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It is a pervasive condition of empires that they affect great swathes of the planet without the empire's populace being aware of the impact – indeed, without being aware that many of the affected places even exist.

Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (2011)




1 
Next to Us, the Deluge



The division of labour among nations is that some specialize in winning and others in losing.

Eduardo Galeano, Open Veins of Latin America (1973)1



Chronicle of an accident foretold, or Rio Doce is everywhere2


Mariana, 5 November 2015 

In this mining town in the state of Minas Gerais, Brazil, the walls of two reservoirs containing the waste water from an iron mine burst, causing 60 million cubic metres of heavy-metal-containing mud – enough to fill 25,000 Olympic swimming pools – to flood the neighbouring community of Bento Rodrigues and enter the Rio Doce.3 Caused by a minor earthquake, according to the mine operator Samarco Mineração SA, the mud flowing out of the reservoir engulfed surrounding villages and some of their inhabitants. Three-quarters of the 853-kilometre-long ‘Sweet River’ became a toxic mix of iron, lead, mercury, zinc, arsenic and nickel residues, abruptly cutting off some 250,000 people from access to clean drinking water. After fourteen days, the tide of red mud reached the Atlantic coast and flowed out into the ocean, leaving behind a devastated ecosystem. At the Paris Climate Change Conference a few weeks later, the Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff described it as the worst environmental disaster in her country's history.

However striking the pictures may be of the mud-covered landscape and expired animals, of the dead river and its estuary, coloured a dirty red, the case of the Rio Doce is depressing not because of its uniqueness, but rather because of its perverse ordinariness. Rio Doce is everywhere. The causes of the ‘accident’, the way it was handled, its predictability and the reactions to it are typical of a state of affairs that exists worldwide. It is not only typical of an economic and ecological world order in which the opportunities and risks of social ‘development’ are systematically distributed in an uneven fashion. It amounts to a textbook example of the ideal type – the local, regional and global business-as-usual approach to the costs of the industrial-capitalist social model.

What happened at the Rio Doce was a perfectly normal catastrophe – and one that was waiting to happen. For many years, similar incidents have been occurring repeatedly, in Brazil and in other countries around the world with plentiful natural resources. Given the global division of labour, these countries are forced to exploit these resources as an economic strategy – and they do so in an intensive and sometimes reckless manner. The expression ‘they do so’, however, requires some qualification, because in many cases the business operations are contracted out to transnational corporations. In 2011, Brazil mined 400 million tons of iron ore, making it the third-largest producer after China and Australia. The formerly state-owned company Companhia Vale do Rio Doce was privatized in 1997 and renamed Vale SA. Alongside the British–Australian corporations Rio Tinto Group and BHP Billiton, it is one of the three largest mining companies in the world and the world's largest iron ore exporter, with a market share of 35 per cent.4 Together with BHP Billiton, it is the co-owner of the mine in Mariana through its subsidiary Samarco.

Samarco initially announced that the sludge from the burst reservoirs was not toxic and consisted mainly of water and silica. This announcement soon turned out to be false, as did the claim that the accident had been caused by earth tremors. More likely, the causes are to be found in familiar features of the administrations of ‘third-world countries’, namely corruption, clientelism and lack of controls. And, indeed, all these appear readily evident at first glance: there had been security concerns about the safety of the tailings dam for a long time, noted by the public prosecutor's office as early as 2013. In their criticism, the authorities also mentioned the immediate risk for the village of Bento Rodrigues, pointing out that no preventive measures of any kind had been taken to protect its inhabitants. The safety reviews ordered by Minas Gerais, the state with the largest ore-mining area in Brazil, were carried out not by independent experts but by members of the company itself. Almost at the same time as the dam burst, a commission within the senate, the upper house in the Brazilian parliament – where the mining lobby can always count on political support – voted for ‘more flexibility’ in the regulation of mining operators by the authorities.

So, is it all a question of underdeveloped governance, failing institutions, a ‘non–Western’ political culture? Perhaps. The other side of the chronicle of this ‘accident’ foretold is that, only a short time before it occurred, the physical stress placed on the dams had been significantly increased. In spite (or because) of the recent decline in world market prices, the two major corporations had increased the output of the Samarco mine to 30.5 million tons, a rise of almost 40 per cent compared with the previous year. In the case of Mariana, this market-flooding strategy had led to a large increase in waste from the mine and, as a result of this, the subsequent flooding of the surrounding area. Incidentally, the third and largest iron mine retention basin in Mariana is also showing dangerous cracks in its walls. And these are only three of 450 dams that hold back mining and industrial waste water in Minas Gerais alone. Around a dozen of these toxic reservoirs threaten the Rio Paraíba do Sul and hence, indirectly, the supply of drinking water to the metropolitan region of Rio de Janeiro and its 10 million inhabitants.

What happened at the Rio Doce is a disaster for nature – and for the people living in and off it – yet it was not a natural disaster. The background to it is anything but ‘natural’. Its causes are to be found in the structure of the world economic system: in the development models – which are influenced by this system – of countries rich in natural resources; in the global market strategies of transnational corporations; in the hunger for resources of rich industrial countries, and in the consumer habits and lifestyles of their inhabitants. What happened in Mariana, Minas Gerais, Brazil, and what is happening there every day, beyond the accidents and disasters reported by the media, is not caused by local conditions – at least not exclusively, and only peripherally, in the literal sense. What, from our perspective, happens at the ‘periphery’ of the world, at the outposts of global capitalism, is connected with the central hub – or, to be more precise, with the social conditions in those regions that believe themselves to be the centre of the world and that use their position of power in the global economic and political systems to dictate the rules that others must obey and whose consequences are felt elsewhere.

One of these rules – maybe even the most important one – says that, after ‘incidents’ such as the one that occurred in Mariana, life should return to normal as soon as possible. This does not apply only at the local level, where resistance to the mining industry is difficult to organize, for obvious reasons: whether they want to or not, the people of Minas Gerais depend on it. Four out of five households in Mariana rely on the mines for their existence. According to the mayor, Duarte Júnior, if they were to be closed, the entire village might as well be boarded up. In the wake of the ‘disaster’, people repeatedly took to the streets – not in protest against the mine's operators, but to demand that the mine start operating again as soon as possible. At the same time, there were, of course, ‘experts’, who sounded the all-clear or warned against unfounded environmental hysteria. Paulo Rosman, Professor of Coastal Engineering at the University of Rio de Janeiro and author of a hastily written report on behalf of the Brazilian Ministry of the Environment, declared that the Rio Doce was ‘temporarily dead’, but estimated that it would take only a year for nature to regenerate at the site of the burst dam and that the effects at the river estuary were ‘negligible’. He said that the situation there would stabilize in a few months and that the expected heavy seasonal rainfall would ‘wash out’ the Rio Doce, an ‘entirely natural process’.

The whitewashing of an ugly situation like this suits not only the multinational mining corporations operating in the area, but also the general public in the highly industrialized societies of Europe and North America. The people in these countries are deeply implicated in the causal chain leading up to the Brazilian disaster. They – in other words, ‘we’ – are partly responsible for the woes of Brazil and Latin America. They support the massive global depletion of natural resources and the environmental problems, as well as the working and living conditions in the countries where these resources are extracted.

Consider the case of the aluminium ore bauxite, which is found in many tropical countries.5 According to 2008 figures, Brazil is the third-largest producer of bauxite, after Australia and China and ahead of Guinea. Over the last decade, extraction has risen considerably in all of the countries with significant deposits. Between 2006 and 2014, the mining company Rio Tinto, for example, increased global extraction from 16 to 42 million tons (and iron ore extraction during the same period from 133 to 234 million tons). Bauxite was discovered and mined in Europe as early as the nineteenth century, but the deposits in the southern regions of the world are incomparably larger and more valuable in terms of industrial production. Practically all of the bauxite is used for the production of aluminium, which in turn goes into the making of many goods for daily consumption and for other needs in the countries that use these natural resources – such as neatly portioned and easy-to-use coffee capsules.

A huge amount of energy is required to produce the aluminium that is used to make coffee capsules: it takes 14 kWh of energy to make 1 kg of aluminium from bauxite, releasing around 8 kg of carbon dioxide in the process. This is not the only reason why the success of the aluminium capsules, popularized in advertisements featuring a handsome and world-famous actor, is so monstrous.6 In 2014, Germany alone consumed 2 billion of these coffee capsules, which only a few years earlier had been completely unknown. And the figure is still rising. According to the industry's estimates, the Nestlé subsidiary Nespresso sold 27 billion units worldwide in 2012. If each capsule weighs 1 g, this alone is equivalent to an annual mountain of aluminium waste weighing almost 30 million kilograms. And that is just one year, just coffee capsules, and just one manufacturer. Despite all this, Nespresso is even praised for using pure-grade capsules that are easier to recycle, while its competitors just put an aluminium lid on their much heavier plastic containers. The company's advertising slogan, ‘Nespresso. What else?’, is thus also backed by environmental claims.

But let's be honest – without sarcasm. Instead of savouring the ‘extraordinary taste’ (‘Savour our Grand Cru varieties from three gourmet aromatic families’, rapid delivery with the Nespresso mobile app), we should think about the bitter aftertaste of the actual production and consumption conditions. Our brief enjoyment of a cup of coffee at home comes at the cost of intensive bauxite mining in Brazil's rainforests. For our coffee at the end of an exquisite, but heavy, dinner, ‘somewhere in Africa’ resources are plundered, natural habitats destroyed, and toxic waste reservoirs and dumps filled. And executives consume coffee in the conference rooms of their globally operating firms as a quick-acting stimulant to help them keep the wheels of business turning – the wheels that produce our prosperity but that will unfortunately – and inevitably – run over other people in far-flung parts of the globe.

And yet this is only the tip of the iceberg as far as the European and North American coffee capsule hype is concerned. There is also the matter of the working conditions in the Brazilian mining industry; and then there is the fact that the toxic waste occurs not only as a result of mining the raw materials in the tropics but also through its re-export there from the richer parts of the world; and, finally, the social, economic and ecological aspects of coffee growing, harvesting and transport to the coffee-consuming centres of the world. Moreover, the coffee value chain, the parts of the world where these little capsules are produced and consumed, is itself just the tip of an even larger iceberg, a gigantic global process of perpetual redistribution of profits and losses.7 Be it cotton production or soya bean cultivation, the ubiquitous SUV or smartphone mania: ‘Rio Doce’ is everywhere.

More precisely, the flooding of huge tracts of land with toxic waste water from the extraction of natural resources for the Global North could have taken place anywhere – anywhere, that is, in the Global South. There are countless ‘Rio Doces’ in the world, and it is no coincidence that most of them flow through southern regions. Or else they no longer flow there because their water has been cut off by the North – like the water of the Rio Doce, which has been transformed into a slow-moving, gelatinous red mass. Thus, to tell the story of the ‘accident’ at the Rio Doce, the narrator has to tell two stories: the intersecting and linked stories of misfortune for some and good fortune for others.

It is this dual story that will be discussed in this book. It will look at the context, interdependencies, global relations and interactions – the relationality of world affairs. It will also consider the other, ‘dark’ side of the modern Western world, its rootedness in the structures and mechanisms underpinning the colonial domination of the rest of the world.8 It will be concerned with the production of wealth and the enjoyment of luxury at the expense of others, and with the relocation of the costs and burdens of ‘progress’ to other parts of the world. And there is a third story to be told – that of the reluctance to acknowledge this dual story, its suppression from our conscience, its omission in the social narratives of individual and collective ‘success’. Whenever we speak about our prosperity, we should not remain silent about the associated, interwoven and causally connected hardship of other people elsewhere. And yet this is precisely what happens all the time.


The global wealth gap – or I wish I were a dog

We can also examine life at the expense of others from a different perspective: that of social statistics. Although the resulting view might appear at first glance to be more abstract, it turns out to be just as striking as the pictures from the hell of Brazil's red toxic waste. Just in time for the 2015 World Economic Forum in Davos, Oxfam, the international aid organization, presented impressive data on worldwide social inequality.9 The study confirmed the continued widening in 2016 of the global wealth gap observed in recent years, whereby the wealthiest 1 per cent of the world population owned as much as the remaining 99 per cent. In other words, a small group of rich citizens had the same share in global wealth as the vast remainder of the world's population. In this way, the 2011 protest slogan ‘We are the 99 per cent’ coined by the Occupy Wall Street movement was given a statistical blessing on a global scale. An even more impressive Oxfam statistic, on the face of it, was the fact that the eighty richest people in the world had at their disposal the same amount of material resources as the entire bottom 50 per cent of the global population.

As absurd as this ratio may sound – 80 against 3½ billion – figures like these also run the risk of misleading an interested public, or rather of saying what they want to hear. They suggest that the problem of global social inequality is basically the fault of an extremely small group of super-rich citizens and that the solution is therefore to be found in a policy of properly taxing these few dozen multi-billionaires – if not in the hands of the world's largest earners themselves, as exemplified by generous magnates like Bill Gates or Mark Zuckerberg. It is true that the wealth polarity demonstrated by the Oxfam data is nothing short of scandalous. And there can be little objection to an internationally coordinated taxation policy for global financial transactions, for example – as Thomas Piketty, the rising star in the economics firmament, recently demanded – except for the unlikelihood that it could be enforced politically or managed administratively.10

But the heart of the problem – unfortunately, one might be inclined to say – lies much deeper. The social diagnosis ‘wealth: having it all and wanting more’, as the title of this Oxfam study so eloquently puts it, describes the way of life, interests and ambitions not only of the ‘upper ten thousand’ of this world. Having it all and wanting more is not just the pragmatic agenda of these happy few at the upper end of the social wealth distribution scale, the object of the righteous moral indignation of ordinary citizens urgently demanding a significant redistribution of wealth. Essentially, the description might apply equally well to the lifestyle, sentiments and wishes for the future of a vast majority in the societies of the world's affluent countries. The attitude of having everything and wanting more is not the prerogative of those ‘up there’. Wanting to safeguard one's own prosperity by depriving others of theirs is the unspoken and unacknowledged motto of ‘advanced’ societies in the Global North – and their fundamental collective deceit is to deny the dominion of this distribution principle and the mechanisms for securing it. On a worldwide scale, the average citizens of the Global North are ‘up here’ when it comes to the national distribution of wealth – and we are quite happy to blithely ignore the situation of those ‘down there’.

This is completely understandable – not only because there are massive and continuously growing inequalities, visible to us today quite literally ‘on our doorstep’, but also because, if we were to look beyond the national distribution of wealth, we would discover something quite monstrous. In fact, once we have become aware of the enormous differences in income between the richest and poorest regions of the world, if only in dry statistical terms and figures, we cannot really carry on as before.11 The global inequality scale calculated for 2007 by the American sociologists Roberto Korzeniewicz and Timothy Moran shows that practically all income groups in European countries are among the wealthiest 20 per cent of the world population; in Norway, even the 10 per cent of the population with the lowest income are still among the wealthiest 10 per cent in the world. By contrast, a large part of southern Africa – 80 per cent of the almost 100 million people living in Ethiopia, for example – are among the poorest 10 per cent in the world.

To be clear, this is not about trivializing – much less denying – the social inequalities of varying degrees that exist in all countries. There is poverty in Germany and there are rich people in Ethiopia. A comparison of the situation in the generally affluent societies of the Global North – with, on average, a high standard of living, extensive options for shaping their lives and considerable consumption of resources – and the conditions in the, on average, much poorer societies in the Global South, which have fewer opportunities but which also consume less, does not mean that the internal inequalities on both sides should be overlooked. It should, nevertheless, make us aware that something like Piketty's much-acclaimed and widely discussed treatise Capital in the Twenty-First Century offers a very one-sided view. The French economist shows that there are rich people in the wealthiest countries of the world who are becoming even richer and who – in contrast to the prevailing idea of meritocracy in these societies – owe their position and its consolidation essentially not to their own efforts but to the exploitation of inherited capital. What his illuminating study fails to look at, however, is the fact that a similar structure has established itself on a global scale.

If, unlike Piketty,12 we look not only at the dynamics of inequality within the societies of the United States, the United Kingdom and France – not to mention Japan and Germany – but expand our vision to consider a global structural pattern of inequality between societies, we will once again find the wealthiest 10 per cent becoming increasingly rich at the expense of the rest. This 10 per cent is effectively made up of the five countries mentioned taken together. Their collective position at the upper end of the global wealth distribution scale is not due – and certainly not solely due – to the ‘industriousness’ of their citizens or the ‘productivity’ of their economies, but to a large extent to their strategic position in the world economy and the historically inherited ‘capital’ that comes with it. On a global scale, the inequality between rich and poor countries is even greater than the inequality between the richest and poorest population groups in the most unequal countries of the world – in other words, even more glaring than in a country like Brazil. Likewise, the relative inequality of opportunity resulting from the good fortune of being born in Germany, compared with the misfortune of being born in Brazil, is more pronounced than the unequal distribution of opportunity that the lottery of life offers to new-born babies within German or within Brazilian society.13

One thing that we thus tend to ignore in our latitudes, and that is inevitably absent from a perspective focusing on the wealth of individuals and exclusively on inequalities within society, is the fact that the national distribution patterns are embedded in a wider global structure of inequality – one that, it seems, is invisible and meant to remain so. In their book Unveiling Inequality, Korzeniewicz and Moran play a statistical game, inventing a fictional society consisting solely of the dogs kept as pets in US homes.14 The average maintenance cost per household of these pets in 2008 becomes the ‘per capita income’ of this notional society. And guess what? This country, ‘Dogland’, ranks as a middle-income nation, above countries like Paraguay and Egypt, and better off than 40 per cent of the world's population. By this reckoning, it's better to be a dog – at least in the United States.

The authors use this small statistical game merely to illustrate the unsuspected scale of social inequality in the world. But the sudden wealth of the united pooches of America also illustrates the plausibility of the idea that we do not wish to know about these extreme inequalities – and much less about the fact that our wealth, reflected in the relative income ranking of the inhabitants of this virtual canine republic, not only stands in glaring contrast to the poverty in large areas of the world but also is connected with it – in other words, that our relative wealth can be understood only in relation to the lower income and more limited options and opportunities available to the vast majority of the world's population. The positions in the global inequality structure are a function of one another: some do ‘well’ or are better-off because others do ‘badly’ or are worse-off.

This is something that people appear to be simply unwilling to talk about, however. In public discussion in the affluent regions of the world, the connections between ‘our’ wealth – however unequally it might be distributed – on the one hand, and the working, living and survival conditions outside the world's economic and political centres, on the other, appear still to be a ‘secret’ to which only Marxist groups, development policy organizations and Pope Francis I are privy. And there are very good reasons – at least from a subjective point of view – why we want to hear nothing about these connections, between wealth and poverty, prosperity and deprivation, security and insecurity, opportunity and lack of prospects: as soon as we recognize and acknowledge these connections, we cannot but question the fairness of the resulting inequalities – or at least find it extremely difficult to justify our own privileged positions.

