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the personal stability needed to cultivate process-centered relationships.
Somemay argue that we cannot expect people to do the hard interpersonal work

when there are currently so many structural obstacles to creating truly process-
centered relationships: that we must abolish those structures first and then address
the interpersonal. But this falls again into the same capitalist logic we find ourselves
mired in. If wewait for the perfect conditions to do vital interpersonal work, wewill
find ourselves eternally inwaiting and recreating the samemaladaptive relationship
values in future generations as we wait.

While it would be a mistake to pretend that rethinking, revalueing, and recreat-
ing the way we see and practice relationships isn’t difficult work — it is — it would
be an even greater mistake to ignore the reason we set to that work to begin with.
We do this to open up joyful possibilities. A process-centered approach to rela-
tionship is ultimately about reveling. When we find ourselves connected to and in
community with people we love and we refuse to let ourselves get tangled up in ex-
pecting and enforcing outcomes, we can truly revel in the best part of relationships:
witnessing each other. We get to experience the joy of growing into ourselves the
way that is true and healthy for us, and we get to bear witness and support those
we love dearly getting to do the same. We have the potential to find both auton-
omy and security without having to sacrifice one for the other. We get to revel in
creating with one another, and love becomes a precious gift rather than a heavy
obligation.

Have you ever watched a person you love flourish and bloom? Personally, it’s
the most beautiful thing I’ve ever born witness too.
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•Ifthispersondecidedtheywantadifferentkindofrelationshipwithme,
wouldIstillvaluethem?EvenifIfoundIcouldnotgivethemthedifferent
kindofrelationshiptheywantandhadtogoseparateways?

•DoIfeelthreatenedbytheotherkindsofrelationshipsthispersonhasbe-
causeIfeelatriskofloss?

•WhatcanIdotoreorientmyrelationshipvaluestofeelgroundedinmyown
selfworthandhappythatmylovedonehasotherpeoplewhocareforthem?

•HowcanIconfrontmyfearoflosswithoutrequiringoutcomepromisesfrom
thepeopleI’minrelationshipwith?

•WhatthingsdoIloveaboutthispersonthatareentirelyindependentfrom
whattheydoforme?

•ArethethingsthatIwantfrommyrelationshipsfair,just,andkind?
•DothethingsIaskforfromthepeopleI’minrelationshipwithrespecttheir
fullhumanityandautonomy?OrdoIaskforthingsthatrequireaspectsof
control?

Whenweaskourselvesquestionslikethese,wecanbegintounderstandtheroots
ofwhywewantrelationshipsinthefirstplace,whatourexpectationsare,and
whetherornottherearevaluesthatweholdthatweneedtoaddressandchallenge
ourselveson.

Thetopicofrelationshipsisadeeplyintimateone,andit’seasy—evenfor
anticapitalistswhoareusedtoquestioningdeeplyingrainedassumptions—forus
towriteoffthewaysweshowupinrelationshipasinscrutablepersonalpreference,
or“justthewayitis.”Butthoseofuswhostudytherealmofpowerandseekto
subvertitknowthatitsscopedoesnotliveonlyincongressionalhalls,nordoesit
stopattheboundariesoftheworkplace,butstretchesintoallaspectsofourlives:
includingandoftenespeciallyourrelationships.Somethingthatiscustom,thatis
expected,thatisuncomfortabletoquestion,isnotinherentlygoodforusandoften
warrantsthemostintensescrutinyofall.

