxist and anarchist traditions. It is also consistent with the philosophy of much of the “New Left”
  From the Marxist and socialist traditions, I draw on the centrality of taking power and ending the rule of capital. From the anarchist tradition, I incorporate the centrality of prefigurative institutions and the recognition of the ongoing danger that a new “revolutionary” ruling class will replace the old one; and the state will continue to be a repressive and hierarchical structure.  
I have made a case for building power from below as we simultaneously confront capital and the state; that we change our consciousness and our values as we revolutionize society. Taking power is a step although an important and necessary one towards further changes in political consciousness and cultural transformation and the building of participatory socialism.  So revolution is both a process and an event. It does not end with taking control of the state. Winning of the government by those committed to the liberation of all and ending the rule of capital and their capitalist state is an enabler of socialist transformation and liberation. It is neither the final victory nor the end of the process nor the goal but an essential step.  In the long run, there is coordination, participatory planning, but not coercive power from above. 

Si Se Puede! Thank You!
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� Prefigurative politics means building organizations, social relationships, institutions and a culture in the present that reflect the kind of society we want to create.  It means not separating means from ends. It was a term first used in the 1960’s by the new left and is commonly used by anarchists and anti-authoritarians today. 


� See for example, the writings of Robin Hahnel and Michael Albert. They use the term, participatory society. I prefer the term, participatory socialism, to signify a socialism using  paticiptory planning to coordinate production, distribution, exchange and consumption. It is a form of libertarian socialism,


�I sincerely and strongly thank Courtney Frantz, Savvina Chowdhury, Robin Hahnel, Sonja Wentz, Jill Hamberg and Steve Shalom for their insightful criticisms and editing suggestions of earlier versions of this paper.  These ideas also result from discussions with students about radical strategy and transformative social change in the academic program, Alternatives to Capitalist Globalization that I co-taught in fall and winter, 2013-2104 at The Evergreen State College in Olympia, Washington.  Latin America was a focus of this 32 credit full-time program. 


� In the 1997 Southeast and East Asia financial crisis, the countries that suffered least were those who restricted short-term capital outflows such as Malaysia, China and Vietnam. South Korea had grown rapidly up to 1997. However it liberalized its financial and banking sector in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s which contributed to its major recession that began in late 1997 and worsened in 1998. Thailand and Indonesia also had serious recessions in that period as they also faced major financial outflows.   In the past, the economies in the Global North have faced less external pressure from the international financial institutions and global capital to liberalize their economies than the economies of the Global South. However, in the current period, the countries in the Eurozone have almost no ability to control their monetary policy, capital flows and of course none over the value of their currency. This has contributed to   unemployment rates of almost 20% in Portugal and Cyprus, and over 20% in Greece and Spain. 





� Decommodification means producing and distributing goods or services to all residents or on the basis of need where the price is not determined by the market, e.g., free public transportation, free education.


� By monopsony power, I mean a large firm’s ability to purchase inputs at lower prices than smaller firms would have to pay for them.  


� Mark Weisbrot, Rebecca Ray and Luis Sandoval, “The Chávez Administration at 10 Years: The Economy and Social Indicators.” Center for Economics and Policy Research. February 2009, pp. 13


� For example See the comment  by Kurt Tucholsky about the Social Democratic Party (SPD) in Germany from 1928 to 1930,  “The SPD thought they were in power, but actually they only formed the government”. Bernard Riexinger, “Die Linke’s Road to Power”,  � HYPERLINK "https://www.jacobinmag.com/2014/05/die-linkes-road-to-power/" �https://www.jacobinmag.com/2014/05/die-linkes-road-to-power/�





� Alec Callinicos and John Holloway, “Can We Change the World Without Taking Power”.


� A participatory socialist society will have to protect itself from national and/or international forces that are committed to restore capitalism. This is a necessity to prevent counterrevolution. An example that demonstrates this need for societal protection against counterrevolution was the murderous military coup that was supported by the United States that took place on September 11, 1973.  It is essential that this use of repression not be used to censor or repress or limit differences within the new society. 


� Hardt and Negri,”The Multitude”


� See, for example, George Katsiaficas, The Imagination of the New Left