It is thus quite understandable that there should be resistance to such insights and also fear of the consequences that changes in global inequality would bring with them. We members of affluent societies have much more to lose than our chains.15 The fact that we secretly fear giving up our privileges suggests that we are aware of the global conditions on which our lifestyle depends. Nor does it surprise social analysts that we prefer to suppress our dawning awareness of the facts, that we don't want to hear about our lives being led at the expense of others, or that we prefer to conveniently ‘forget’ any feelings of unease this might cause us. It is precisely the purpose of this book to confront this forgetting.


Externalization or the ‘good life’ – at the expense of others

The complex connection outlined – or at least, touched on – so far concerning the life of some at the expense of others will be examined in this book from the point of view of a single term, namely ‘externalization’. To externalize means to move something from the inside to the outside. The accusation normally levelled at organizations or businesses that do not pay for the environmental damage they cause and benefit from, by passing on these costs to innocent third parties, can also be applied to larger social units. The rich, highly industrialized countries of this world transfer the negative effects of their actions to countries and people in poorer, less ‘developed’ regions of the world. The wealthy industrial nations not only systematically accept these negative effects but also count on them – the stakes are worth it for them. The entire socioeconomic development strategy of European and North American industrial society has always been based on the principle of development at the cost of others. In this sense, externalization means exploiting the resources of others, passing on costs to them, appropriating the profits, and promoting self-interest while obstructing or even preventing the progress of others.

Externalization is not merely an abstract ‘social’ strategy or the effect of a self-perpetuating and actor-less systemic logic. It is true that externalization describes the logic by which the global capitalist system works. But it is pursued by really existing social actors – not only large companies and political leaders, economic élites and powerful political stakeholders. Even if the wealthiest owners of capital and transnational companies pull the levers in the externalization society, the system is also shored up by the tacit agreement and active participation of large segments of society. ‘We’, citizens of the self-proclaimed ‘Western’ world, live in externalization societies – in fact, in the large externalization society of the Global North. We live in an externalization society, we live with it, and we are happy to accept it. Of course, the good life is also unevenly distributed here. The top fifth of rich societies have the greatest global opportunities. But in global terms, ‘all of us’, the wealthy citizens of the world, are better-off because others are worse-off. We are well-off because we live off others – off what they achieve and suffer, off what they do and put up with, off what they bear and have to accept. This is the international division of labour, which the Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano described critically almost fifty years ago: we have specialized in winning, and the others in losing.16

We live in a society that by way of externalization – at the expense and cost of others – stabilizes and reproduces itself, and that can in fact stabilize and reproduce itself only in this way. This form of social organization, this mode of social development, is not at all new. ‘Externalization society’ is not a strictly modern diagnosis – like Ulrich Beck's diagnosis of a ‘risk society’, basically describing the new living conditions resulting from the rise of industrial technologies in the post-war world.17 The externalization society is not something that has appeared only recently, and as such it is not simply the latest version of modern civilization. ‘Externalization’ is not a diagnosis of our times but rather an analytical structural formula. ‘Externalization society’ is a generic term rather than a contemporary concept. Modern capitalist society has always been an externalization society – even if it has never admitted it. Capitalist societies are externalization societies, albeit in historically changing forms, with evolving mechanisms and continuously shifting global constellations.

It is this constant mutation of the externalization society, the long history of the constitution and reproduction of Western and Northern affluent capitalism at the expense of the Global South, that also gives the term – coined today and applied to the present – a contemporary diagnostic note. The social structure and patterns of externalization have taken on a new form in the last quarter of a century with the implosion of state socialism and the global spread of the capitalist production and consumption, working and living model.18 In principle, there is no longer an ‘outside’ in the global society to externalize to. The likelihood has risen that the social and environmental costs of industrial affluent capitalism are not simply offloaded elsewhere, far from the originators and beneficiaries, but rebound on to them – in other words, us. And it doesn't take much imagination, but merely observation and analysis, to anticipate a huge increase in these rebound effects in the near future.

It has thus been confirmed once again that the ‘end of history’ proclaimed after the global victory of capitalism has not taken place. The end of ‘real socialism’ has merely heralded a new phase in the historical development of global capitalism. The ‘one world’ is now becoming a reality – in the form of radicalized externalization, and in the form of the increasing difficulty in keeping the externalized costs outside, even if we are not yet ready to admit it. Affluent capitalism typically exacts its toll outside its own borders. Now, however, it looks as if the empire is beginning to strike back, and that the consequences of externalization are returning home. Germany has a ‘rendezvous with the reality of globalization’, as Wolfgang Schäuble said in November 2015 in the face of the ‘refugee crisis’ in the country at the time.19 Most Germans hope that this rendezvous will not be too intense, and the then Minister of Finance is probably among those who still expect that the advantages of globalization can be exploited by the German economy and society and that the disadvantages can be kept at a distance. But this idea is likely to prove to be a misconception – a classic, and possibly tragic, case of wishful thinking.

It is quite understandable that large segments of the externalization societies fear losing their privileges, and so they hope that everything will stay as it is and that the others will stay where they are. For that reason, our awareness of the preconditions for the huge social privileges that we are now in danger of losing is swept under the carpet – or out the door. In other words, it is itself being externalized and left to scientists and experts, who are best able to deal with it without any social consequences resulting. For that same reason, we cling to the utopian idea of a global ‘elevator effect’, whereby the life of the poorest populations in the world would also improve without the relative privilege of affluent societies and their established way of life being seriously affected or questioned.20 Or to the illusion of ‘green’ capitalism,21 which would supposedly be capable of disconnecting growth from resource consumption and reconciling the collective lifestyle of an expanding modernity22 with the limited natural resources of the planet Earth.

However tempting these visions of the future might be, a different scenario is much more likely, and many people in the affluent capitalist centres are beginning to sense this. They suspect that, in the long run and in general, global capitalism will not produce elevator effects but rather a massive zero-sum game, in which the benefits for some are matched by the losses for others. This is particularly true when account is taken not only of economic variables but also of the ecological balance of capitalist globalization, whose costs are distributed in an extremely one-sided fashion – and, curiously, with the same people always on the winning and losing sides.23 Gradually, a few people are realizing – perhaps during an extended visit to the poorer regions of the world, or simply in a moment of reflection after the evening news – that there are finite limits to the ‘good life’ at the expense of others, to the fabulous wealth of a few and the wretched struggle for existence of the many, to an uninhibited consumption of natural resources and its destructive and sometimes lethal consequences for the rest of the planet, to the daily display of insouciance in the upper reaches of the global social hierarchy and the continuous fight for survival in the lower reaches.

This book reflects and highlights this as yet subliminal, but – so I believe – gradually increasing, concern about the externalization society and its cost. To avoid misunderstanding, it will not offer a ‘comprehensive analysis’ of the situation in the world. Externalization cannot explain ‘everything’, the entire chain of cause and effect that produces global inequalities. It offers, however, a central dimension in our understanding of the historical and contemporary economic and environmental inequalities in the capitalist world system.

It should also be stated at the outset that this discussion of an externalization society is not just yet another episode – on this occasion, in the form of a guilt-ridden and stage-managed act of self-criticism – in the long history of academic, intellectual Eurocentrism. This time, it is not, once again, the Euro-Atlantic modernists who are calling the tune – in terms of social analysis, moral responsibility or political agitation. On the contrary, the reference to the social reality of the externalization society merely confirms what has been said and thought, realized and proclaimed, questioned and protested about, for decades – if not centuries – in the Global South.24 It is just that these diverse and many-voiced, multi-local and transnational, scientific and political counter-movements supported by many people in different places have not yet been recognized, or at least publicly acknowledged, in our latitudes. If this book can make a contribution to, and change, this awareness, it will have served its purpose.

‘A rising tide lifts all boats.’25 This slogan and comforting mantra for the affluent capitalist society, popularized in the early 1960s by John F. Kennedy, the USA's favourite president, is no longer realistic today. Affluent capitalism has not reduced social inequalities but tends to exacerbate them. On a global scale, it literally inundated world society in the twentieth century – with affluence for some, and flooding for others. This flooding doesn't come after us, it is right there next to us. Those who wish to can see it at Mariana and the Rio Doce. Or they can read about it here.


Notes

1 This is the English translation of the celebrated opening sentence of the much-read work by the Uruguayan journalist and writer Eduardo Galeano (2015, p. 15): ‘La division internacional del trabajo consiste en que unos países se especializan en ganar y otros en perder.’
2 Reference to the title of the novel Crónica de una muerte anunciada (1981) by the Colombian writer Gabriel García Marquéz.
3 For the events on the Rio Doce reconstructed on the next pages, the background to the ‘accident’ and the subsequent developments, see, in particular, wsj.com, 5 November 2015; theguardian.com, 13, 16, 22–28 November 2015 and 15 October 2016; brasilienexkursion.wordpress.com, 15 November 2015; greenpeace.org, 17 November 2015; jungewelt.de, 19 October 2015; scientificamerican.com, 25 October 2015; sueddeutsche.de, 26 November and 1 and 11 December 2015; latina-press.com, 28 November 2015; taz.de, 3 and 16 December 2015; nzz.ch, 16 December 2015.
4 For a list of the largest iron ore mining companies in the world and the mining companies mentioned here, see the corresponding entries in wikipedia.org and the companies’ websites.
5 For the sources, mining and use of this ore, see the corresponding entry in wikipedia.org; for bauxite and iron ore mining by the Rio Tinto company, see the data at statista.com.
6 For German consumer data and the worldwide sales figures of Nestlé, see welt.de, 8 January 2014, and theguardian.com, 27 May 2015; the company's advertising slogan can be found at nespresso.com.
7 See Bertelsmann Stiftung & Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) 2017 (Annex).
8 See Mignolo 2011.
9 See Oxfam 2015, also at oxfam.org.
10 See Piketty 2014.
11 See Korzeniewicz & Moran 2009 (esp. ch. 5).
12 For this criticism, see Moran 2015.
13 See Shachar 2009.
14 For this thought experiment, see the introductory chapter in Korzeniewicz & Moran 2009.
15 Unlike the ‘workers of the world’, according to the closing section of the Communist Manifesto, in the context of the revolutionizing of social conditions in the mid nineteenth century: see Marx & Engels 1959 and 2016.
16 See quote at the beginning of this chapter, Galeano 1973.
17 See Beck 1992.
18 See Brand & Wissen 2017.
19 See spiegel.de of 12 November 2015.
20 The phrase was coined by Ulrich Beck to describe the general increase in prosperity in post-war European societies, see Beck 1992, ch. 3.
21 For example, the idea of ‘intelligent growth’ in Fücks 2013.
22 For this term and the opposing concept of a ‘reductive modernity’, see Sommer & Welzer 2014.
23 For this pattern, see Boltanski 2008.
24 Recently, for example, see Quijano 2010 or Sanyal 2007, and also Boatcă 2015 for a systematic summary of ‘decolonizing’ perspectives.
25 Said by John F. Kennedy in a speech in September 1960 before he became president; see the text at presidency.uscb.edu.
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Externalization: A Relational Perspective on Social Inequality



This manner … is what characterizes relative wellfare and, in the opposite case, relative illfare.

Johann Jakob Hottinger, Theophrast's Characterschilderungen (1821)1



Capitalistic dynamics – and its cost

The ‘externalization society’ is not a 21st-century phenomenon. Externalization has been practised in society as long as global capitalism has existed – and this in turn was not invented with the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Soviet Union. When the era of globalization and the ‘single’ capitalist world was proclaimed in 1989, social scientists pointed out that globalized capitalism had already existed before the First World War,2 and that in the decades between 1870 and 1914 the internationalization of commerce and capital had been even more pronounced than in the late twentieth century after the end of the Cold War and the rival-bloc system.

But even this historical perspective falls short when it comes to considering the history of global capitalism. Since its beginnings as an economic system, capitalism has been driven by expansion, extension of its scope and overcoming limitations3 – and not only in the sense of its abstract inherent systemic logic, which calls for the continuous search for profits, which are then profitably reinvested to keep the circulation of capital going, to maintain the cycle of production and the reinvestment of profit in the following period and to continue it on a larger scale. This logic of economic reproduction on an ever-widening and enlarged basis also has a concrete material and territorial dimension. In order to survive in the long term, capitalism needs to extend its scope to new social spheres, fields and areas. The conducting of business on the principle of the profitable exploitation of capital has a built-in need to become more widespread and comprehensive: the ‘whole world’ becomes its hunting ground, and virtually ‘everything’ becomes an object of economic exploitation and is sucked into the capitalist world of commodities.

The market strategies of globally operating companies – and, as the other side of the coin, national competition policies as they are practised by individual states around the world and reported on every day in the business sections of the newspapers – are merely the present-day, albeit currently intensified, version of this systemic expansion tendency: industrial, commercial and service companies all regularly outgrow their domestic markets; segments of the value-added chain are outsourced all over the world as soon, and as long, as labour, in particular, is cheaper there than in domestic or previous locations. Global investors stream into these new ‘emerging markets’ – until more attractive investment opportunities suddenly appear elsewhere. First there was Taiwan, then Vietnam, and now it is the turn of Cuba. Even North Korea, despite its missile tests, will discover sooner or later that it will not be able to escape the (further) opening of its markets as an entrance ticket to the global capitalist system.

This global capitalist system is not new in itself.4 It has existed in different historical forms for around 500 years. It did not cover the entire world at the outset, nor even the entire known world. But it has always been a global economic system to the extent that it encompassed different world regions with diverse economic functions and linked them together: production regions with sales and consumer markets, areas where natural resources are extracted with those where they are processed and finished, industrial and agricultural regions, centres of capital ownership and of labour. Or, in the terminology used in world-system analyses to describe the functional and regional division of the ‘single’ world of modern capitalism, the ‘centres’ and the ‘periph­eries’. The systemic character of this arrangement results from the fact that the form and evolution of its different elements are based on a reciprocal relationship. The way in which the global capitalist system presents itself at its peripheries depends directly on its specific nature in the centres (and vice versa): changes in one place in the global system inevitably produce changes elsewhere.

Adam Smith, one of the founders of classical economics, was clear on the principle on which the ‘wealth of nations’ was based – namely, that of the strategic exploitation of relatively favourable circumstances.5 Why do some regions prosper while others do not? Why do some progress economically while others lag behind? Smith's answer and the ‘relatively favourable circumstances’ refer not only to the simple fact that the basic conditions for the development of wealth might be better in one place than another – milder climate, absence of natural catastrophes, a more peaceful community but, above all, more industrious workers, more adventurous entrepreneurs, more imaginative inventors. However, the matter is not as simple as it is frequently presented. Smith's reference to the relativity of social wealth is to be understood more in terms of its relationality. The constellation that contributes to the production of wealth in one place is in a recognizable and describable relationship with a less wealth-producing constellation elsewhere, and the advantage enjoyed by one is related to the disadvantage suffered by the other. In our context, we might even go as far as to say that the rapid progress of one is only possible thanks to the much slower progress of the other.

Smith describes this relational character of social wealth not with regard to nations but to the early capitalist interaction of urban and rural development.6 In their commerce with the surrounding areas, urban dwellers took advantage systematically of their more favourable conditions for exchange – the advantageous terms of trade, as we would call them today. Among the economic conditions that favoured urban society was the difference in productivity between artisans and agricultural workers. With the same amount of work, the urban craftsman could produce far more valuable goods than the farm labourer, and, in the direct exchange of goods, the urban producers thus had a structural advantage. Smith's analysis already shows how unequal economic development can occur as a result of this asymmetrical relationship between inexpensive urban and expensive rural ‘imports’ (or more or less valuable ‘exports’) over time, and as a result of various social mechanisms. Urban dwellers are in a better position to close ranks and cut themselves off from the outside, to coordinate, regulate and protect their production activities from outside competition, to form economic interest groups and to transfer the competitive pressure to suppliers in rural areas – for example, by paying the lowest possible price for goods required for production. In the long run, these advantages stabilize and become more powerful, to produce a constellation that may be described as a balanced imbalance: the dynamic of the urban increase in wealth goes hand in hand with the socioeconomic stagnation of the rural area.

World-system analyses that have circulated since the 1970s typically extend this local relationship, the unequal exchange structure and the resultant inequality between the ‘centre’ (city) and the ‘periphery’ (country), to the global level – and trace this inequality over long historical periods. According to them, the modern capitalist system arose from the economic and political crisis of European feudalism in the ‘long sixteenth century’, extending from the crisis of the Northern Italian city republics of the late fifteenth century to the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, which marked the end of the Thirty Years’ War. The associated rise of Europe to become the political and economic centre of the world at the time can be understood only in the context of a geographical hierarchy arising thanks to the unequal exchange with the global periphery – as it was perceived from the centre. And it can be understood only if account is taken of a factor that Adam Smith – and, with him, classical and neoclassical economic liberalism as a whole – seems to have considered to be of secondary importance: namely, the emergence of the modern state and the deployment of state power.

In the early nineteenth century, the liberal British economist David Ricardo sought to replace the eventuality suggested by Smith – of a structural development imbalance resulting from a free exchange of goods – by his theory of ‘comparative cost advantage’.7 He argued that all of the countries and economies competing on the world markets could achieve the best market position for themselves through intelligent specialization in their most competitive production sectors and the effective division of labour that this would entail – thereby ensuring prosperity in every country. Ricardo's theoretical model of the mutually beneficial effects of free trade failed, however, to take into account the massive differences in political power within the international community. Even if the market analogy is plausible at all, not all states are equally well positioned on the market of economic strategies to offer ‘their’ national capital the best chances for profitability. Far from it: then, as now, there were states with varying degrees of influence (if any) on, and with varying degrees of access (if any) to, the shaping of global trade relations. Then, as now, some countries could be forced to orientate their economies towards certain production and value-creation models and towards certain export/import structures – by other countries whose economies benefitted from the corresponding position and orientation of others. From the Corn Laws in nineteenth-century Britain to the present-day Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership regulations, it has always been possible for the most powerful states to shape the world trade regime to their advantage – while systematically and fervently proclaiming their commitment to ‘free trade’ and economic exchange ‘among equals’.

Against this ideology – as it might be called – of globalized ‘equal exchange’, the world-system approach offers an alternative interpretation of the capitalist dynamic on a global scale. The modern world system has always pursued a dual geoeconomic and geopolitical expansion logic. We have already pointed to the continuously expanding and globally oriented dynamic of capitalism.8 Karl Marx summed it up famously in his M – C – Mʹ formula: in the capitalist economic process, goods are turned into commodities (C) that only serve a mediating function within a system which is designed to convert money (M) into more money (Mʹ). The idea is to increase the capital invested for the production of commodities and then to use it to further develop commodity production (which then, as Cʹ, is meant to deliver more capital for investment, Mʹʹ – and so on). This process of accumulation of economic capital, in which centres and peripheries on a global scale are involved in a division of labour, is only one side of the world-system development dynamic. Apart from the accumulation of capital, there is also the equally important dimension of the accumulation of political power. Even at the local level, but especially at the global level, neither Smith and Ricardo's strategic advantage models nor Marx's concept of the reproduction of capital are conceivable as an ongoing process without the permanent leverage of political power.