Doingtheworkofreorientingthevaluesweholdinrelationshipfromoutcome-
centeredvaluestoprocess-centeredvalues,awayfromcapitalistlogic,ishardand
intensivework.Mostimportantly:itisdeeplypersonalwork.Manyofushavebeen
taughtthatourlivesandrelationshipsareonlymeaningfuliftheyproducecertain
outcomes.Capitalisthetero-patriarchytellsusthathavingaspouse,amortgage,
children,andgrandchildrenareallhallmarksofsuccessandadditionallyprovides
violentstructuralbarrierstothosewhowanttolivebydifferentvalues.Itisnot
enoughtorestyleanew“freelove”movementwhenmanypeople’sonlychoicefor
economicstabilityseemstorequireanoutcomes-centeredmodelofrelationship.
Rejectingcapitalistlogicinourrelationshipsrequiresadualapproachofdoingthe
oftenpainfulandalwaysdifficultworkoflearningtobegroundedinourselves
(ratherthanexternalizingoursenseofworthtowhatothersthinkoforarewilling
todoforus)andworkingtobuildcommunalnetworksofsupportthatallowfor
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TheLogicofCapitalism
Theanti-capitalistsoftodaylookbackatthemostimportantworksofanti-
capitalistsofyesterday(orthelastcentury)andfindasimilarflawthreaded
throughmanyoftheotherwiseclearandcontinuouslyrelevantwritings:many
ofthembelievedthatcapitalism’sendwasnighandinevitable.Theythoughtits
strengthwasinitsoppressivepower,andthateventuallythatrigid,oppressive
powerwouldbeunabletoholditsformandcollapse.Whattheydidnotaccount
for—andwhatwerecognizenow—isthatcapitalismhasanuncannyability
toadapt.Itsincrediblestayingpowerliesnotwithinitsoppressivepoweralone,
butinitsabilitytomakesomanyofusfootsoldiersintheverysystemthat
underminesourinterests,poisonsourcommunities,andmakesourrelationships
untenable.Capitalismmaintains,notjustbecausetherearerichandpowerfulwho
enforceit,butalsobecausetherestofushaveinternalizeditslogicandmarchto
itsbeatinoureverydaylives.Thatcapitalistlogicisthis:tolivealwaysonthe
promiseofthefuturesatisfactionofdesire.Wenotonlyenactthislogicinthe
arenastypicallyunderstoodastherealmofcapitalistlogic(workplaces,electoral
politics,etc.)butalsoinourmostintimaterelationships,andthatisthearenaI
willbedelvingintohere.

Tobehumanistolivewithanintrinsicsenseofloss.Thelosswemustgrapple
withisnotonlytherealitythatourlives,andthelivesoftheoneswelove,are
finite,butalsothelossthatcomeswithlivinginauniversewedonot—andcannot
—fullyunderstand.Inthatsenseoflossthereisagreatpotentialofcreation—art,
games,community,faith,philosophy—buttoconnectwiththatpotentialmeans
alsoacceptingandcomingtotermswithloss.Thereislikelyverylittlethatismore
difficultandmorepainfulthanareckoningwithloss(andarguablyverylittlethat
ismorerewardingorfulfillingthandoingso.)

Therealityofthisintrinsichumansenseoflosscomestobearinmanyways,but
fewquitesoclearasinourabilitytosignify(createlanguage,namethings.)When
wenameanobjectwecreatesomethingbiggerthantheobjectitselfandcannever
betrulysatisfiedbyit,andourdesireforanobjecthingesonourveryinabilitytobe
satisfiedbyit.Oursignifiersareendless,abstract,andunlocalized,andtheobjects
theysignifyhaveafinitude,andinthebridgelessspacebetweenisbothoursense
oflossandourdesire.

Thelogicofcapitalismseesthatloss—thegapbetweentruerealityandour
signifiedreality—thatwefeelandofferstofillthatvoid,toavoidthatpainofloss,
byconsuming.Thereisalwaysanotherproductonthehorizonthatpromisesthe
ultimatesatisfactionandendtoloss.WewillfindthatthenewestiPhonedoesn’t
satisfyusthewayweexpectedorhoped,itisnottheperfectobjectweseek,but
don’tworry,thenextiPhonemightjustseetoallyourheart’sdesiresafterall.We
allknow,whetherconsciouslyorunconsciously,theparadoxbuiltintothislogic.
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Even were it possible to truly provide that ultimate, complete satisfaction, capital-
ism could not deliver it because doing so would spell the end of capitalism and
consumption itself. It’s a promise capitalism cannot ever deliver on.

