Land for speculation?
Interview about land grabbing in Brazil
In the last years we often hear form massive protests, strikes, prosecution of political activists as well as growing corruption within the political system of Brazil – how do you (respectively the value-dissociation group at the University of São Paulo) see the current developments, especially after the global crisis 2007/08, and what are their backgrounds?
The huge strikes in 2013 started with radical leftists and black blocks in São Paulo streets, protesting against high public transport prices, but turned into nationalist, anti-corruption and middle and high middle “class” manifestations. It was the time when economic crisis was beginning to show itself, and it deepened in the last years to turn into the worst economic depression in Brazilian history, related with the burst of speculative commodities bubble of the last 5 years.
Protests happened a lot in Brazil. The last ones had directly to do with the phenomena of capitalist fundamental crisis appearing to the Brazilian society as a whole. We have to realize that the so called economic development of Brazil in the first decade of the XXIst Century was funded in a commodities futures market bubble. This sort of financial market is a derivative market, as are stock markets, currency markets, and so on. Economists call them secondary markets, i.e. they are essentially dealing with the prices of stocks, interest rates, bonds, and some commodities - in the future. These markets are dealing prices for years ahead of the current moment. The issue here is that these markets are immanently speculative. Huge financial investors drive their investments to earn money between the difference in the prices they spend to buy a derivative and the price they get while selling it. If one kind of derivative start to show a trend to inflate and other investors follow this, it turns into a process of inflation of the asset/derivative price, what reinforce such a process. The image of financial bubble is good to describe such a movement. And as a bubble, it will burst. Very recent financial bubbles have bursted, examples were the Nasdaq/dotcom bubble in 2001 and the real state subprime bubble of 2007/08.
If you take a look to commodities future prices chart (see below), it’s possible to grasp the growing of commodities prices from 2002, 2003 until 2008, a sharp fall after that, and again a distinct recovery in 2009, 2010; after 2012 the prices did not stop to drop. A good example for what happened is the sugarcane agroindustry. The take-off of sugar prices in such international futures markets allowed the sector to use the price of the sugar as a financial asset to work as collateral, that’s to say, a guarantee to such agroindustry to get new debt on financial markets and to promise to expand exponentially its production, area and productivity. Through competition companies become bigger and bigger, and acquire ever higher debts. While the prices are climbing up, it seems to be a regular capital accumulation process, although future prices were defining what to be produced and the amount of it... On the other hand, when the bubble bursts, all such investments become a debt crisis, and that was exactly what happened with Brazilian sugarcane agroindustry after 2008. More than one fourth of 400 enterprises went into bankruptcy after that moment until nowadays.

 This economic context allowed Brazilian Workers Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores, PT) to succeed in distributive policies and also personal and families credit policies, which for us has to do with the administration of the crisis of capitalist society. I am not arguing that Brazil should have a productive development, because for us, linked with the labour critique, it’s not anymore even possible nowadays because of the fundamental labour crisis of capitalist society. After 2008 world crisis, PT tried to deepen “anticyclic”/ “Keynesian” policies that postponed social appearance of crisis in the economy for a while. But only in appearance; capital crisis was already there, determining, for example, this sort of simulation of accumulation that we described above, when describing the development of the sugarcane agroindustry, its expansion and decline immanently related to the speculation with commodities prices in such futures markets.
This determination is called fictionalization of capital accumulation and is related to what I called above labour crisis or the final crisis of global capitalism. To understand that, in very condensed way, I would say that we are talking about the immanent contradiction of the capitalist society that means that capitalism is the self-movement of capital accumulation, as its main purpose. If capital does not accumulate economic crisis begins and the society as a whole is following, as we live in capitalist form of relationship. To accumulate, capital needs to exploid labour to create surplus value. At the same time, competition makes enterprises to produce faster and faster defining those who will be and those who will not be able to sell their commodities and to accumulate. While doing that, capitalism substitute labour force by machines. After the 1970s and 80s, such competition process has lead capitalism into a very new moment, and with microelectronics and robotization, it started to expulse labour from productive process rather than incorporating it in a new expansion of merchandise production process. Hence, capitalism entered its terminal crisis, as it disposes of the only merchandise capable of producing value (i.e. labour), necessary for the capital accumulation process. This immanent contradiction of capitalism – labour being the fundament of capitalist production and at the same time getting rid of it due to competition –  Karl Marx called ‘moving contradiction in process’.
Within this global contradictory process, Brazilian current crisis is the crisis of fictionalization of capital accumulation, in the form of burst of financial bubbles that was build up on the 2003–2008 commodities bubble.