Unequal economic exchange does not come about – and much less does it perpetuate itself – as a result of market mechanisms. The possibility of implementing and maintaining unequal exchange relations on a global scale was based historically on the rise of centralized state authority, the extension of European powers to territories and populations in the rest of the world, and ultimately the use of military might to secure the position of European states – and the prosperity of their nations – in the world system. This story is one of a cyclic sequence of global hegemonies, their rise and fall: from the Genoa city-state in the seventeenth century to the ‘middle powers’ of the Netherlands in the eighteenth, the United Kingdom in the nineteenth, and the continental power of the United States since the First World War – and possibly China in the twenty-first century.9 From a global point of view, however, it is perhaps more interesting to consider the more complex stories of multipolar power structures – for example, between the various colonial powers in the nineteenth century or the nuclear powers in the twenty-first – or the rise of ‘semi-peripheral’ economies, such as the ‘threshold countries’ after the Second World War or the BRICS states today,10 and the constant power shifts in the world system that cannot be artificially limited to particular centuries.

Whatever the case, the modern world system is defined by a logic of politically based economic expansion, whose ‘power component’ is historically evident and tangible to a greater extent (during the heyday of imperialism and European colonial dominion) or a lesser one (as in the mid-1990s in the regime of the World Trade Organization11). In this way, a variable but also extremely well-defined matrix of centre and periphery has become established, which for centuries – and still today – provides the geo­political framework for the phenomena of interest to us here: the interlinked and relational structure of inequality, the structured processes to produce wealth and increase prosperity at the expense of others.

If this world system operates on the basis of a constant and linked accumulation of political and economic power, however, the question still arises of where global capitalism obtains its immense, unforeseen and apparently ‘endless’ dynamism – one that has always fascinated observers and interpreters of capitalism, regardless of whether they are supporters and defenders or critics and denigrators. There is probably no more impressive document celebrating – however ambivalently – the expansive and sweeping power of capitalism than the Communist Manifesto, no more breathless and reverential description of its incessant rise and development, its continuous liberation from former shackles and its transcendence of new boundaries.12 ‘Meantime the markets kept ever growing, the demand ever rising’, as Marx and Engels described capitalist expansion. One might ask how this works.

The social sciences do not have many satisfactory answers to this question. They content themselves mostly with referring to an ‘inner’ dynamism of capitalism, whose substantive mechanism remains unexplained. As a theoretical explanation of the system, this reference to the ‘inherent logic’ driving capitalist economics leads, for example, to the conclusion that capitalism reproduces itself through economic transactions or, more precisely, through continuous and reciprocal cycles of societal communication consisting of the demand and need for payments, on the one hand, and the willingness and ability to make payments, on the other.13 From this perspective, the economic system of modern societies is driven by an ‘autopoietic’ impulse: capitalism is sustained ‘by itself’, develops ‘from itself’, and grows ‘through itself’.

However appropriate this description of an inherent logic might be, it is misleading to assume – like an economic Baron Münchhausen – that it can pull itself by its own coat tails out of any crisis it might be mired in and lift itself on its own to new heights of economic development. Capitalism is not a perpetuum mobile that, once started, remains eternally in motion without any further impulse. Like every motor, the driving force behind capitalist accumulation needs to be continuously fuelled. The capitalist market system requires the constant supply of value of all kinds: labour, land and money; manual, intellectual and care work; biomass, natural resources and fuels. It is this that Max Weber, not known for his materialistic analysis, had in mind when he suggested in the early twentieth century that the driving force behind modern capitalism – the ascetic rational lifestyle of individuals emerging from monks’ cells into the working world – would continue ‘until the last ton of fossilized coal is burnt’.14

In reality, capitalism cannot survive of its own accord. It depends on the existence of an ‘exterior’ that it can appropriate; it draws on all possible material and immaterial forms of ‘fuel’ supplying it, without which its supposedly eternal flame would soon be extinguished. Social science analyses in the tradition of historical materialism basically assume that capitalism has to keep opening up ‘fresh ground’, as the Communist Manifesto puts it. More precisely, it requires fresh ground to be opened up for it. In the Manifesto, it is literally new territories that were opened up to the market – with the discovery and colonization of America, the conquest of the East Indian and Chinese markets, and the growing ‘exchange with the colonies’ in general. The ongoing process of the capitalist ‘land grab’ can also be understood in a metaphorical sense: new categories of people are repeatedly involved as labourers in market-like value-chain concepts (e.g. 170 million children worldwide,15 and increasing numbers of senior citizens in Western Europe); more and more capabilities and characteristics of these labourers (their knowledge, conscience, feelings) are utilized for economic ends; new forms of life (human, animal and plant genetic material) are made available to the private economy; all conceivable – and seemingly inconceivable – goods become capitalized and traded on financial markets.

This has been going on, as mentioned, for several centuries. But the capitalist expansion logic also appears to be capable of further development, and appears itself to be subject historically to a persistent need for growth – one need only consider, in the context of the tendency to ‘financialize’ global capitalism,16 the common and sometimes absurdly expanded derivative forms of capital investment, even after the crisis in 2008/9. Modern globalized capitalism knows no inherent limitations. It is like a permanent winter-sale of values, in which ‘everything must go’. Everything must be exploited: natural resources from the earth, performance through labour, the future through money. Everything must go in order to incorporate it into the market mechanism and to exploit it economically. Seen this way, capitalism is a gigantic arrangement based on incorporation and the added value created by it – on the one hand, at least.

On the other hand, modern globalized capitalism also operates on the basis of an equally extensive outsourcing arrangement – of the immense cost of this same economic added value. A good deal of these costs are externalized, because wherever immense prosperity is created, it is accompanied everywhere by what the British writer and social critic John Ruskin called an ‘evil’.17 Ruskin had British industrial capitalism of the mid eighteenth century in mind when he compared Adam Smith's vision of the ‘wealth of nations’ with the social reality of ‘evil’ for much of the nation. He saw both of these phenomena, a good life for some and a bad life for others, as being inherently connected. And he was right: the much-vaunted capitalistic dynamism has its price, in two senses. For some, the price they pay gives them ‘wealth’. The price that others pay, however, gives them ‘illth’. In justifying this unorthodox neologism, Ruskin claimed that there was a need for this opposite expression to hold a mirror to the wealthy and to open their eyes to ‘others’.

The ungainly term ‘externalization’ is also a coinage, but it aptly sums up what the wealth of nations corresponds to on a global scale and what its dark and all too often ignored side looks like: the illth of other nations.


Externalization – the sociological perspective: living at the expense of others

To speak of ‘externalization’ is to speak the language of economists – which is not necessarily a bad thing, given the continuing prevalence of economic arguments and economic rationality in public discourse on what is socially reasonable and possible, real and sensible. The principle of externalization is well established in economics and is dealt with under the headings of ‘external effects’ and ‘externalities’.18 The basic idea is simple: it concerns the effects of economic action that do not play a role in the actor's decision-making. The actors are typically corporations, the most important ‘economic subjects’ in a market economy. In principle, however, any market actor can produce external effects through its actions.

The classical example of negative external effects of corporate action stems from environmental economics. A large-scale printer, for example, not only makes a specific product – a book on the ‘externalization society’ with an x-thousand print run, perhaps – but also produces effects that are not included in its cost–benefit calculation and are therefore not contained in the market price of the product either. Environmental damage, for example: perhaps waste water is fed back untreated into the river running next to the plant, or gases are emitted unfiltered into the atmosphere. The costs for operating a water treatment plant or treating the respiratory diseases of local inhabitants are thus externalized – they are incurred elsewhere and must be paid by others, perhaps by the ‘general public’ or the ‘state’. At all events, these externalized costs are not relevant to the manufacturer: it doesn't have to bear them itself or take account of them in its pricing. In our example, this product might be sold by the publishing company ‘below its real value’, in other words underneath the ‘actual’ production costs – which will be welcomed by readers, who effectively have in their hands a lot of ‘externalization society’ for a little money.

This notional company might also use large amounts of energy, whose production causes environmental damage, which is not factored in and is not therefore taken into account by the printer as a cost factor – likewise the environmental costs of manufacturing the paper and ink, or the transport of these materials to the manufacturing company or the products to the market. Without elaborating further, we are talking basically about an economic activity that, apart from the costs of the activity itself, can ignore those costs that do not have to be factored into the economic calculation but can be passed on to third parties, and that therefore have to be borne by other market participants.

Economists disagree whether this constellation is the fault of the market or of the state. Some would say that the market is defective and that the solution would lie in more transparency with regard to the ‘real’ price of goods and services; others point to the absence or inadequacy of government regulations that would force the perpetrator to calculate on the basis of the ‘real’ production costs. Whatever the case, it is evident that the negative external effects of economic activity have to be ‘internalized’ somewhere and by someone. They do not simply disappear or dissipate, and they cannot be erased, but must be absorbed somewhere and paid for by someone. The effective internalization of externalities would be equivalent to the enforcement of the ‘polluter pays’ principle. Those responsible for the external effects should include them in their calculations (or their utility function, as an economist might call it). Otherwise, the necessary internalization must inevitably be borne by others. The commonest way in which this is done is through the indirect assumption of the costs by a public institution, and hence the taxpayer.

However illuminating this strictly economic or market economic perspective might be for understanding the structure of the externalization (and, hence, the necessary internalization) processes, it does not go far enough – in terms of its microeconomic fixation on individual decision-making, but also, in a macroeconomic perspective, in terms of its concentration on a description of social processes based on the assumption that they always follow a market model – as if the social world functioned according to and was effectively guided by market principles. For our purposes, this approach needs to be enlarged and also transcended. When considering externalization (and internalization) structures and processes on a global social scale, a microeconomic analysis is of limited utility. And then the conventional reference to market metaphors, the concentration on market actors, mechanisms and relationships does not get us very far. We need an explicit and systematic in-depth historical analysis.

As already mentioned, the externalization society is a historical concomitant to a capitalist world system that has been continuously reproducing itself in changing forms for centuries. Its colonial past, whose effects are still being felt today, shows how this world system has always operated by outsourcing poverty and violence from the centre to the periphery – from the early ‘civilizing’ of indigenous populations on the American continent to the seemingly remote present-day ‘Mexican’ drug war, whose victims die to provide people in Europe and North America with narcotics. But this global externalization story, the global historical relationship between ‘underdevelopment’ on the one hand and – as the US sociologist C. Wright Mills aptly put it over fifty years ago – ‘overdevelopment’ on the other, cannot be adequately explained by economic models or market analyses alone, however sophisticated they might be.19

In order to understand the modern externalization society, its structural features and process dynamics, a systematic sociologization of the analysis is required. However, sociology, for all its ‘natural’ affinity to social life and affairs, is not known as a popular, and above all accessible and easily understood, discipline – a prejudice that a term like ‘systematic sociologization of the analysis’ probably does little to allay. And yet, by looking through the eyes of a sociologist at the phenomena represented by the term ‘externalization society’, we can recognize not only the structures and mechanisms of outsourcing and ignoring social costs that we are all ‘somehow’ familiar with, but also the fact that externalization has something to do with social behaviour, with the ‘completely normal’ life of ‘average’ people. Externalization is a question of social, and not just of economic, activity, and as such is a phenomenon that concerns all of us – not only because it is a matter of social costs that we ourselves produce every day, but also because externalization and the externalization society would not be conceivable without our collusion.20

What does ‘sociologization’ mean exactly? In our context, it means first of all emphasizing the relation between the capitalist dynamic and social inequality. We live in a world of relations on both a small and a large scale. We have various relations with others, sometimes close, sometimes distant. How we live and what we are is determined by these social relations and would not be conceivable without them. What we do – and what we fail to do – always has an effect on others, sometimes direct, sometimes indirect, and sometimes barely perceived. In short, the social world is a world of relations and reciprocity. The realization of this elementary fact and its serious consideration in observing society are part of the sociological perspective.

What does this perspective show us?21 We see inter­dependencies and interactions; we see that social structures exist only in the context of their components; and we see that social developments take place only through the interaction of the various inherent processes. We can then see that power is relational. It is not a unilateral relationship – one party has power and the other doesn't; rather, different power positions are connected with one another. A person can exert power over another only inasmuch and as long as the other ‘accepts’ this specific power relationship, be it voluntarily, coercively or out of necessity.

In a similar fashion, a sociological view reveals that not only social structures but also social processes always have two sides. The capitalist dynamic, for example, arises out of the interaction between the processes involved in the production of wealth and of poverty: the two are connected. Rising prosperity and increasing poverty are opposing developments – which, as such, both belong to the reality of the capitalist world system. Seen from a sociological point of view, social structures are the relational fabric, and social developments the relational dynamic – and the one cannot be understood without the other. Sociological thinking therefore means no longer ignoring the other but always considering both, and the inner relationship between them: between the power of some and the powerlessness of others, the benefits for some and the disadvantages for others, the opportunities for some and the risks for others, our own lives and the lives of others.

All this still sounds abstract enough for it to be safely filed away with the rest of the stereotypes surrounding sociology, and left there. The purpose of this book is to refute the typical stereotypes. It will show how a sociological approach can bring things together that belong together. It will illustrate the relationship between different worlds – our own social world and the social worlds of others elsewhere. It will seek to show the relationship between the two, ‘us’ and ‘the others’. This might sound like couple therapy – and, indeed, a certain sociotherapeutic impulse cannot be denied. The same applies to the recurrent moralizing tenor, which cannot be avoided in the light of the social facts. But the focus here is on analysis: a contemporary sociology of the externalization society. And a terminological framework is required so as to be able to paint a clear picture of these relationships, not with thick paint but with a fine brush. This will be our first task here – and the living sociology will have to wait a while.


Externalization structures, mechanisms and practices

Externalization is a structure, a mechanism and a practice. The last named is of particular significance since it is only through the social practice of people that social structures and mechanisms effectively come alive. Understanding externalization as a social practice is also important because this is the only way of preventing it from appearing abstract, alien or ‘esoteric’. Focusing on social practice puts the emphasis on us as actors – and on our own externalization actions – without ignoring the fact that our actions take place within structures that are not immediately accessible or available to us, and by way of mechanisms that under normal circumstances we cannot directly influence.

By being aware of the structures and mechanisms that make externalization possible, the realization that we continuously externalize in our daily actions, and that ultimately it is us ourselves who keep the externalization society alive, becomes something more than a mere moralistic observation. It assumes an analytic quality: we are not active externalizers because we are all evil, selfish or remotely controlled (or maybe that as well, but that is the subject for other books by theologians, economists or neuroscientists). We externalize because we can, because social structures enable us to do so, because social mechanisms allow us to do so, because general practice confirms our doing so. To a certain extent, however, we also externalize because we cannot do otherwise, because social structures force us to do so, because social mechanisms drive us to do so, because the general practice in our social environment causes us to do so. We all externalize because we live in an externalization society, in a society in which opportunity invites theft, in which ineluctable forces prevail, and in which we are all accomplices. This interpretation is not intended either as an accusation or excuse for our actions, but rather to enable us to understand better why we externalize and what we actually do when we externalize, so as to be able to consider possible alternatives on that basis – more productive ones than if we were simply to label our actions immoral or pathological, driven by interests or impulses.

Structures, mechanisms and practices are the categories that we will be using here for our sociological explanation. The central terms in a sociology of the externalization society are therefore power, exploitation and habitus. Externalization can be understood first only on the basis of an asymmetrical power structure in the global society. Second, in this context, externalization is to be understood as a multidimensional globalized exploitation mechanism. Third, it operates on a daily basis in the form of a specific externalization habitus, which is a result of continuously reproduced power-structured exploitation relations. It is only by considering these three dimensions together that we can come closer to understanding the externalization society and our own contribution to its continued existence.

In the structural dimension, the concept of externalization breaks with the conventional understanding of social inequality in the sense of income and wealth hierarchies within a country's social framework, which is still deeply rooted and fixed not only in our heads but also in sociological analyses. It is true that sociological research on inequality has been enlarged in the last few decades to include numerous categories of ‘horizontal’ inequality (gender, ethnicity, age, etc.) and their overlap and mutual reinforcement,22 bringing it in tune with today's more complicated social world. But, at the same time, the ‘vertical’ perspectives of ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ still dominate in the analysis of the social distribution structure. This is understandable because these inequalities still exist on a massive scale, and in the recent past have tended to become even more marked. In both cases – horizontal and vertical inequality – the conventional view of the distribution in individual societies unduly narrows the sociological field of vision. The criticism, over the last two decades at least, of ‘methodological nationalism’ in inequality research – in other words, of its focus on the situation within individual nation states and on ‘local’ inequality – remains completely valid today.23

The concept of the externalization society systematically widens this field of vision. The yardstick here is social inequality on a global scale. Here, too, there is a ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ hierarchy, coinciding roughly with the global North–South polarity.24 Between these poles, inequality has developed to an extent that cannot be found in any national society in the world, and that is remarkably stable from a historical point of view.25 Above all, however, it is ‘horizontal’ inequalities that dominate on a global scale, and on closer inspection the global ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ hierarchy turns out to be a complex worldwide structure consisting of mutually dependent components. Every component of the global inequality system is related to and connected with other corresponding components. And it is only as such, as a contextualized and relational structure, that the actual inequality situation can be understood at all.

In the German-speaking world, research on inequality led by, among others, the sociologist Reinhard Kreckel,26 has also adopted the categories of ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’, even if they have not as yet become established termini. Using the analytical matrix of centre and periphery, the global ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ inequality structure turns into an asymmetrical force field, and the positions in the world social structure appear as unequal and interrelated constellations. The conditions of life and development, work and production, mobility and consumption at a ‘locality’ in the world social structure are linked to the entire set of conditions of life, development and the rest ‘elsewhere’.

To that extent, the question of the structural interlinking of living conditions is vital for an analysis of global social inequalities, and hence for the sociology of an externalization society. This means one thing in particular: the more or less unequal ‘internal affairs’ of wealthy societies in Europe and North America cannot be understood without accounting for their external conditions – in other words, for the ‘internal affairs’ of the countries in poorer world regions. Even more strictly speaking, there are no longer any ‘internal’ or ‘external’ social relationships, if indeed they ever existed. All that exists are asymmetrical internal global relationships: a global world structured by way of interrelated inequalities, and local social arenas whose unequal structures are embedded in the global society.

From that perspective, the ‘tip of the iceberg’ – the world of wealthy societies – is precisely that: the visible part of an otherwise mostly invisible world social structure. In physical terms, the fact that the tip is above water because the much larger base is underneath is not at all a puzzle for us. From an analytical and political point of view, however, the reference to this structural connectedness still seems scandalous. Lenin's theory of imperialism, written more than a century ago, clearly showed that the relatively privileged life of wage labourers in the capitalist centres was a result, to a large extent, of the fabulous profits earned through colonial dominion outside Europe and funnelled back into the controlling European countries.27

But who reads Lenin today? Those who still speak of ‘colonialization’ at all are referring not to global domination and inequality but, like Habermas, to the economization of the life-world in the highly industrialized ‘centres’ of the globe.28 And yet the ‘good old’ colonization is by no means a thing of the past, because its consequences can still be felt in, and have a marked impact on, today's externalization society. They do so not only in the sense of continuing socioeconomic inequality but also with respect to the socio-ecological inequalities that have evolved over the centuries out of the differing paths of economic development taken by colonizing and colonized countries.