However, it still plants the seeds of its logic in our minds: the possibility to the
end of loss, of pain, of want. But it’s always just over the horizon. Our satisfac-
tion — our freedom from desire — is always somewhere just beyond us, but feels
tantalizingly close. The promise of a better future. It is this logic that anticapital-
ists often still find ourselves trapped within, despite our knowledge of capitalism’s
larger workings, and it shows up in our philosophy, too. When we promise a bet-
ter future (ultimate satisfaction) under our ideal anticapitalist blueprints, we make
that promise the mode of our resistance and we step into capitalism’s own playing
field. Liberation becomes not something that we can actionably take here and now,
power isn’t something we can take accountability for in our lives today, but is just
over the horizon.

Outcome Focused Relationships
While we can find instances of this logic in all arenas of struggle, here we are going
to speak of how it expresses itself in our close and intimate relationships. Many
of us are raised to understand relationships as possibilities for fantasy fulfillment
(“I will be so happy when I find a person I love and then marry them and then
buy a house and then have kids and then raise those kids and then and then and
then…) We can often get so caught up in the fantasies of our future lives, and the
obsession with trying to make others fit into that prefabricated mold, that we miss
the reality of one another entirely. What becomes especially sticky about inter-
nalizing this capitalistic logic is that we become dependent on it for our sense of
happiness. Even in the near impossible circumstance that you do get exactly the life
that you’ve always fantasized about, it cannot bring you satisfaction for the simple
reason that you’ve only ever known how to place your happiness in a place just
over the horizon, not where you’re standing.

Moreover, this logic brings us to placing others in the roll of our personal wish
fulfillers, rather than the autonomous people that they are. We engage in this mode
of thinking when we get wrapped up in working towards whatever future steps we
think we want to have in our relationships for them to be meaningful, and in doing
sowe inevitablymiss themostmeaningful thing relationships have to offer: the real,
unique, full human beings that want to stand beside us. When we keep our eyes
on future (and truly unknowable) outcomes, we miss the richness of the process in
the present. We miss getting to watch people we care about grow into themselves.
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We get caught up in the fear-based response of trying to control that growth that
we miss the joys of supporting it instead.

Viewing and treating the people we’re in relationship with as conduits for our
fantasy fulfillment denies them respect for the fullness of their humanity, and ob-
jectifies them. We place part of their value not in the present, but in their ability
to promise us future — always future — satisfaction. Conforming to the paradox-
ical logic of capitalism, it is also a promise that no one can keep. As an example:
if what we value in a relationship is that it lasts for a lifetime (avoiding the pain
of loss), then satisfaction can only truly be attained at the moment of someone’s
death, the full delivery of that promise. Yet, who among us, standing at the grave
of a beloved one, would say that the most meaningful aspect of that relationship
was the completion of a contract rather than the special and unique spirit that per-
son in themselves brought into our lives? Further, even that contract can protect
us from loss for only a finite time: as anyone who has experienced the profound
loss that is the death of a loved one can attest.

Section end-note: Think back to a fantasy for your future life that you had three,
five, ten years ago. Did it happen exactly the way you wanted or expected it to?
More importantly: how glad are you that it didn’t?

Process-centered Relationships
How, immersed as we are in the logic of capitalism, can we create present, non-
transactional, and fulfilling relationships? How do we cultivate relationships with
one another that offer the possibility of sustainability without falling into expecting
promises or guarantees for future outcomes? Despite the high promises of capitalist
logic, there is no formula for the perfect relationship. In rejecting that logic, we can
even rejoice: there is no formula for the perfect relationship! Finally, we can set
about exploring what kind of relationships are good for us, that encourage mutual
respect and accountability, that are valuable to us in the here and now, and that
allow us to flourish.

The largest task before us is to find where capitalist, outcome-centered logic
clouds our value judgments in relationships, and I personally have been best served
in asking these questions of myself, though this is not by any means a comprehen-
sive list:

• If this relationship ended tomorrow, would it still be valuable to me today?
• Am I with this person because of who they are, or because of what I think
they can give me?