How does the current crisis differ from the crisis in the 1990s, and what changed in the era of Lula (Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, ehem. Präsident, PT)?
It is very important to understand the fundamental change in fictitious capital - it creates money and simulates capitalist accumulation. This was broadly known as neoliberalism. As Robert Kurz (1943-2012; German philosopher from Exit! Group) had already analysed, especially in “World Power, World Money” (http://www.exit-online.org/textanz1.php?tabelle=autoren&index=24&posnr=344&backtext1=text1.php): with the Third World indebtedness crisis in the 1980s till mid-1990’s, the financial system had to invent new ways to create money and simulate accumulation; this increased the size of financial bubbles and deepened capital crisis, with further expulsion of labour from the productive process. That allowed the dynamics of fictitious capital to migrate from the scheme of rolling over debts to derivative or future markets and its process of asset prices inflation. 
After the 1960s central capitalist countries had overaccumulation of financial capital and machines, and they started to lend money to peripheries countries to buy such machinery. Third world indebtedness increased hugely at that moment, as a modernization process seemed to allow these countries to achieve the developed countries status, that were seen as a paradigm to be followed, a vision of course embedded in capitalist competitive nature. If you do not produce in the average social time, you are out of the game and you go into bankruptcy, with all the social consequences. 

Peripheries went into a modernization process with indebtedness. But, as that occurred, central economies also increased their development of productive forces making that peripheries were not able to achieve them in terms of competition. That conducted peripheries to have to pay ancient indebtedness with new ones, until it was not possible anymore. Third World indebtedness crisis, beginning with the Mexican moratory in 1983, and then the Brazilian moratory meant (1986) a shift in the way financial capital created fictitious money. With the creation of the so-called securitization of financial markets and secondary markets (derivative markets), rolling over debt started to be mediated with the process I described on the first question, that’s to say, the inflation of the prices of financial assets.
Because of that shift, the logic of casino and bubbles is the main character of fictitious capital and capitalist reproduction nowadays, which is the form of appearance of capital’s terminal crisis. Commodities bubble and subprime bubble have to do with that process. With the fictitious capital accumulation since the beginning of the 21st century, and its by-product of taxes reserved to the state, the PT government (2003-2015) was able to pay its social policies as a form of social crisis administration. 
You deal mainly with the phenomenon of land grabbing – how did this develop historically in Brazil and how does it appear currently?
After the commodities bubble, rural land prices increased very strongly and became a financial asset. Forming a farm from deforesting and waiting for its price to increase, as an asset price inflation, was the logic of last years’ increase in financial investment in land world wide. What we can see, thus, is another financial bubble being inflated, while a world land market is constituted along capital terminal crisis. If we go ahead with Roswitha Scholz assumptions about current land grabbing process (Christoph Kolumbus forever? - http://exit-online.org/textanz1.php?tabelle=theoriezeitschrift&index=1&posnr=59&backtext1=text1.php), such a process, thus, has nothing to do with a sort of original accumulation process, neither with the everlasting reposition of such a process, but with the desubstantialisation of capital (the expulsion of labour from the productive process as we have seen before) and its phenomenal crisis derived from the processing of its immanent contradiction of commodity form and value-dissociation category.

The form of commodity and the value dissociation category related to it are, for us, what define capitalist society as a way people are related in capitalism. Such form is characterized of being a contradiction that unfolds itself, through capital accumulation process and achieves the summit of its contradiction with labour crisis as we assumed before. 
You mediate your empirical research in relation to the so called critique of value and dissociation – how did you get in touch with this theory? What makes this theory in your eyes so plausible? And does this ‘theoretical positioning’ implicate any problems at university for you (in Germany there is, as far as I know, no academic researcher who refers to this theory that’s the background of this question)?  

I got in touch with value-dissociation critique at the University of São Paulo. To understand that, we should go back in time and understand that some theorists at the University of São Paulo, linked to Adorno’s critical theory and with relations to Germany, discovered in Germany the first book from Robert Kurz , “The Collapse of Modernization” and brought it to Brazil in the very beginning of the 1990s, where it was translated and published.

After that, Dieter Heidemann, a German professor at the University of São Paulo got in touch with the with Krisis group in Germany. He also started to teach value critique to his students, and established a study group that started to read together all publications from Robert Kurz, Roswitha Scholz and the Krisis Group (after 2004: Exit!) that were translated. This study group exists for more than 20 years now. The translation into Portuguese is mainly done by Boaventura Antunes from Portugal – without these, it wouldn’t have been possible to get closer to value-dissociation critique.

We would like to mention that we are not ‘applying’ value-dissociation as a method to do researches here at the Uni: we try to criticize capitalism through value-dissociation critique and grasp our insertion in capitalism through a negative point of view to a deductive way of thinking while relating to the society all around as a negative ‘concrete totality’. That is the way to access phantasmagorical reality in its process of the unfolding of its immanent contradiction, until achieving nowadays final crisis.

It is important to point out that we agree with Roswitha Scholz’ critique in her text “Fetisch Alaaf!” from 2014 about naturalization of capitalist society in the academic positivism and scientific way of thinking. We must consider such critique while we try to, in a contradictory way, find out social spaces in the academy to go ahead with value-dissociation critique of current capitalist way of socialization. The main question here is if it is possible to think critically with negative critique without turning it into a method, while the form of academy does that with every content inside it, even with the immanent critical one. 

The interview with Dr. Fábio Teixeira Pitta, researcher and political activist from São Paulo, was conducted by Dominic Kloos (Ecumenical Network Rhine-Moselle-Saar). Questions about the complex theory of value-dissociation and the situation in Brazil can be directed to: info@oekumenisches-netz.de / pitta.fabio@gmail.com.