This brings us to the second dimension of externalization, namely its process dimension. The terminology here comes mainly from the US sociologist and historian Charles Tilly, who, in his writing, repeatedly referred to the interactive moment of social inequality production.29 Tilly defines inequality in general as a relationship between people or groups of people whose interaction produces greater advantages for one side than for the other. In material terms, just about anything can become the object of interaction: material or immaterial goods, work or leisure, money or love. In sociological terms, the most important thing is the fact that inequality occurs through people's interrelated actions – and that, over time, these social relations have developed an independent dynamic that reinforces those inequalities.

The asymmetry characteristic of unequal relations comes into play through the different social positions of the actors participating in the interaction: from the outset, one side has greater, and above all more powerful, resources than the other. This original asymmetry is further reinforced by the ongoing interaction, insofar as one side – always the one with more power – systematically accumulates the advantages. The inequality, which intensifies over time, is finally supported by social categorizations employed by the more powerful actor and established thanks to its existing or acquired power advantage. Typically, these are binary categorizations connected with the two sides of the social relationship and thus appearing to justify the continued reproduction of the unequal advantage structure: categorical differences such as that between civilized and uncivilized, white and black, hardworking and lazy. Such social constructions – from the Spanish conquistadors in South America and the European settlers in North America to the euro emissaries in Greece – which draw the lines between the advantaged and disadvantaged elements of a social relationship, are well known.

The same is true of the differentiation between men and women and the demarcations, power asymmetries and inequality dynamics of gender-specific division of labour. It is no coincidence that the feminist critique of the social division and opposition of production and reproduction, or ‘productive’ and ‘reproductive’ activities, may be cited as a central source for a sociological externalization concept.30 And the practice, in the highly industrialized post-war capitalist world, of socializing work as wage labour in the form of the ‘male breadwinner model’ is a typical externalization constellation.31 The feasibility of a ‘standard employment relationship’ – long-term full-time employment, typically in the ‘productive’ sector of industry – for most men was based on the social construct of ‘reproductive work’, in which rearing, care and household activities are provided free of charge as a supporting structure by women outside the labour market. The fact was that the father's traditional place during the working week in the office (and on Saturday in the public celebration of car-washing)32 was due to his relationship, codified by marriage, with the traditional mother, who from Monday to Sunday was tied to the children and the kitchen (and thus, in some way, also to the father). Reproductive activity was assigned to the female sex, kept separate from the productive ‘male’ work. It was performed invisibly in the home, unpaid and therefore socially devalued and appropriated free of charge by businesses and those working in them. Put in a nutshell, this was a classic externalization relationship, functioning by way of the equally classic social mechanism of exploitation.

The concept of ‘exploitation’, which had otherwise unjustifiably disappeared from sociological discourse, was resurrected by Tilly in his relational interpretation of inequality in production processes.33 Almost as discredited as Lenin's theory of imperialism, Marx's exploitation theory was considered to have been seen off, at the latest, by the end of state socialism and the ensuing general condemnation of the Marxist ideology. Tilly liberates the idea of exploitation from its original link with the theory of labour value and makes it a primary mechanism for producing social inequality: exploitation always occurs when people command resources or can dispose of them in a way that enables them to make other people produce added value whose benefits they are completely or partially deprived of. This added value does not have to consist of work or working time for which the worker is not paid but which is appropriated as profit by the entrepreneur – in other words, exploitation in the Marxist sense. It can also take other forms of one-sided, uncompensated advantage within a social relationship: the exploitation of the natural resources of other countries, the knowledge of other cultures, or the predicament of other people.

Complementing exploitation as an inequality mechanism, Tilly introduces the concept of ‘opportunity hoarding’.34 This consists of limiting the availability of a resource that presents the opportunity for exploitation or one-sided appropriation of added value to the members of a specific group. This is equivalent to what Max Weber described as ‘social closure’, which occurs whenever a group – however defined and distinct from another group – is in a position to reserve a particular resource, or has the opportunity to acquire or appropriate a specific resource, solely for the members of that group.35 Social closure is thus a mechanism that enables group members to exclude non-members from the possibilities for exploitation, and to monopolize the profits of exploitation for themselves.

Exploitation and social closure together constitute the modus operandi of the externalization society. By removing the connection with the labour theory of value, the term ‘exploitation’ can now be understood not only in terms of the ‘vertical’ relationship between wage labour and capital, but also in terms of the ‘horizontal’ relationships of appropriation of, and exclusion from, resources – such as the gender-segregated relationship between productive and reproductive work, or the relationship between workers in different world regions.36 In the era of European imperialism, for example, the workers at home were the effective beneficiaries of the exploitation strategies of European capital in the colonies. The organization of labour in the second half of the nineteenth century ensured that these workers, although themselves exploited, could improve their own working conditions at the expense not only of the non-unionized marginal segments of the workforce but, above all, at the cost of the wage and forced labour in the peripheries of the world economy to which the social reality of brutal ‘naked exploitation’ was consigned.37

Thus, even then, externalization was based on a dual principle: it is done because there is the possibility to do so, but also because there is no other possibility. The costs of one's actions were shifted to others because it was possible to do so, or because society made it possible to do so. Others were made to pay for prosperity at home because those at home were in a position that allowed them to let others pay. However, the example of externalization by European wage earners, who obviously were anything but the ‘ruling class’, in the age of imperialism is also indicative of the complementary phenomenon: people externalized because they had to. They found themselves in power structures that required, or even compelled, costs to be transferred to others. As wage-earners are today, they were also entangled in competitive mechanisms that normalized externalization effects and made externalization quite simply the norm of action.

This brings us to the third – and possibly decisive – dimension of the externalization society, the practical dimension, and to the idea of ‘habitus’ developed by the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu.38 According to him, habitus is a system of attitudes and orientations typically connected with the position of a person or group of people in a given structure of unequal social positions, and which typically influences the social actions of this person or group of people. Habitus provides the basis for conscious plans of action and their practical implementation, but at the same time the actors are unaware of it. Regardless of this absence of awareness, however, people's habitual actions still have a direct social impact.

For example, if a person is in a disadvantaged position in a structure of inequality, he or she will attempt to move to a better position, revealing a correspondingly ambitious habitus – unless the underprivileged position appears so permanent and a way out so difficult, the better-placed group so unattainable and untouchable, that a fatalistic habitus establishes itself and action is confined to obtaining at least the minimum required for survival. On the other hand, those in a better social position will want to retain their relatively privileged position, so that their habitus revolves around isolating themselves from those less well-off, while at the same time glancing covetously ‘upwards’ or to where life is considered to be (even) better or optimal. There, in the objectively and subjectively most privileged areas of the social structure, the happy few will adopt a habitus of ownership or superiority, possibly also exclusivity and arrogance, which will be reflected in their everyday behaviour: from a confident and ‘natural’ attitude to their own privilege to its arrogant flaunting or aggressive justification.

The crucial step now in a sociological analysis of the externalization society is to transfer Bourdieu's habitus concept for the ‘inner world’ of a (national) society to the social reality of global inequality structures. In this context, the societies of the Global North as a whole, regardless of the multiple differences in their internal social structures, are the ones in a particularly privileged position. And it is in relation to these positions that it is possible to speak of an externalization habitus, a habitual practice, at both individual and collective levels – by status groups and social milieus, national communities and, ultimately, entire world regions – of externalizing the costs of their way of life to others while at the same time blanking out this structural connection from their daily lives. This is one of the central assumptions of this book: what we are calling an externalization society draws on and literally lives from a specific habitus, which the members of the externalization society display quite naturally and which determines the practical aspects of their daily lives. This externalization habitus is linked to a specific individual and collective position in the global inequality structure. People have to be able to ‘afford’ it, in the literal sense, on the basis of their own positioning in the social space of global capitalism. It is a pre-conscious, practical and consequential expression of relative privilege in the capitalist world system.

This is the analytical toolbox for the sociological explanation of the externalization society: externalization is a question of power, exploitation and habitus. In the externalization society, power consists of the opportunity for transferring the costs of one's way of life to others – and this opportunity is distributed in a structurally unequal fashion, because certain social groups have managed to appropriate the opportunities for externalization and to prevent others from obtaining them. These others are exploited by those in the positions of power, insofar as they are the main bearers of the cost of externalization while being permanently excluded from enjoying its profits. The power inequality and exploitation dynamic are effectively implemented and stabilized by the specific habitus of the exploiters acting from positions of power. For them, externalization becomes a social practice that they perceive as possible, customary and legitimate, and that they therefore pursue as a matter of course.

To a certain extent – in a further inequality mechanism identified by Tilly – the practices thus adapt to the structures, and the actors to the conditions in which they act. For the externalization society, this produces a self-reinforcing dynamic. The global power structures allow a habitus of externalization, transfer and displacement of the social costs of prosperity from the centres to the periphery, and this habitus helps essentially to cement the social exploitation relationship in the long term, at the expense of the latter. Against this background, Joseph Schumpeter's economic theory of the capitalist development dynamic as ‘creative destruction’39 – the idea of displacement and destruction of ‘old’ structures in favour of ‘new’ ones – can be seen as a simple and effective narration legitimizing the social reality of externalization. The two movements – creation and destruction – happen to take place at different times and in different places. For some, the externalization society is creative and wealth-producing; for others, it is destructive and wealth-inhibiting.


Externalization – the psychoanalytical perspective: the veil of deliberate ignorance

One of the favourite clichés in what is conventionally called ‘neoliberal’ social discourse – although ‘wealthy authoritarian’ might be a better description – is that we have been living ‘beyond our means’. Usually, this seemingly self-critical reproach by troubled economic experts and supposedly responsible financial politicians is directed at others, the general public, who are advised that their material demands have now become excessive and jeopardize the continued economic prosperity of the community. The instinctive inference from this diagnosis is then to urge the members of society to ‘tighten their belts’, as the customary euphemism for the political demand for workers to refrain from making wage demands and for welfare recipients to abstain from receiving benefits – in other words, for economies to be practised by others. The established liturgy follows up with the observation that tighter belts will make fatter stomachs possible in general in the future, and that the economic growth fostered by a reduction in demand by society will lead in the long term to an increase in prosperity again, and hence to more resources being available once more ‘to everyone’.

However often this story has been churned out in the last three or four decades, it does not become any truer for being repeated. We do not live beyond our means. And this questioning of the ‘we’ idea refers not only to the situation in our national societies, in which the better-off typically call on everyone else to tighten their belts and economize. From the point of view of the global society, the questionable nature of this ‘we’ perspective formulated by the political and economic élites becomes even clearer. We do not live at all beyond our means but at the expense of others.

First of all, we actually live beyond the means of others. There are large swathes of people in the rich countries who in absolute terms are much better-off than large swathes of people on a global scale. They are more prosperous, and live longer and in greater security. But that's only one aspect. Such absolute measures are only a visible expression of a further, more basic relationship. Wealthy societies live in particular through the means of others. The emphasis might sound puzzling at first, but it is a good description of the externalization society. It lives through the means of others as determined by its relationship to others. The living conditions of the externalization society depend on the relationship with the living conditions of others. Its privileged position is due to the less privileged position of others in other parts of the world; and these privileges can be maintained only through this inequality. People in the externalization society are well-off because others tighten their belts, because forgoing is something that happens elsewhere – continuously and permanently, so that the externalization society will be able to benefit from it not only today but also tomorrow and in the future.

But let's be honest: this situation is hardly a secret known only to sociologists. Every child knows that Western industrial societies are much more prosperous – sometimes embarrassingly so – than many other parts of the world. It is no coincidence that Germany regards itself as a ‘donor country’.40 Its citizens have the means, and are aware of the poverty around them. In 2015, Germany gave 7 billion euros, more than ever before, and the World Giving Index for that year put Germany in twentieth place overall – and even in ninth place among 145 countries in terms of the absolute number of donors: 35 million people. The USA was in second place after Myanmar and India, respectively. Philanthropy market analyses like the one on betterplace lab show that, in Germany, older people remain the most important donors, but that younger ones have caught up considerably in recent times and give larger amounts more frequently than they used to. So, is everything fine? And is the world at least on its way to becoming a better place, thanks to our charitable aid?

The opposite is more the case, and even the many committed donors should know better. At all events, they could know better. They could know not only that they are better-off than all the recipient nations in the world, but also that their own ‘wellfare’ is linked to the ‘illfare’ in these countries. But do they want to know? Who would want to know that the beautifully fitting donor pants we wear have been made by child labour at the other end of the world? Who would want to know why they are so well-off, as long as they are well-off? The externalization society has always lived off the labour and resources of others, from the offloading of social and environmental damage to others. Moreover, since the Second World War in particular, democratic societies in the West have lived on the basis of a broad-based ‘implicit social contract’, which Craig Calhoun, a US sociologist and director of the London School of Economics, sums up as follows: ‘Citizens tolerate inequality and the externalization of long-term costs in return for growth.’41 Growth is the anchor that stabilizes the externalization society. It has to continue and, as long as it does, no one will ask how it is achieved – as long as electricity comes from the socket, salaries come from the wage negotiations, and the annual growth rate comes from entrepreneurial innovation. And at the end of the year, the heads of state or government announce on television that it will all continue in the new year – if everyone makes a little more effort.

But how is that possible? How can the externalization society be so confident of its conception of itself and so convinced of its self-image, while ignoring the logic of externalization so completely? How can the other side of the externalization society be overlooked and remain below the perception threshold? There are two possible interpretations. One has vaguely to do with the concept of the ‘veil of ignorance’ famously discussed by the US philosopher John Rawls in his book about the theory of justice.42 In this thought experiment, people cannot have knowledge of their position as structural beneficiaries in the system of global distribution – and, in their ignorance, accept a national social contract by which economic growth brings maximum benefits even to the least well-off. A more plausible explanation than the assumption of widespread inability to know is provided, however, by the idea of not wanting to know. Under this premise, the externalization society functions essentially on the basis of individual or collective amnesia, not only of the past – how it came about that we are so well-off – but, above all, of the present – how it comes about that we remain so well-off.

The assertion that, in order to survive, the externalization society needs to be wrapped in a veil of ignorance – disregarding the living conditions around it – suggests that a psychoanalytical explanation is required alongside the sociological analysis of this form of society. As we have seen, the externalization society is associated with a certain habitus that makes both the individual and collective externalizing processes seem appropriate, self-evident and legitimate. This pre-conscious structure cannot be understood, however, without the individual and collective psychological structures with which it is inherently connected and to which it is functionally bound. Outsourcing and shifting, suppression and dissociation, discharging and diverting are not only social, but also psychological, practices of, and in, the externalization society.43 These phenomena need to be looked at more closely before we can proceed, with a well-stocked analytical toolbox, to demystify the externalization society.

‘Externalization’ is an established term not only in economics but also in psychology, although in the latter case it is less common than the opposite, ‘internalization’, meaning the internal appropriation of social rules, norms and values (and also the moral perceptions of significant others) by the subject. Internalizing forms of psychological problem-solving are those in which the problems are projected onto the self. We turn on ourselves and look ‘on our own doorstep’ for explanations and solutions, which under certain circumstances can lead to social withdrawal and isolation. Externalization is then the opposite problem-solving mechanism, in which the oppressive weight or motive is shifted to the outside and attributed to a concrete or abstract other to enable us to maintain our internal balance. From a psychopathological point of view, externalizing behaviour leads to the shifting of originally internal conflicts to the outside world through the dissociation of unpleasant or insupportable parts of the self – a defence mechanism that frequently makes it difficult for targeted outsiders to protect and dissociate themselves from the psychodynamics of the person concerned.

So much for the psychology textbook definitions. If we consider them not only as a description of individual psychological mechanisms, motivations and disorders but in the context of the social phenomenon that concerns us here, we will once again perceive the reality of social externalization practices from another, completely different angle. We can thus begin to discern a psychological profile of the externalization society. Its specific mode of problem-solving operates, not only in material terms but also with regard to its psychodynamics, by the mechanisms of outsourcing, dissociation and diversion. On the one hand, the social costs and environmental burdens of our own collective way of life are shifted to a (supposedly) ‘outer space’, where they are to be borne by others. On the other hand, in a complementary (and secondary) form of externalization, the psychological burden of a general awareness – or at least an inkling – of the hardship imposed on other people and world regions is separated from the collective sensitivity and shifted outside the realm of societal perception. This mechanism has a stabilizing ‘internal’ effect and has psychofunctional significance in maintaining the social contract of affluent capitalist societies. Those on the receiving end of this dual externalization practice have thus not only to confront the effects of the externalization society in the form of degrading working conditions and environmental damage, but also to deal with symbolic exclusion processes and devaluation experiences. The psychological relief mechanism goes hand in hand with burden-shedding and guilt-shifting practices that project the blame for the damage onto the victims themselves. Then, claims for compensation by low-emission countries suffering from the effects of climate change are reinterpreted as ‘transparent’ financial blackmail strategies, and young male war refugees are advised to make themselves ‘useful’ in their own countries by fighting for peace and democracy instead of seeking shelter here. As for the psychological processing of our own externalization actions, what we split off and shove off doesn't ‘go away’. It is not gone and cleared up but reappears somewhere else, where it has to be processed by others.

The social practice of giving mentioned above is a good example of this connection. It is well known and evident that the act of giving to people in need is also one of reassurance regarding our own prosperity. This also applies to the spontaneous and situative practices of so-called ‘social awareness’ – for example, the whole spectrum of ‘environmentally friendly’ behaviour, which gives the ‘friend of the environment’ a good and ‘green’ conscience. But giving is not always just a question of subjective unburdening. It is also often a moment of self-congratulation. What should be a ‘normal’ practice of helping those who are suffering without really impacting one's own way of life is elevated to become a noteworthy act. This is particularly evident in the self-aggrandizement of Germany, one of the richest countries in the world, to a ‘donor nation’ – ‘do good deeds and talk about them’, appears to be the motto. Or, rather, don't mention that the donations require no material sacrifice at all, but emphasize instead that they testify to the human sympathy of the well-off. As the online organization betterplace lab pointed out in its Philanthropy Market Analysis for 2014, the online donation figures ‘developed positively on the whole’, and payments by PayPal and credit card were increasingly replacing the ‘good old direct debit’.44 As we can see, giving costs almost nothing – not even time. And yet it is apparently so valuable.

Donations to the ‘Third World’ – a concept born of the post-war US–Soviet clash of systems that persists today – are not only charitable acts, however. They are also to some extent a mental and emotional act of domination, even if it is a well-meaning one. Giving demonstrates helpfulness and generosity – and, alongside the money transfers and aid packages, it communicates an implicit demand for action by the beneficiary ‘third parties’, namely gratitude. Or – perhaps much more important from a psychoanalytical point of view – the act of charity offers the heroic, self-congratulating giver the possibility of perceiving the recipients’ reaction as an indication of their ingratitude. We know this at the individual level, when the recipient of a present doesn't react as the giver expects: no gushing joy, no sparkling eyes, not even a polite ‘thank you’. The projection of one's own position onto the reaction of others works the same way at the collective level. In the public perception, ‘they’ show no respect for the assistance they are receiving – and then, for example, the supposedly ‘ungrateful’ and ‘insatiable’ refugee becomes a negatively connoted social figure.

But the psychological coping mechanisms of transferring and devolving which are built into our externalizing actions go further. We have heard enough over the past decades about the effects of state ‘development aid’. Standard arguments in this context, for example, include the belief that financial aid from the donor countries systematically ‘trickles away’ in the recipient countries. This is usually explained by a whole range of attributes that make it possible to understand the others not only as different but also as incompetent, evil or criminal. These countries ‘over there’ are ruled by ‘corrupt élites’ who enrich themselves at the expense of the poorest members of the population, an ‘ineradicable administrative inefficiency’ that cannot be overcome by donors – even with the best will in the world – and in general a ‘mentality’ that simply cannot be changed and makes all aid a mere waste of time. In this way, responsibility for the fact that everything remains the way it does is shifted to the other: do what you like, there's no helping them.

This is also a pattern for all discourse about ‘under­development’ that has been narrated in the West for so long – by which we transfer our own ideas of how societies and institutions should be to those countries that are supposedly not as advanced as we are. A recent example is the academic and political discussion about ‘failed states’.45 This is never meant as a reference to European states, which are all too often incapable of protecting the life and limb of everyone living on their territory, including the non-citizens among them. The reference, of course, is to states (or, from this perspective, non-states) such as Syria, Afghanistan or Eritrea, whose home-made problems, inadequacies and incapacities Europe now has to deal with, while nothing is normally said about the background and historical reasons for the absence of a ‘Western’ institutional order in these countries. The social psychology of the externalization society also involves a feeling of superiority: that the others are basically incapable of doing better – or at least of doing as well as we can. According to this interpretation, there must, after all, be something to it if we manage to progress while the others permanently stand still and lag behind. First, they should become like us – and then we will see.

Dissociation and transfer, repression and sublimation, defence and projection: all these mechanisms form the psychosocial substrate for life in an externalization society – and for its survival. They are also linked with the psychological structure of modern capitalism and its apparently perpetual expansion logic.46 The accumulation dynamic inherent to modern capitalism – unending, and somehow not meant to end – meets the deep-seated desire of mankind for an eternal future. With its endless ‘more of the same’ logic, capitalism binds the psychological energy of people – it ties them, in their fear of the end, to its compulsive idea of limitlessness, the idea that the life we live should go on forever. The fact that this existential desire cannot be fulfilled – at either the collective or the individual level – is repressed and dislodged from the collective and individual consciousness. So is the knowledge that our assured life comes at the expense of the livelihood of others – not that of future generations, our children and grandchildren, as a one-sided sustainability discourse focusing on the future of the affluent Western world would have it, but of the many billions of people already living today, who keep the externalization society alive by being part of its constructed ‘outer world’.

The consequences of our way of life will be felt not after us but here and now, parallel to us. And it is not as if the repressed knowledge were not accessible to us. On the contrary: in September 2014, at a meeting of the Heads of State or Government of the NATO countries, the outgoing NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen, confronted by the war in Ukraine and the advance of Islamic State in Iraq, gave an eloquent summary of what the rich democracies stood to lose: ‘Surrounded by an arc of crises, our Alliance, our transatlantic community, represents an island of security, stability and prosperity.’47 An island of security, stability and prosperity surrounded by a sea of economic rivals, buffeted by the waves of terrorist militias and violent conflicts, threatened – to extend the metaphor – by a tide of poor migratory populations. This panorama is a fairly accurate reflection of the sentiments of most of the crisis-threatened majority populations of the core countries of the North Atlantic world. Among the ‘islanders’, who fear for the future of their life in security, stability and prosperity, ideas and attempts to maintain the status quo are thus very popular. ‘To the south we see violence, insecurity, instability.’ May it remain so, is how the words of the former NATO Secretary General might be understood. He could have been echoing the thoughts of the externalization society. May violence, insecurity and instability remain where the pepper grows, in the ex-centric places on the global periphery – thanks to intensified transatlantic arms deliveries, a stricter control regime at the outer limits of the European Union and the repeated invention of ‘safe countries of origin’ among the ‘failed’ neighbouring states.

As with all repression, however, it returns somehow as a suppressed instance and, at some point, hits back as the ‘abject’ at even the most skilful suppression artist. The collective psychological trick of the externalization society – ‘out of sight, out of mind’ – doesn't function forever. And there are many indications that this is precisely a feature of the historical phase the world is currently in, towards which the modern world system is rapidly progressing. It is the era of the ‘boomerang effect’ in world society.48 The externalization society comes at a cost – and not only to others, but ultimately also to us. To a certain extent it is fulfilling itself by being confronted by its own effects. Under the radically new conditions that globalization has created – among other things, as a result of information technology and mobility – the ‘objects’ of the externalization society – large populations in the countries of the Global South – are becoming ‘subjects’ or actors in the counter-movement, quite literally, since some of them are moving from the periphery to the centres and are demanding repayment for the cost of the externalization society.

The theoretical discourse above becomes tangible now: there is no social ‘outer space’ any more, even if we keep trying to recreate it from our islands of security, stability and prosperity. It is only against this background that we can understand the protectionist, repressive, racist reactions that Europe's confrontation with the consequences of its own externalization practice is currently provoking, from the closing-off of the continent to the violent attacks on refugees – in a literally reactionary attempt to deny the signs of the times and to continue to ignore the realities of the global society. The many small beneficiaries of externalization are feeling that ‘if nothing happens’ to keep things as they are, the good life could soon be over. Or at least a life beyond the means, and at the expense, of others.
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Live and Let Die: Externalization as an Unequal Exchange



Somewhere bodies are being broken, so that I can live in my shit.

Heiner Müller, Die Hamletmaschine (1977/9)1



The categorical imperative in reverse

Europe is regarded as the birthplace of the Enlightenment and the stronghold of enlightened thinking – and this cultural heritage has remained until today an essential component of the European identity: from the primacy of reason to the rule of law, from protection of personal independence to the formation of a critical public. When sociologists look for similarities in the very different individual European societies, they regularly emphasize the shared set of values that has evolved historically beyond national boundaries and been developed in essentially similarly structured institutions. When ‘Europe’ is shaken by crises, as is the case at the moment, and the actors in Brussels and the capitals of the Member States wring their hands in search of a unifying thread in their political union, they like – at least in the western part of the continent – to appeal to the European community of values, to shared beliefs in what is ‘good’ and ‘right’, the rules by which society should be governed, and how individual and community welfare can be reconciled.

It was left to the Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant to reduce the basic principles, which still hold today, of this set of European values to a few formulations that could be generally understood even by non-philosophers – or that were made to be generally understandable. The much-cited emergence ‘from self-imposed immaturity’2 is one of these formulations, which summarizes the objective content of enlightened modernism and, at the same time, is meant as an individual call to action. In modern societies, the inability of a person to use his or her own reason is, for Kant, no longer a question of obstacles due to legal constraints or personal dependence but a matter of will, a question of (lacking) determination and (lost) courage. Kant's second formulation identifying the ‘spirit’ of Enlightenment is the equally well-known ‘categorical imperative’:3 ‘Act only according to that maxim whereby you can, at the same time, will that it should become a universal law.’ It is a moral imperative and hence a guarantee of peaceful coexistence that all others could be reasonably expected to observe in their general behaviour. If your own actions do not pass this test, they undermine the standards of enlightened morality.

Much has been said and written since then about the ambivalence of enlightened modernism. One of the classic lines of criticism, entitled Dialectic of Enlightenment4 and formulated against the background of the rise of National Socialism by the social philosophers Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, concentrates on the inherent contradictions in the Enlightenment idea and its perversion in an advanced stage of industrial capitalism. According to these two main representatives of the early critical theory of the Frankfurt School, towards the middle of the twentieth century self-interest finally replaced rational morality in the centres of the Western world, and enlightenment had degenerated into a myth and been transformed into an industrial culture of mass deception. The modern bourgeois capitalist society was producing the exact opposite of the Enlightenment impetus: domination and oppression, violence and destruction. For a long time, however, a more far-reaching global interpretation of this Western history of the Enlightenment, its preconditions and consequences, was overshadowed by this negative self-reflection. Even today, such an interpretation has still not become established, either in society's understanding of itself or in the reflective academic theories of European modernity.5

If, however, as in this book, the history and present of the affluent European societies is seen as a matter of externalization, a second no less fundamental dialectic of the Enlightenment emerges – a structural contradiction which questions the conventional ‘internal cost calculation’ of social progress. The externalization society functions in a diametrically opposed fashion to the Enlightenment ideal, operating to a certain extent as a mirror image of the categorical imperative: its mode of operation definitely does not follow maxims that could be regarded as ‘universal laws’ or that one could reasonably wish to be adopted as general rules of behaviour. On the contrary, externalization constitutes a fundamental violation of the idea of a universally acceptable rule. In externalization societies, social action is steered systematically in a direction that, characteristically, is not at all generalizable. Life in societies in the Global North is based precisely on the principle that not everyone can live this way – and that the negative effects of this life are to be borne by the societies of the Global South. Externalization is exactly the opposite of a way of life that its protagonists would wish to see as a universal law, since life in an externalization society stands and falls on its exclusivity.

The social reality of the externalization society is thus in glaring contrast to the normative ideas on which sociological modernization theories6 and developmental modernization strategies have been based for decades, and which continue to characterize our daily discourse – namely that, with our aid, the ‘underdeveloped’ countries can ‘catch up’ and embark on the development path of affluent democratic capitalism; that the equalization of global living standards – however wearisome and difficult – is not only desirable but also feasible through the establishment of growth-promoting institutional arrangements in low-income countries;7 that the ecological balance of the planet can still be maintained or restored through the development of intelligent, energy-efficient technologies and their worldwide dissemination. All these are familiar beliefs regarding modernization that we like only too well to hear and to adopt. However, none of them are credible, because the externalization society does not – or, to be more precise, cannot – tolerate societies equal to its own. It requires the construction of an ‘externality’ that is effectively ‘different’ from it. Steady improvement processes, substantial convergence tendencies and symmetrical-balance constellations have no place in the halved world of externalization. If they were to ensue and really materialize, they would mark the end of the externalization society, because it would lose its basis for doing business the way it does. Depending on who propagates them, such modernization fantasies are wishful thinking, cheap talk or simply a deliberate piss-take, if you will excuse the expression.

Let's not fool ourselves. In the externalization society, the ‘golden rule’ that Kant's categorical imperative became in its popularized form still applies, albeit in a perverted fashion. Its unabashed principle is rather ‘inflict on others what you don't want to be done to you’. In this way, it deprives others of exactly what its members, as mature citizens, claim for themselves: the ability to live as free and self-determining subjects who are not being told what to do. This statement should not be misinterpreted as the brandishing of a moral club and an attempt to teach Kant to the ignorant. The sociology of the externalization society is an exercise not in moralizing, but in system critique. It looks critically at the social system that creates the very structure making externalization possible, the structure that in fact provokes and enforces it – and that, conversely, systematically prevents, obstructs and basically makes impossible a way of life that can be conducted according to universally applicable laws.

It is this context that will be illustrated in the following sections on the basis of the material flows of the externalization society, before the next chapter discusses its mobility regime. We will thus look first at the material cycles of production and consumption, waste and emission, focusing on the extractivist and agroindustrial value chains8 and the socio-ecological destruction potential of products that we consume every day without considering the conditions and consequences of their production. The possible examples are legion and are all – as cynical as this might sound – basically the same, and therefore equally apt as illustrations of the structures, mechanisms and practices of externalization. Each of these ‘random’ examples reflects the price of our way of life – a price that we do not pay ourselves, but that has to be paid to a large extent by others.


The curse of soya or who gives a bean?

Let's stay for a moment in Germany and Europe. Like its European neighbours, after the Second World War at the latest, Germany ceased to be an agrarian society – and was somehow proud of the fact. ‘Agrarian society’ smells of tradition and pre-modernism, provinciality and backwardness, cow dung and yokels – times long gone for most of us. The proportion of workers in the agricultural sector has steadily dwindled in recent decades – in Germany, from around a quarter of workers in the early 1950s to just 1.6 per cent in 2012, and in the UK, for the first time in that year, under the 1 per cent mark.9 The European agricultural sector is of marginal significance today in employment terms. At the same time, the supply of food to a growing population has improved incomparably. How can that be? Is it through increased productivity that has seen the yield per hectare of wheat triple from 2,730 kg in the early 1950s to 7,330 kg in 2012? Or through technical progress, which the German Farmers’ Association sums up as ‘precision agriculture, computer-controlled feeding, integrated food chains and automatic milking systems’ as ‘indicators of today's modern agriculture’ (conveniently forgetting other indicators like factory farming and the use of pesticides)?

Things are a little more complicated. In some way, Germany, and any other country in Europe, is still an agrarian society – but an outsourced, externalized one. Farmland has decreased in Germany by almost a sixth, or around 3 million hectares, from the area it accounted for in the 1950s, and has continued to decrease since the reunification of Germany (from 17.3 million hectares in 1995 to 16.7 million in 2015). Against this, Germany, like all other supposed ‘service societies’ in the OECD world, manages huge amounts of cultivated land in other world regions. By importing a wide array of farm products, it ‘exports’ its farmland to ‘genuine’ agrarian societies, where this farmland is used to grow export products (and is thus no longer available for domestic use). By outsourcing this land, all economic, ecological and social consequences of ‘modern agriculture’ are also exported abroad: the effects of monoculture and agro-business, genetic engineering and agrochemicals – as in the case of soya bean cultivation in Latin America.

According to the 2014 Living Planet Report by the World Wildlife Fund (WWF),10 through its agricultural business in the 2000s Germany continuously exploited over 5 million hectares of land outside the territory of the European Union. The EU as a whole used over 25 million hectares in that period, and at its peak even more than 35 million. A good deal of it was taken up by virtual land commerce through soya imports from South America. For Germany, the average 5.3 million tons of soya and soya equivalent imported between 2008 and 2010 was equivalent to the outsourcing of 2.2 million hectares – an area around the size of Slovenia. A further 1.1 million hectares of soya imports from the rest of the world required 0.4 million hectares of land. To produce these amounts domestically, the entire area of several German states would have to have been turned into farmland – which obviously didn't happen.

The story of soya cultivation can also be told by looking at Brazil and Paraguay, two of the large producer countries on the South American continent, as an externalization story linked to our own consumer habits, lifestyle and supposed farewell to the agrarian society. But in no other country has the mass cultivation of what critics also call ‘killer beans’ changed the economic structure to such an extent as in Argentina, and nowhere else is the soya syndrome so evidently tangible within society as a whole.11 More than 20 million hectares of farmland – almost two-thirds of the fertile land in the country, an area the size of the United Kingdom or Romania – are covered with soya plants. After the USA and Brazil, Argentina is the third-largest producer of these pulses, and the world market leader in derivative products like soya meal, soya oil and soya diesel. Driven by the global increase in meat consumption and the quadrupling of world market prices in the last fifteen years, the soya bean has increasingly replaced the meat industry itself, turning the Argentinian pampas into a huge soya factory. Only 3 per cent of the country's export revenue is still accounted for by meat production, which used to be the mainstay of its balance of trade, a quarter of which is now attributable to soya. It earned US$23.2 billion in 2013, representing the most important source of Argentina's foreign exchange and making up 10 per cent of the country's tax revenues.

Around three-quarters of the more than 200 million tons of soya beans grown in the world are destined to become protein-rich feed for intensive livestock farming in Europe, North America and China. But soya bean components are present in practically all common food items, as well as technical products like paints and dyes. Most of the farmland cleared for bean cultivation in Argentina (in the last decade alone, the total area has increased by no fewer than 9 million hectares) is used exclusively for soya beans, with two harvests a year. This intensive cultivation calls for the massive use of chemicals, or a combination of this toxic mix with gene technology. In 1996, Argentina was the first country, under the presidency of Carlos Menem, to allow the cultivation of genetically engineered soya plants, marking the start of the ultimate boom, as the genetic bean quickly replaced conventional cultivation, which ended completely in 2010.

Soya bean growers are now also completely dependent on the agrochemical industry. In 1990, 34 million litres of herbicides, pesticides and fungicides were sprayed on Argentinian crops; by 2015, the figure had risen to 317 million litres. The favourite product is the broad-spectrum herbicide glyphosate12 – sold since 1974 by Monsanto, one of the world's largest seed producers with headquarters in St Louis, Missouri, and now owned by the German Bayer group – as the active ingredient of the low-price Roundup. It is used principally to clear land of weeds before seeding. In 1995, the same company developed a soya bean that was resistant to the proprietary pesticide, enabling glyphosate to be used throughout the entire growth cycle. For Monsanto, this represented the perfect business model: seeds (Roundup Ready) and herbicide from a single source.

At the other end of the production chain, the farmers are at the mercy of the vagaries of the world market. The world market price of soya beans fluctuates a good deal and recently fell again following the boom of the 2000s. Dwindling agricultural yields have led to further concentrations, however, with small and medium-sized businesses being forced out of the market – in a sector that already has a highly asymmetrical ownership situation. More than half of the Argentinian land is controlled by just 3 per cent of the producers, and two-thirds of all land is let out by their owners for cultivation. Soya production in Argentina is a massive industry, in terms of the size both of the sector as a whole and of the companies. There is no place any more in the pampas for conventional farming and traditional agricultural structures. The field is occupied by major corporations, farming pools and investment funds. Changes of ownership are sometimes dubious affairs, with compliant judges, corrupt land registry officials and armed ‘security services’ to help things along. And the former small farmers flee to the cities. In Argentina, the eighth-largest country in the world, 38 out of its 40 million inhabitants now live in an urban environment. In metropolitan Buenos Aires alone, the population increased in the 2000s by more than a million people; but what is growing most is the poor slum districts surrounding the cosmopolitan Western-style centre of this conurbation of 13 million inhabitants.

The blessing that soya brings to some – the equity owners in the sector and the consumers in the export countries – has become a curse for others, because of the damage to health caused by the pesticides. Glyphosate is suspected of being carcinogenic. While this did not become an issue in Europe until traces of it were found in mothers’ milk and – horror of horrors – in beer, the people in Argentina have had to deal with this chemical cudgel for decades. Other toxic sprays used in soya cultivation contain 2,4–dichlorophenoxyacetic acid – 2,4-D for short – known from the Vietnam War as one of the ingredients of the defoliant Agent Orange. In view of the increase in miscarriages, deformities and cancer cases, the ‘madres de Ituzaingó’, a soya-growing area close to the city of Córdoba, began in 2001 to document the illnesses among families in the neighbourhood.13 In 2011, they won a lawsuit on account of the health-damaging consequences of the use of chemicals – although not against the ‘big bosses’, but against a local soya farmer and the pilot of the crop-spraying aircraft.

What does that mean for us? At least this much: in Ituzaingó, in large parts of Argentina and in the entire South American ‘soya belt’, a monocultural farming style that is highly dependent on pesticides has become established. It has led there to permanent ecological damage, the destruction of the traditional agrarian forms of life, danger to public health, a massive rural exodus and structural economic dependence – and to criminal and, if necessary, violent agrocapitalism, which feeds off our hunger for resources but at the same time serves as an illustration of the rampant ‘corruption’ and ‘modernization deficits’ in the Global South. Bribery and threats, blackmail and coercion – and, however unwilling we are to accept it, murder and manslaughter – are the inevitable concomitants of a socioeconomic ‘development model’ serving the production interests and consumer needs of the Global North.

The planting of genetically modified soya plants is prohibited in many EU countries – but not the import of genetically manipulated beans. What we don't produce ourselves, but want nevertheless to consume, we simply have grown elsewhere: ‘Genetic soya sates here – and devastates elsewhere.’14 During the German glyphosate scandal, which became a scandal only when the toxin was detected among members of the externalization society themselves, consumers there were once again made briefly aware of the poisoned life they lead and of the fact that Western prosperity is built in large part on chemical poison. A bitter truth indeed – particularly for the people outside our affluent Western world.


Beyond soya – from the diary of the externalization society

As mentioned, the case of the ‘soya republic’ of Argentina is eloquent but also chosen at random. Wherever one looks at the periphery of the global capitalist system, a similar structure can be observed. The specific position of the many Argentinas of this world as suppliers of natural resources to the resource-poor, highly industrialized and densely populated countries at the centre of global capitalism has produced a syndrome of economic dependence, ecological devastation and social distortions that becomes more acute and more fixed with every cycle of economic booms, inevitably followed by economic crises. In every cycle, business magazines and political advisers spotlight new ‘winners’ among the countries of the Global South – be it the Asian Tigers or the Five Lions,15 the emerging countries of Africa, which are supposedly ‘on their way up’. But after the next collapse of raw material prices or the next financial crisis, the supposedly emerging countries suddenly find themselves no longer making great strides but back where they came from: sunk in the pit of ‘unattractive investment conditions’ and ‘political mismanagement’. Brazil, highly acclaimed by everyone only a few years ago, is now experiencing what so many of the former ‘granaries’, ‘gold mines’ and ‘green lungs’ of this world – as the metaphors of the externalization society would have it – have already gone through: from ‘boom land’ to has-been. And the caravan moves on.

Perhaps to Indonesia?16 But wait – it's already been there. Except that the soya bean there is called oil palm, whose pulp is used to make cheap palm oil. The same harvest yield requires only a sixth of the area needed for soya beans, making palm oil the most widely produced oil in the world, even more than soya oil. It is grown in the rainforest regions of the world to allow for the production of food (margarine and cooking fat), but also of cosmetics and fuels, in our hemisphere. Indonesia and Malaysia are the largest palm oil producers in the world. They cover four-fifths of the global demand, and the cultivation area in these two countries alone has increased tenfold in the last two decades. The necessary slash-and-burn farming – in Indonesia, 26 million hectares of forest were destroyed between 1990 and 2010 – produces immense amounts of carbon dioxide, both through its release from the cleared areas and through the forest fires themselves. The gigantic loss of forest land has produced 13 gigatons of carbon dioxide emissions. The effects on the regions concerned are well known: irreversible destruction of habitats and biodiversity; social uprooting of the native population; widespread health damage, particularly chronic respiratory diseases. And, as always, child labour, forced relocation, human rights violations – the usual local political economy of predatory exploitation established to meet the demand for resources here, at the expense of the people and the environment elsewhere.

And so we could – should we say happily? – go on. With cotton production in India, for example: 6.75 million tons in 2014, around a quarter of world production, which has increased by 20 per cent in the last three decades.17 Here, too, the vast majority is genetically modified cotton; here, too, Monsanto, Roundup and glyphosate are involved – more than a tenth of the agrochemicals used worldwide are employed for cotton cultivation. For this and for the further processing in the textile value-added chain, untold amounts of water – ground, surface and rainwater – are consumed: 21.6 million litres in India for every ton of cotton. We might recall that the most prominent victim of this water demand in the world is the Aral Sea, which over the past half-century has almost dried up. In India, however, it is mostly water pollution that the population has to deal with – if we ignore the working conditions in the local clothing industry, which occasionally make the headlines in the media here, when a huge sewing factory catches fire and hundreds of people are burned to death. Before then, however, they provide the world market, particularly the countries of Europe, with cheap textiles.18 More than 3 million tons of textiles were imported in 2012 to the European Union from Asia, outcompeting other supply regions – beyond the Eastern European non-EU states. Just 34,000 tons came from North America, for example. The wages in the Indian clothing industry are hardly worth mentioning, at least for the big Western trading companies: in 2011, the average wage amounted to only 23 per cent of the official subsistence level. This was just 3 percentage points more than ten years previously, but it could even be described as generous compared with Bangladesh, where wages in textile production have remained steady at 14 per cent of the average wage and where the risk of accidents and death is even higher.

More examples, perhaps? Let's take a look at the most widely used natural resource in the world, sand, a substance that you would think is not in short supply.19 At all events, it is everywhere, in everything we need for our daily lives. Or at least everything we use. Sand is not only required for building. Obviously, it is a component of windowpanes, concrete and cement. But mineral sand is also found in lots of other products like toothpaste and face cream, in credit cards and mobile phones. In the course of the building boom in all highly industrialized societies, ‘normal’ sand has also become a rare commodity, and its extraction increasingly irresponsible: seacoasts and riverbanks erode, groundwater levels sink, biodiversity is reduced, habitats become uninhabitable. Singapore, the eighth-richest country in the world in terms of per-capita GDP (around US$55,000  in 2013) and one of the most important global financial centres, has imported well over 500 million tons of sand since 1989, making it the largest importer in the world. Its main supplier is neighbouring Indonesia (US$3,510 per-capita GDP in 2013, 116th position). The burgeoning city-state has intensive land-reclamation programmes on its coasts, the building boom is in full flow, illegal sand trading flourishes, the ‘sand mafia’ is cleaning up, the working conditions to obtain the sand are bad, the use of chemicals extensive – the same old story, in other words. The demand for sand has recently increased even further with the development of fracking technology, which requires large amounts of water, chemicals and sand,20 to exploit unconventional sources of natural gas in the USA, for example. Here, the demand is for high-quality sand that cannot be found everywhere. In 2013, 30 million tons of sand were used in the USA for fracking, and the estimated demand for 2015 was put at 50 million tons. The market leader and fracking profiteer US Silica saw a 58 per cent rise in revenue in 2014, and investors have now set their sights on this ‘otherwise boring sand industry’ (Börse Online). Fracking is now being discussed fiercely in the USA and elsewhere, not because of fears of damage for man and the environment but because the production forecasts in the early years proved to be too optimistic. There is still growth though, and that's a good sign for the sand industry. Not necessarily for the sand-producing countries, however.

The same is true of shrimp production.21 There too, the shrimp-farming industry benefits more than the people in the breeding nations. Germans love shrimps, and annual consumption there has almost tripled in the past decade to 1.2 kg per person (in the USA, it is as much as 2 kg per person per year). During this time, import prices have dropped by nearly half – an example of the real market economy in action. The import prices are relevant because 84 per cent of the shrimps eaten in Germany are not bred locally – most recently, 56,000 tons per year. For a long time, the only shrimps available in Germany came from the North Sea. Now they are factory-bred like pigs or chickens, a mode of production called ‘aquafarming’ or ‘aquaculture’ in the trade – both more appetizing than the idea of agroindustry or animal abuse. Whatever the case, no other food sector is growing so rapidly as mass production of shrimps in artificial ponds. For this purpose, mangrove forests are being cleared on a large scale: since 1980, the forest area has been reduced by a fifth. As you might imagine by now, the shrimps on our frozen pizza or in our healthy lunchtime salad come from some remote region, in this case frequently Thailand, the world's largest shrimp-exporting nation. As elsewhere in industrial animal breeding, chemicals and medicaments are used en masse. Monocultures are particularly susceptible to disease, and the use of antibiotics is therefore more or less obligatory. Thai shrimp breeders oversee the process from beginning to end or sell the young shrimps to breeders in China. The breeding farms generally employ immigrant workers from even poorer neighbouring Cambodia, Laos or Myanmar. In the cold light of day, the Thai shrimp industry is a living example of the existence of forced labour and wage slavery in the globalized modern world.22

What do you say? Stop? Enough? Because a recent article about shrimps in the press had the headline ‘Children's hands in icy water’? And reported that these children's hands shelled shrimps in ice-cold water for sixteen hours a day, and that anyone who complained was mistreated? You're right – this really is intolerable. Let's stop our whistle-stop tour of the material cycle of the externalization society. But there is perhaps at least one more question to ask – namely, where do the waste products from the consumer goods used in the Global North end up?23 In most cases, at all events, not in the Global North. In 2011 alone, the USA exported 300,000 tons of electronic scrap to Asia, and well over 100,000 tons (not including the unrecorded amounts) were dumped legally over the border – fenced off from the USA, closely guarded and impassable except by illegal immigrants – in Mexico. Above all, however, Africa's metropolitan regions are favourite dumping grounds for transatlantic waste. Rare earths in, surplus waste out – thus runs the import–export strategy of the externalization society.

Too much for the sensitivities of the citizens of affluent societies? Perhaps we should move on from this stark and vivid narrative and return to the sober explanations and analytical interpretations put forward by international sociology – unfortunately, in most cases, inaccessible to a wider public – to decipher the global phenomenon of an asymmetrical appropriation of nature. How is it that some world regions have to systematically destroy their natural environment and the livelihoods of their inhabitants so that the inhabitants of other world regions can consume without hindrance or limitation? What is behind the ability of modern capitalism again and again to create ‘cheap nature’, as the US sociologist and environmental historian Jason Moore puts it?24 And why is it that this cheap nature is typically located in the Global South but is appropriated and exploited by the Global North?


The dirty will become clean: the global ecological paradox

The dynamics of uneven ecological exchange have been studied in detail by two other US sociologists, Andrew Jorgenson and James Rice.25 The starting point for their empirical research was the paradoxical discrepancy, on a global scale and in temporal, spatial and social terms, between the exploitation of resources and the harm to the environment. Whereas the ‘developed’ countries in the Global North typically have a large ecological footprint26 through their consumption and the concomitant demand for biologically usable areas – agricultural and grazing land, forests and fishing grounds – the amount of environmental pollution within their borders is surprisingly small. In ‘underdeveloped’ countries of the Global South, the opposite is true: a generally much lower level of consumption and hence a lower demand for land, together with massive damage to the natural environment.

This seeming puzzle is quickly solved – though only satisfactorily for those in the Global North, however. According to Jorgensen and Rice, the ecological footprint / environ­mental degradation paradox is due basically to the fact that the rich industrial societies are in a position to transfer the prerequisites for and consequences of their excessive consumption systematically to other world regions – namely, the societies in the poorer, resource-exporting regions. In this way, they can keep their own environmental and social balance on an even keel while leaving the dirty business to others – except, of course, for the economic profit that they can obtain.

Jorgensen and Rice talk explicitly of an international dynamic of environmental externalization anchored in the historically evolved structures of the world economic and trading system. According to them, global commerce is always a question of the transfer and relocation, the export and import, of environmental burdens. The countries of the world with the highest revenues leave the largest ecological footprint – since the late 1960s, it has been calculated at over 5 ‘global hectares’ (gha) per person, much more (currently three times higher) than the planet's available biocapacity,27 which has dwindled in the last five decades from over 3 to just 1.7 gha per person. While the footprint of the poorest countries in the world has remained practically unchanged during this time at just over 1 gha, it has steadily grown since the new millennium in middle-income countries28 such as Brazil and South Africa, Mexico and Malaysia, and is now slightly higher there than the biocapacity limit. In general, it may be said that for generations the rich industrial nations have lived well beyond the means of the planet – and at a much higher level than billions of people in the South, whose resource-sparing way of life is effectively protecting the Earth's biocapacity. In 2010, the Arab oil-producing countries had the highest per-capita resource consumption, followed by practically all OECD member states, with the USA (approx. 7 gha/person) in eighth position and Germany in position 25 (approx. 4.5 gha). Consumption in the seventy or so countries below position 85, including a huge country such as India (position 135, approx. 1 gha/person), was under the planetary limit.

And yet the citizens in the highest-consuming societies at the top of the resource demand scale can enjoy a much less polluted environment than those of poorer countries, whose consumption is of necessity much more restrained. Clean rivers where people live it up, stinking cesspools where people are kept down – all thanks to the unequal global ecological exchange. Among the ten countries of the world with the largest imported biodiversity deficit,29 for example, are not only oil-producing economies like Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates and city-states like Singapore, but also the Benelux countries and New Zealand. Through their imports of natural resources and food, they all systematically and consistently consume the natural environment of other countries, while at the same time environmental protection is strongly advocated, at least in the European countries.

The relatively good performance of advanced industrial societies in terms of local environmental damage is thus by no means the result solely, as they would like to claim, of their particularly effective environmental policies. And hence the absence, which we take for granted, of the consequences of environmental pollution – such as increased child mortality or overburdened public infrastructures – is not due simply to our much-vaunted pioneering environmental protection activities. On the contrary, the blue skies above the consumer centres of this world are due to a significant extent to the externalization of the ecological costs to the peripheries. The rich countries tap the resources of the poor ones, importing the natural resources cultivated and extracted there, but not the burden to the environment and habitat that their production causes. They fleece the poor countries by systematically exploiting not only the economic but also the ecological and social benefits of the unequal exchange structures associated with international production and commerce.30

Moreover, while the poorer societies have to put up with irreversible environmental damage and problems of social cohesion caused – take your pick – by soya, palm oil, or tobacco growing,31 the cotton, sand or shrimp industry, they are also systematically deprived of consumption opportunities. Ultimately, the rich societies benefit also from the smaller ecological footprint of poor nations resulting from the system of unequal exchange that they themselves command. The ‘producing’ companies in this system are usually located in the affluent societies of the Global North – but they outsource the environmentally harmful parts of their production, in the form of natural resource extraction, to the poorer countries, which in turn are dependent on the export of these resources. The goods they produce are delivered to ‘developed’ countries with high capital intensity and consumed there, just as the profits also end up where the international mining and agricultural businesses have their headquarters, thereby intensifying and increasing the structural asymmetry with regard to the ‘underdeveloped’ societies. These countries then import the waste from the affluent centres, which again causes new environmental, health and social problems – a truly vicious circle.

Citizens on the ‘more fortunate’ side of this unequal exchange might well think this to be an ingenious system and one that, if it did not already exist, would have to be invented. Well over a million people in the factories in South-East Asia and the Far East belonging to the electronic giant Foxconn32 work for our digitally networked life – in conditions that give a contemporary feel to Karl Polanyi's classic description of early capitalist production as a ‘satanic mill’.33 All of the little comforts of our daily life start and end in the oil-producing deserts and the huge dumping grounds spreading in rural and urban West Africa – from the murder and destruction to gain access to ‘black gold’ to the computer scrap recycled by children at great risk to their health. While the affluent nations continue their gigantic worldwide land grab, ruining the local subsistence economy and shamelessly extracting the last natural resources, the landless and unpropertied classes stream to the cities of the South to scrape together some sort of existence.

So this is how it is. The political and economic power relations that support the world economic system permit the establishment and maintenance of structural exploitation at the expense of the Global South, which is not really desired, but nevertheless tolerated, by the populations in the Global North, who have long since ‘assimilated’ the convenient by-products in their daily lives. And the entire game becomes a problem for us, if at all, only if it is played on a large scale – as is the case with the land grabbing to safeguard territory and natural resources in Africa34 – not just by the usual suspects in the West but also, all of a sudden, by others, most recently ‘the Chinese’. When others want to have their share, things start to get serious.


The world in the Capitalocene: the ecological debt of the Global North

Is China a new global player reaching for world power? Perhaps. In the last 400–500 years, however, other powers have divided the global externalization cake among themselves. This epoch, dubbed Anthropocene, was for a long time, and until recently, dominated by people in the Global North. ‘Anthropocene’ was supposed to designate a new geological era closing the 12,000 years of the Holocene epoch. As the name suggests, the Anthropocene is the era in which human beings have finally become a force shaping irreversible geological changes. There is still disagreement among scientists not only as to whether a fundamental epochal change of this type can in fact be claimed, but also as to when this new global era might have commenced.35 According to the French historian Christophe Bonneuil, there are different interpretations. ‘Was it America's colonization and the ethnocide of Native Americans or the birth of industrial capitalism, founded on fossil fuels? The atomic bomb or the great acceleration in consumption after 1945?’36

Whatever the conclusion in terms of geoscience or historical periodization, in the twenty-first century the structure-changing intervention of man in world development has become a social fact that can no longer be reasonably disputed. And there is much to be said for the idea that the era of the anthropomorphic transformation of the Earth coincides with the era dominated by the accumulation of capital. The capital change that we are experiencing today is a change driven by capital. The logic of capital investment and return on investment, of growth and expansion, of business on a continuously expanding basis, is not just a symbol of this most recent geological epoch, which has brought forth such wide-ranging, profound and relentless developments as global climate change. It is, rather, at the root of it.

The Anthropocene was basically an ‘Occidentocene’ epoch, one shaped by the West. ‘Four fifths of the greenhouse gases discharged into the atmosphere between 1750 and 1900’, says Bonneuil, ‘were produced in North America and Western Europe’. And their emission is the result of the form of capitalist globalization that predominated in this time: industrial fossilism or fossil industrialism – in other words, the model of industrial production and social consumption based on the burning of lignite and coal, oil and natural gas. Jason Moore, mentioned earlier, suggests that Capitalocene would be a better word to describe this epoch,37 one in which the capitalist dynamic has basically changed nature and society, and society's relationship to nature. The history of this epoch is marked by changing economic hegemonies, in which the respective economic hegemon was, not by chance, also the driving force behind the greenhouse effect.38 In the nineteenth century, the United Kingdom not only controlled half of the world but also produced half of the carbon dioxide emitted worldwide. A quarter of the accumulated carbon dioxide emissions since 1850 have been produced by the United States. And the European – and German – ‘economic miracle’ following the Second World War was accompanied by a massive increase in energy consumption. Never has the ecological footprint of the Western nations been as large as it was at the end of the post-war boom, directly before the start of the oil crisis in 1973.39

Moreover, in all historically ‘leading’ nations in the capitalist world system – be it the British Empire, later the USA, after the war also Japan and the EU, and now China as the latest emerging superpower – economic success at a certain stage of economic development, supported by growing geopolitical power, has been linked with easing the ecological burden on their territories. Although the dynamic economic growth in the Global North was still based at first on the heavy demand placed on the ‘local’ ecosystems – as graphically illustrated today by the typical consequences of industrialization in China, such as water and air pollution – the further growth dynamic of the early industrialized nations was accompanied by the outsourcing of their domestic ecological burdens. After the serious chemical accident in the north Italian town of Seveso in 1976, for example, the problem of finding political legitimation for hazardous industrial production, coupled with the possibility of ecological externalization, meant that gradually ‘Seveso’ was no longer ‘everywhere’, but usually somewhere outside Europe.

Unequal economic and ecological exchange has thus always been closely linked to global capitalism. All the legendary stories of economic success and geo-economic ascent have been stories of the outsourcing of ecological and social costs. If China is currently on the way towards the world of value creation established in the Global North, this process is typically accompanied at a certain point of development by the externalization of the dirtiest and most exploitative forms of production to other economies – in China's case, for instance, to Bangladesh. The financial debt owed by the countries of the Global South to those of the Global North corresponds to the ‘ecological debt’ owed by the advanced industrial countries to the peripheries of the capitalist world – a debt that can never be repaid by the rich nations and conversely cannot be ‘cancelled’ by anyone.

What makes this ecological mortgage so burdensome for the populations of the Global South – while easing the load for those of the Global North – is the fact that it frequently remains invisible for a long time. It is true that nothing good can be extracted from ‘disasters’ like the toxic flooding of the Rio Doce described at the start of this book – their only ‘advantage’ is in the fact that their newsworthiness means that they briefly make the headlines. Above all, they provide an opportunity, for a moment, to impress the striking pictures of burst dams, masses of red mud and dead fish on the collective conscience of the affluent societies in the Global North, far remote from the events themselves. But even the pictures of the famous toxic gas leak in Bhopal in 1984,40 when several thousand people died in the course of a few hours, were less striking, not only because there were no social media at the time, but also because, despite the images of the ruined factory, the poisonous gas was quite literally invisible. This applies even more to the longer-term indirect consequences of the incident and the estimated 15,000 people – at least – who died in subsequent years, let alone the long-term health damage to at least 2 million inhabitants of the capital of the state of Madhya Pradesh. Even today, one in four of Bhopal's babies is stillborn – a blood toll that no amount of compensation can make good – not to mention the fact that Union Carbide, the US chemical company responsible, and its legal successor Dow Chemical, have long since stopped making payments. Thirty years after the accident, the human rights organization Amnesty International appealed to people in the West to send ‘letters against oblivion’ to the Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi.

It is unlikely that they will be read, just as thousands of other ‘disasters’ in India and elsewhere at the peripheries of affluent capitalism are overlooked – not least because they don't start with burst dams and exploding factories but with perfectly normal forms of production and work organization in the countries of the Global South, for a ‘world market’ dominated by the Global North. Their destructive effect on the country concerned and its people, on human beings and their environment, on the born and unborn, is insidious and delayed. ‘Slow violence’ is how Rob Nixon, Professor of English and environmental researcher at Princeton University, describes this particular form – typical of the globalization era – of physical assault by the capitalist centres on the living conditions at their peripheries.41 The accelerated ‘turbo-capitalism’ that has been talked about for the last two decades can also manifest itself at a much slower pace if one only looks long enough and in the right place.

Against this background, the Easterlin paradox,42 which is often cited to relativize the differential in global life chances, takes on a different allure. In the early 1970s, the US economist Richard Easterlin concluded from his analysis of international surveys that, beyond a certain wealth threshold, there is no longer any correlation between income and ‘happiness’, between material prosperity and subjective satisfaction with life. This was a scientific version of the popular adage ‘Money can't buy you happiness.’ At all events, above a level at which basic needs are secured, greater wealth does not necessarily lead to greater wellbeing; and with the super-wealthy, the correlation could even work in the opposite direction. At a global level, this conclusion could be reversed to produce the comforting thought that it is possible to be poor and happy. And to this day, this argument is used to relativize the social significance of global inequalities.

Studies by the US sociologists Kyle Knight and Eugene Rosa offer a very different picture, however – one that correlates the subjective happiness of the inhabitants of a country with their ecological footprint. Their findings do indeed indicate that the level of happiness can be the same in rich and poor countries. In the second half of the 2000s, for example, Norway and Costa Rica had the same (average) level of life satisfaction, in spite of the fact that per-capita income in the former was eight times higher than in the latter. The same applies to the ecological footprint: there was no difference in life satisfaction between Costa Rica and the USA – although the USA's footprint was five times as large as that of its Central American neighbour. So, is it possible to be poor, environmentally friendly and happy at the same time? Possibly. But Knight and Rosa's data clearly show that this is not the case as a rule. Costa Rica, 68th in the wealth ranking,43 is in fact an anomaly. None of the 118 countries behind it have a similar life-satisfaction rating, and none in the lower half of the world income list have anything like a ‘level of happiness’ consistently found in the Western industrial nations. The same applies to the environmental dimension: the level of life satisfaction in countries with a small ecological footprint is much lower on the whole than that in the OECD countries. Wealth, environmental pollution and happiness are thus a much commoner combination on a global scale than the distorted late colonial image of the noble savage whose necessarily exemplary ecological balance makes him happy.


The imperial mode of living: is there a real life in the wrong?

Let us state once again: the history of global capitalism is a history of externalization.44 The ecological dumping practices of the economically leading societies are embedded in a historically evolved power structure that not only makes it possible for these societies to repeatedly reassert the advantages of their privileged position but also allows them to outsource the environmental costs of their economic value-creation strategies to others. The citizens of the economically ‘successful’ and ecologically ‘advanced’ societies do not control this process, which is imposed on them as wage-earners by the companies that employ them, but the structural potential for making a profit out of this constellation while at the same time externalizing the costs of their way of life has been assimilated by them and become a matter of course. Ulrich Brand and Markus Wissen, political scientists in Vienna and Berlin, speak of an ‘imperial mode of living’,45 a way of life in which the resources – labour, land, the environment – of others are appropriated and exploited, and which can be maintained only through this unacknowledged appropriation practice. It is also a lifestyle that is not, therefore, accessible to all, however much the inhabitants of the peripheral countries understandably strive to have a share in it, and though the immense demand for commodities in the new middle classes of the Global South is already factored into the corporate balance sheets of the transnational companies of the Global North. But, logically, the externalization imperium of one part of the world has to exclude from it the other part. If everyone wished to externalize, then no one would be able to. Those who are dominated by the imperial mode of living elsewhere on this planet, and who make up the vast majority of the world population, must therefore inevitably remain on the outside – for the benefit of the wellbeing of all of the dominated subjects here, whose way of life is simply dependent on the enduring success of this exclusion process.

In this reference to the global economic structuration of externalization, its structural conditionality that has evolved through the establishment over an extended historical period of the capitalist world system based on institutionalized power, one thing is clear: this externalization structure cannot be smashed through individual action alone, whatever good intentions are behind it. There are, of course, notable and socially structured differences in the size of personal ecological footprints,46 as demonstrated by a group of authors led by the statistician Hans Messinger for the case of Canada. Those with a lower income are almost automatically more careful with the consumption of resources – and to that extent less ‘imperial’ – than higher-earning households usually are. And it is notably the educated, critically enlightened milieu that is particularly extravagant in ecological terms. At the same time, the use of resources in poor and even extremely poor households in the Global North is still well over the average level of most of the inhabitants of the Global South. And the land requirement for their lifestyle – which, as has been shown, is mostly outsourced to other parts of the world – continues to grow statistically: the ‘great acceleration’ continues on its happy way.

This does not mean that consumption cannot be reduced at the individual level. On the contrary, the possibilities for it are legion. We saw it in action at the beginning of this book with German coffee-drinking habits.47 Practically unknown in that country at the start of the new millennium, the coffee-to-go lifestyle has developed since then at breakneck speed across the entire country and all social classes. But takeaway coffee is also throwaway coffee. Every day, around 7.6 million paper cups end up in German dustbins: 320,000 cups per hour, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. In the USA, the figure is put at 25 billion cups a year. Each cup has a fine coating of plastic so that the contents are not absorbed in the paper, and, because coffee should be drunk hot, the cups also have a paper handle to prevent the fingers from scalding, and sometimes they come with a paper tray for group consumption. And, naturally, a plastic lid so that, on the way to the office, home or to the next best coffee shop, the contents don't spill over while your head is down concentrating on your smartphone. Seen this way – from the perspective of the habits of the affluent society – there would be no insurmountable obstacles to a practice of ‘ethical’ consumption. It is easy and available for almost every individual, particularly higher earners, to drink and eat alternatively, to shop more sensibly and to consume more responsibly.

And this does in fact happen – and much more besides. I am not trying to give the impression that there is no ‘environmental awareness’ in externalization societies, no sense of fairness, no individuals who are not mindful and act accordingly, no alternative movements to the unequal economic and ecological exchange. There are indeed many thousands of activists, volunteers and pro-bono workers, groups and initiatives, civil society organizations and even state institutions mobilizing in one way or another against the externalization society – environmental and development NGOs, world stores and eco-seals, textile agreements with Bangladesh and alliances against industrial aquaculture. There is ‘corporate social responsibility’ as the new strategic business trend, and the ambitious Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations, campaigns to prohibit paper cups and glyphosate, information on radio and television and occasional features in glossy magazines. There is even, believe it or not, the Institutional Investors Group on Climate Change (IIGCC),48 a club of 120 pension funds and other major investors, including (joke!) ethically correct companies like the Axa insurance group or the US hedge fund Blackrock, which have united to make sure they have a front seat in saving the planet. Despite the fact that all – or at least some – of this is good and important, let us be in no doubt that it won't fix anything.


It's capitalism, stupid! Wanting to know or not wanting to know, that is the question

One possible reaction to the examples of unequal eco-social change – soya and palm oil, cotton and sand, shrimps and coffee – could be to say: ‘Sure, we know all that. We've read it in the paper and heard it on the TV, on the radio, online and in social media.’ That is, in fact, the most likely reaction as well: seen that, heard that – but then promptly to forget it again or pretend to do so, and to carry on happily as before. Well, almost. Let's say we refuse the plastic cover on the paper cup, stop eating meat (but just for a while – it tastes so good), shell out for natural cosmetics for a change – or, better still, order them in the online shop (‘ships in 24 hours, express delivery possible!’).

Sounds familiar? Nothing new under the sun for a critical and aware public? Maybe. But if that were the case, it would only prove precisely that it's not a question of the lack of knowledge49 that keeps the externalization society going but – in an undefined mixture of convenience and unease, thoughtlessness and excessive demands, indifference and fear – a generalized lack of desire to know. On both a small and, in particular, a large scale. We don't want to know what our excessive lifestyle entails, what sacrifices have to be made, where the work is done, and who pays for it. Above all, however, we don't want to hear about the underlying causes, or questions about the system itself. Questioning the system sounds like revolution, hard work and delusions of grandeur, like the 1970s, Communist splinter groups and lots of dirty washing. And yet there is probably something to all of this, and we suspect that we will not be able to avoid it.

Mind you, everyone – even the most critical minds – does their utmost not to have to ask these questions. ‘It's the economy, stupid!’50 This now famous dictum was coined by James Carville, adviser to Bill Clinton during his presidential campaign, to fire up campaign workers in 1992 to focus on this all-important question worrying voters during the recession at the time. The economy, what else? What counts is the economic situation, economic growth, economic prosperity. Clinton was elected and the USA remained prosperous – today, it is still the country with by far the highest GDP in the world – because it has remained an externalization society. To Carville's other election slogan, ‘Change or more of the same’, Clinton and his supporters and all future election winners and race-winning nations, in Europe no less than in the USA, responded with a resounding ‘Let's carry on!’ Carry on as before, with more growth, more externalization, to make sure that everything remains as it is: the best contributing to our affluence, and the rest for other parts of the world to deal with. And no more questions, please.

Or useful comments on the background to it all – comments that can be basically summed up with the phrase ‘It's capitalism, stupid!’ The fact that some can externalize and that others pay the price for it, that some are comfortable at the expense of the discomfort of others, points to a veritable system question. Externalization is based on a system, the modern world system, otherwise known as global capitalism. It is at this point that the discussion usually ends, because who wants to go on and cut off the hand that feeds them? Small adjustments, maybe; tweaking here and there, naturally; relief of the greatest hardship in the poorhouses of the world, of course – but changing the system? Really?

The ongoing economization of the sustainability discussion is a graphic example of the failsafe strategy of continuity through renewal. Anything ecologically and socially sustainable, says Michael Opielka, sociologist from Jena and head of the Institute for Social Ecology in Siegburg, must pass the quality test of economic sustainability.51 And this means the requirement that, in a capitalistic world economy, the functional imperatives of the economic system should not be endangered – in other words that, for all the concerns about the ‘environment’, the system of growth, return on investment and investor confidence should not be affected. It is precisely these features of the system, however, that make a world of ecological and social sustainability structurally impossible. Anyone who really wants all citizens of the world to have a materially assured existence, a minimum degree of control over their own fate and the opportunity for peaceful social coexistence must inevitably question the externalization society – and hence the principles on which capitalism in general, and global capitalism as a system of unequal exchange in particular, are based. It is precisely at this point, however, that our enthusiasm for change and our utopian energies regularly abandon us.52 ‘When climate change and capitalism come together’, says Opielka, ‘society turns a blind eye’. With a little bit of climate protection here and a little bit of development aid there, we delude ourselves that everything will be all right – at least, for us.

There are also plenty of examples of this attitude among those who are aware of the problem but at heart remain self-interested. Journalists, for example, are often critical enough of the agroindustrial complex, and their demands are quite clear, at least as far as the local situation is concerned: a change in the national agricultural policy is long ‘overdue’ and even ‘unavoidable’. But then comes the next step in their argument – large perhaps for us affluent citizens, but small for the rest of mankind – and one that doesn't question the system after all. Ultimately, it's always about finding ‘an economically viable way for conventional agriculture to achieve environmentally compatible and sustainable cultivation’. Everything has to change – so that ‘the food produced remains affordable’. That is what radical thinking in the context of internalized capitalist rule looks like: environmentally sound, healthy and ethically correct production, but, please, with affordable products for the critical consumer. All good intentions as the world around us collapses – but in a manner that is economically viable, above all for us. Because for us to have affordable products, others elsewhere have to pay. That's how things go in global capitalism.

Evi Hartmann, industrial engineer and holder of the Chair of Supply Chain Management at the University of Erlangen-Nuremberg, is clearly aware of this.53 In her book Wie viele Sklaven halten Sie? [How many slaves do you have?], she openly criticizes globalization but opts for an ethical rather than a structural analysis of the world economic system. She castigates the globalized production and cost accounting system as a ‘snowballing transfer of pressure’ along the value-added chain from the strongest to the weakest links. Her conclusion: ‘The system is failing morally. And the individual attempts to find a way out of the mess with his conscience at least halfway intact.’ We might ask whether systems can be an ethical failure or be criticized on ethical grounds at all – or whether such ethical preaching, when applied to systemic processes, is not ultimately just a lot of hot air. Of course, critical analysts are quite at liberty to exonerate individuals from moral blame. Indeed, ‘ordinary people’ cannot do otherwise – they don't act with evil intentions but attempt to make the best of the living conditions and power relations in which they find themselves.

And yet the moral principle of taking a good look at ourselves and reflecting on our personal contribution to the effective maintenance of our privileged status should also apply to us members of the externalization society. But, above all, we should turn from a moral to a structural criticism of the system. Taking system critique seriously, we would no longer rely on market economy instruments to control the effects of the unequal capitalist exchange structure – or at least not regard the use of such instruments as the ‘solution’ to some problem, as Hartmann apparently does when she tells of a chance encounter with an anonymous member of the externalization society. ‘Recently a well-styled boutique saleswoman, of all people, said to me: “Actually we should charge an additional 5 euros as redemption money for some items from Asia.” Good idea.’ True, it's a good idea to factor in these reparation payments in our market economy system – a good idea, above all, if you want to salve a bad conscience while ensuring that the structures of global capitalism remain untouched. A common-sense idea after all, reflecting not only the common sense of stylish boutique saleswomen or critical economists, ethical consumers or officiating popes, but also the well-understood self-interests of an externalization society that does not wish to vanish.

It should also slowly occur to our common sense, however, that we live in a time in which the limits of externalization have been reached. The externalization society is increasingly being caught out by its own effects and confronted by its own negative externalities. The chickens are coming home to roost, so to speak. As will be seen in the next chapter, we are not only feeling the outsiders beginning to breathe down our necks. The waste cycle that we have created to get rid at least of the most detestable, but also mostly environmentally polluting, remnants of our lifestyle is now increasingly hitting back at us, as well. The circle is closing, the noose tightening, the bombardment coming closer – regardless of our looking away, unaffected by our attempts at ‘clean’ consumption, unimpressed by the wealth of ideas coming from the marketing departments all over the externalization world.

These departments are now coming up with ideas such as hip jeans made of plastic waste, proposed by the Dutch fashion label G-Star, for which the popstar Pharrell Williams (biggest hits ‘Happy’ and ‘Freedom’) has designed the ‘Raw for the Ocean’ line, the first jeans collection made from recycled plastic from the Pacific.54 The company wanted to fish 9 tons of plastic from the sea for a good consumer cause. All of 9 tons – almost a millionth of the more than 10 million tons of waste that are dumped every year in the oceans, three-quarters in the form of plastic. In the 1950s, the entire world produced 1.5 million tons of plastic a year. Today, it is almost 300 million tons. A significant portion ends up not in rubbish dumps in Nigeria or China but in the sea, as the ultimate dumping ground. Every year it takes the lives of countless aquatic mammals and seabirds. A square kilometre of the surface of the ocean contains anything up to 18,000 bits of plastic of various sizes. But the surface is just the tip of the iceberg: more than 70 per cent of the waste sinks to the bottom and remains hidden from us. Sometimes it accumulates through hydrographic turbulence to form huge visible carpets of waste, the most well-known being the Great Pacific Garbage Patch in the northern Pacific, which is now said to be the size of Central Europe.

As long as the plastic waste remains somewhere on or, better still, below the surface of the open sea, it will not worry the people of Central Europe overmuch. It will only become worrisome when it is clear that it is coming our way – in the form of microplastics, tiny particles created as the plastic waste disintegrates. Microplastics are used intentionally in toothpaste and shower gels, shampoos and peeling agents, to achieve mechanical cleaning effects. But these particles created (along with a wide range of other toxic agents) through the decomposition of the plastic waste also contaminate the aquatic food chain on their way to our own bodies through the food we eat. Plastic coming home to roost: a development that might even seem like poetic justice in view of the otherwise systematically unequal ecological exchange in the global society. For Central European households used to carefree externalization, on the other hand, it is quite obviously a cause for concern – one that is lapped up in its turn by the relevant consultancy industry. For those worried about microplastics, the Internet contains lists of the products to avoid, for example on www.utopia.de, ‘Germany's number 1 website for sustainable consumption’. No joke: outwitting the plastics industry by online eco-shopping, making the world a better place by buying designer jeans. Utopia, millennium-style.


Design or disaster – or democracy after all?

This might all sound a little unkind and perhaps even unfair. But it's the principle that matters – or, in this case, two principles: consumer choice versus structural change. ‘Concern is not enough’, said the Swiss director and playwright Milo Rau in a noteworthy contribution to the ‘refugee disaster’, a topic that will be looked at in greater detail in the next chapter.55 His dictum also applies to the context of unequal ecological exchange being considered here: concern, reparation supplements and ethical consumption are not sufficient to overcome the underlying structural problems of asymmetrical power distribution in the global capitalist system. Nor do ‘intelligent’ technologies provide a solution, as long as the fatal alliance between private profit, systematic growth imperatives and structural power asymmetries is not broken up.

There can be no material growth without growing resource and energy consumption – and hence further destruction of habitats and the natural environment. Above all, there can be no growth in the early industrialized societies of the Global North, inflated by the post-war economic boom into high-performance and extreme consuming economies, that is not at the expense – rising even further with every percentage point of increase in the GNP – of exploitation, and of nature and social habitats, in the Global South. The term ‘green economy’ frequently arises in discussion of the future of growth capitalism, suggesting that the power of an enlightened consumer society could combine with energy-efficient and eco-effective technological innovations to permit ‘green growth’.56 But, however understandable the vain desire to separate growth from exploitation of natural resources while retaining the living conditions and consumer habits of the externalization society might be in theory, in practice it must remain an illusion. It is not even necessary to make fun of the most absurd flowers of this unfettered lifestyle ecology – edible aircraft seat covers fitted in the first-class section of the long-haul Airbus A38057 – to show up ‘green capitalism’ for what it is: the hoped-for sheet anchor for highly developed economies that are feeling the pinch after the latest cycle of capital accumulation, and the desperate reassurance for an externalization society doing its utmost to somehow salvage its exclusive lifestyle model in spite of all the signs that it has run out of steam.

Similar drives are at work when it is not only business lobbyists and financial analysts but also ‘ordinary people’ who get excited about, or make fun of, the discussion of ‘peak oil’, ‘peak water’ or ‘peak everything’58 that has been conducted recurrently in environmental policy circles and among critics of capitalism since the 1972 Club of Rome report about the ‘limits to growth’59 – the worry in these circles that the maximum amount of oil, the maximum worldwide availability of freshwater, or the maximum amount of practically any non-renewable resource has been reached or will soon be exceeded. Confronted by such prophecies of doom, ‘experts’ and non-experts alike point to the sinking oil prices, to new and ‘unconventional’ extraction methods or to progress in the extraction and development of renewable energy sources, so as to give the all-clear and to reassure the public – and possibly themselves. But this reassurance, if it does in fact have a social impact, is deceptive. The discussion of ‘planetary limits’60 is not the expression of individual or collective hysteria; nor is it far-fetched: in terms of biodiversity and the nitrogen cycle, these limits have already been exceeded today. And if not only the input side of disposable resources is considered but also the output side of the available sinks – in other words, the soil, forest and air capacities left for storing waste and binding carbon dioxide – the talk of ‘peak soil’, ‘peak air’ and ‘peak biomass’ must indeed be taken seriously.

Other parties involved in the discussion of the future are further along.61 Bernd Sommer and Harald Welzer, social scientists at the Norbert Elias Centre for Transformation Design at the University of Flensburg, adopt the conclusion often drawn in critical debates on growth: that ecologically and socially exploitative growth capitalism will inevitably come to an end, be it by design or by disaster. With good reason, they opt for the constructive variant and collect ideas and approaches – as does the forward-looking Berlin foundation FuturZwei run by Welzer – for a societal shift towards what they call ‘reductive modernity’.62 However much of a break this might be with the externalization practices of the expansionist modern world, and however little the authors let themselves be carried away by any kind of technocratic control fantasy,63 from a global perspective the alternative of design or disaster nevertheless reveals an all too self-centred view of the end, or possible ends, of the externalization society. It implies that a social transformation imposed on us ‘from outside’ would be equivalent to a calamity, a disastrous conclusion to the story. And it suggests, at least, that a strategy of ‘internal’ reversal would enable us to remain in the driving seat and keep control of our fortunes.

However, both of these scenarios appear unrealistic at the moment. The end of the global capitalist system of unequal ecological exchange on which the externalization society is based is likely to occur neither by design nor by disaster. These alternative choices once again fail to take other potential agents for change into account – namely, those who have always provided the affluent capitalism of the Global North with the resources required for it to produce and reproduce its wealth: cheap labour and fertile land, valuable natural resources and huge waste dumps, biomass and carbon sinks.

Let us imagine the transformation instead as one that is driven above all by the Global South, by the people off whose labour and land, water and air, natural resources and deposits we live, at whose expense we do business, and who are now finally demanding payment. The social movements that are doing exactly this have existed for some time; there are many of them already and many more are being created – from the Brazilian landless movement MST to the international peasant organization Via Campesina, from the Zapatistas in Mexico to the National Alliance of People's Movements in India. These and many others, many thousands of agents of change from the ‘outside’, are the ones initiating the transformation that ‘threatens’ the externalization society today and in the future – in the form not of disaster but of the demand for global democracy, a demand that calls for the empowerment of the historically disempowered and that thus eludes the design aspirations of the Global North. It is a demand for global democracy – but one that will not and cannot be a globalized growth democracy emulating the Western development model.

Democracy on a global scale is not a question of design or disaster. For beneficiaries of the externalization society, it augurs less a disaster than a fundamental loss of control – difficult enough to put up with for those who for centuries have been pulling the strings. For all others, however, it holds out the prospect for putting an end to the system of unequal exchange. Transformation by democracy:64 according to the author and journalist Kathrin Hartmann, on the ‘inside’ of the externalization society this would mean not relying on the power of consumers and technological progress but on ‘courage, solidarity, determination, free thinking and the unconditional belief that we are the ones who can bring about the changes we want’ – in a word, relying on democratic politics. As for the ‘outside’, in a global perspective, democratization means what Milo Rau aptly describes as ‘global realism’:65 the realization of the fact that continued externalization is reaching limits today that can be overcome only by brute force, and can be ignored only with recourse to the coping ideology of ‘cynical humanism’. ‘Let us therefore stop’, says Rau, ‘believing in the capitalist myth that it can go on like this forever – in a manner that is somehow less lethal for the losers of the system, somehow less embarrassing for the winners, somehow cleaner for the planet.’ This narrative has, indeed, finally lost its credibility.


Postscript

The aphorism by Heiner Müller introducing this chapter reveals – avant la lettre, so to speak – the embarrassing secret of the externalization society.66 Not, of course, in the candy-wrapped words that we would like to hear so that we can ingest them all and then shamefacedly excrete them again so as to be rid of them, but rather bluntly and unsparingly: ‘Somewhere bodies are being broken so that I can live in my shit.’ Admittedly, this is vulgar, disquieting, unashamed. But are we really unable to deal with the truth even when it is expressed in artful terms? The dramatist Müller hits the nail on the head. If his words appear to be too strong, then it is us who are too weak.
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Within Versus Without: Externalization as a Monopoly on Mobility



There were musicians, there was Beauty, there was wine. All these and security were within. Without was the ‘Red Death’.

Edgar Allan Poe, The Mask of the Red Death (1842)


Do not come to Europe. Do not risk your lives and your money. It is all for nothing.

Donald Tusk, President of the European Council, 3 March 20161



Semi-globalization

No one will dispute that we are living in the age of globalization. We associate the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the bloc confrontation that defined post-war Europe with all kinds of lasting liberalization: the removal of border fences, globalized markets, the worldwide dissemination of Western values and the victory of liberal democracy. Until recently at least, barriers and passport controls appeared to be a thing of the past. For Germans or the Irish, there is no need any longer to change money for a summer holiday in Greece or a weekend in Madrid. And even beyond the borders of Europe, our freedom of movement has also expanded massively. The planet has become a global village, and we are all citizens of the world.

Driven additionally by the rapid developments of recent times in information, communication and transport technology, our lives today are almost unrecognizable from the way we lived in the late 1980s. Space and time are available to us in a completely new form. Karl Marx's dream of empowering members of society to do anything they want – ‘one thing today and another tomorrow’2 – appears to have come true for us, at least in part: eating an exotic fruit for breakfast, working for an international company during the day, skyping with friends on the other side of the globe in the evening. And then, as in the Marxist utopia, to ‘criticize after dinner, just as I have a mind’ – and to think about where to go for my next holiday, a city break or cruise, the Northern Lights or glacier calving in Patagonia.

The battle of the sexes – she wants a holiday in the mountains, he one by the sea (or vice versa) – that economic game theorists cite as a classic example of a difficult lifestyle decision turns out on closer inspection to be a game for the privileged, one that not everyone can play, and one posing decision-making problems that not everyone has. Sea or mountains, Rome or Paris, Togo or Fiji – or maybe all of them together. These are dilemmas that even in the era of globalization do not concern ‘the whole world’. Even in the wealthy societies of the Global North, they don't concern everyone. Here, too, the possibility of living in grand style is unevenly distributed. For the vast majority of people living in the Global South, however, these alternatives – and countless others that we also take for granted – sound strange, absurd or even cynical.

Seen this way, globalization is not a fact of life, an undeniable reality. It is a reality for some, but an illusion for many others. To a certain extent, globalization is a chimaera, a phantom picture produced and disseminated in the Global North of the economic and social, material and cultural situation in the world. And the popular talk of the ‘chances’ offered by globalization, the opportunities, productive effects and ability to bring people and nations together, is quite often merely ideological – especially when it is claimed that these chances and opportunities are evenly distributed and available to all. The opposite is true in fact: while globalization no doubt opens up certain options, it also quite clearly closes down others. It creates restrictions as well as opportunities; it is a force of separation as much as of connection.

‘Opening’ and ‘fluidity’, ‘hypermobility’ and a ‘borderless world’ – all of these terms and ideas that have been heard since 1989 and are still current today, not only in public discussion of globalization but also more recently in academic papers, present a remarkably incomplete picture of ‘one world’. The reverse side offers a completely different reality – a world surrounded by fences and full of restrictions. The era of globalization has indisputably produced newly won freedoms, but it has also undeniably created restrictions on freedom. And neither – freedom or constraints, benefits or losses – evens out or offsets the other, since they are both extremely unevenly distributed in the world. While the inhabitants of some world regions have seen the creation of new options through globalization, those on the other side of the world have seen their options cut back.

In a second attempt to define the structures, mechanisms and practices of the externalization society, the existence on a global scale of a systematically unequally distributed ‘globalization yield’ will now be looked at from the point of view of mobility. The externalization society is also characterized by consistently asymmetrical travel opportunities. In this area as well, the categorical imperative in reverse described in the previous chapter applies. The physical freedom of movement allowed to members of the externalization society is not granted in anything like the same way to the others, the ‘outsiders’. On the contrary, an integral component of the lifestyle practised in the ‘free democracies’ of the Western world is the restriction of the freedom of others. The ‘open society’ advocated after the Second World War by the philosopher Karl Popper, and repeatedly and eloquently proclaimed by politicians of every hue since then, has an uncomfortable secret: it lives with, and in the final analysis off, its effective closure to an ‘outside’ that is perceived or represented as intrusive, encroaching and threatening.3

The Israeli sociologist Ronen Shamir sums up the unequal inclusive/exclusive mobility of the supposedly ‘global’ era as a two-edged movement towards guarded borders on the one hand and gated communities on the other – in other words, a double movement towards selectively restricted movement.4 The gated communities – exclusive, fenced-in and guarded residential complexes where the wealthy can live happily and safely – have their transnational counterpart in the form of guarded borders, the frontiers of rich nations with technical, police and military controls designed to keep out non-citizens seeking access to the affluent regions of this world. On both a small and large scale, social spaces are created to keep ‘outsiders’ at bay, secured zones of prosperity seeking to seal themselves off from the impositions of social reality. And above it all hovers what Shamir calls the ‘paradigm of suspicion’: those who rattle the fences surrounding the affluent islands of this world are troublemakers at the very least, and are actually perceived as criminals; those who enter the home of the prosperous without authorization disrupt the lifestyle of the privileged and violate the integrity of their world.

The current ‘refugee crisis’, which will be dealt with at the end of this chapter, brings to mind a story by Edgar Allan Poe – a gloomy one, needless to say – that reads like a metaphor for the current dissociation of the affluent societies from the outside world. The main character in The Mask of the Red Death, a prince with the apt name of Prospero, barricades himself along with thousands of courtiers in a fortress and hosts a masquerade ball while a deadly epidemic is raging outside. ‘A strong and lofty wall girdled it in. This wall had gates of iron.’ The courtiers ‘resolved to leave means neither of ingress or egress to the sudden impulses of despair or of frenzy from within’. The contrast between the two worlds, between the glittering celebrations within and the wretched misery without, is vividly described by the master storyteller: ‘There were buffoons, there were improvisatori, there were ballet dancers, there were musicians, there was Beauty, there was wine. All these and security were within. Without was the “Red Death”.’

‘The external world could take care of itself.’ Poe's story can be read as an allegory of the externalization society, one that in real life even manages to communicate news of the ‘frenzy from within’ to the outside world. Its members repeatedly leave the fortress to pass on the tidings of their prosperity and, having done so, return to the safety of their own walls – walls that are then made even higher so as to continue to ward off outsiders attracted by the affluence within. Freedom of movement is highly valued by the externalization society, but it is an asset that cannot be made universally available. Mobility is a monopolized resource exploited by the chosen few but denied to the rest. Physical regulation of movement – mobility for some, lack of mobility for others – is an essential element of the Western lifestyle. It is a constitutive component of a supposedly ‘globalized’ world, which the Prosperos of affluent capitalism want to keep to themselves.

In Poe's story, the Red Death nevertheless manages eventually to penetrate into the festive society, with devastating results. And the externalization society is less and less in a position – or only with even more misanthropic measures – to keep the fortress open for its own population but closed to uninvited guests. The mobility regime established by the societies of the Global North is in crisis, as its jittery reaction to the current migration situation clearly shows.


Hey ho, hey ho: away we go from the externalization society …

Spatial mobility means travelling. Kant is reputed to have said that ‘travel broadens the mind’. If that is the case, the citizens of the Global North are avid to have their minds broadened. For decades, the Germans have been regarded as the ‘world champion travellers’.5 In 2015, at least, they flew abroad more than ever before: 81.6 million passengers left German airports for journeys of various lengths, continuing a growth trend of previous years. In purely mathematical terms, the entire population of Germany was abroad once during the year. Only one in ten Germans has never flown. According to statistics, men fly more often than women. Three-quarters of the flights were to other European countries, but a good 20 million were intercontinental flights, almost 6 million of them to the USA, followed closely by North Africa, South-East Asia and the Far East.

The Germans are not the only ones to travel, however. The members of all rich societies have become globetrotters. The route from London to New York is the most popular in the world: in 2015 alone, 4.2 million passengers made the journey between the two cities. Organized tourism has become a global phenomenon that has now also captured the new Chinese middle classes. The annual holiday in sunny climes has become the social norm, and the generalized wanderlust has remained unaffected by financial crises and the increasing number of trouble spots around the globe. There are enough destinations on offer: if bombs explode in Turkey, Tunisia or Bali, tsunamis rage in Thailand, or hurricanes wreak havoc in the Caribbean, the holiday portfolio just has to be diversified, with vacations in neighbouring countries or on other sun-drenched islands or – if all else fails – in good old Spain. In 2016, it received 76 million visitors (compared with 68 million in 2015), making it the greatest beneficiary of European tourists’ fear of terrorism. Instead of flying to the Mediterranean or the Dominican Republic, those who prefer an individual experience can seek out remote and as yet supposedly ‘undiscovered’ spots or opt for some kind of global aid tourism, which has recently become a flourishing market niche – in the form, for example, of volunteer work in Costa Rica, where young Europeans dig out tortoise eggs from the beach at night for transport to safer incubation sites.6 ‘Thanks to your assistance, a few more tortoises can be safely deposited in the sea’, animal-loving travellers are promised by the tour organizer, which feathers its own nest with the aid of the generous and not inconsiderable contributions from the loving parents of its clientele.

This is not the place to ponder on the well-known ecological consequences of the widespread and growing enthusiasm for travel – for example, the paradox of an intercontinental flight to help tortoises give birth. According to the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), international tourist arrivals increased from 50 million in 1950 to 684 million in 2000, picking up once again to over 922 million in 2008 and almost 1.1 billion in 2013.7 Surveys (‘Have you travelled at least once on holiday in the past year?’) reveal that the proportion of adult Germans going on holidays increased from 49 per cent in 1972 to 76 per cent in 2008 and has probably not decreased since then. The questionable social consequences of a monocultural touristification of the most popular holiday destinations in this new global recreational colonialism will not be discussed here either. However, a few comments on both of these aspects may be appropriate.

When stressed or dissatisfied affluent citizens travel to distant fields to take part in ‘work & travel abroad’8 or to recharge their proverbial batteries, they inevitably consume energy elsewhere and demand the labour of others. Anyone coming from Germany who wishes to know more about their climate footprint as a tourist can consult the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), which predicts the resources typically exploited by leisure travel.9 Apart from the price of the holiday, for example, two weeks’ all-inclusive holiday on the Caribbean beaches of Cancún, Mexico, cost the rest of the world 7,218 kg of carbon dioxide per person – 90 per cent for the flight and the rest for the air-conditioned hotel, the immense grounds with green lawns (which are not found anywhere else in the region) and the odd hour or two on jet-skies, not to mention the ice-cold bottled water (unlike the locals, travellers in these regions cannot be expected to drink the tap water) and the bite-size plastic-wrapped pieces of fruit. By comparison, the impact of a seven-day cruise in the western Mediterranean is almost negligible: just 1,224 kg of carbon dioxide per person, which no doubt makes the wellness oasis on board and the stressful lightning coach trip through the streets of one of the ports the ship fleetingly stops at easier to reconcile. Could the less dramatic eco-balance explain why the number of German passengers on ocean cruises has increased sixfold since 1998, from 300,000 to over 1.8 million in 2015?10 Who knows? At all events, ‘sustainable flying’ is one of the advertising slogans of the German tourist giant TUI.11 The marketing departments of the major cruise companies could well have done with a slogan like that.

But let's leave that aside. Nor should we spend too much time considering the consequences for the friendly locals of the structural over-exploitation of natural resources at the global destinations headed to by the travel-hungry masses of the affluent countries: the enormous use of land through the building boom in coastal regions; the immense consumption of water by visitors at the expense of the local population; the problem of disposing of the sewage and waste of the succession of new groups of holidaymakers; the misuse of natural resources to satisfy the craving for souvenirs by rich leisure-seekers and do-gooders; the shifts in the structure of local economies towards the sole production of tourist-related services, with the associated destruction of traditional work and lifestyles; the vital reliance of entire economies on the constant and unending stream of visitors from the centres of global wealth.12 The business sectors in the Global North that channel these streams like to talk of ‘tourism as a development factor’,13 but as a rule it merely reinforces the unequal development in the world regions sought out by the millions of ‘development aiders’. Faced by the dilemma of having to live off the destructive wanderlust of the Global North, the destination countries in the Global South even welcome the predicted further growth of global tourism – which is expected to entail the doubling of water consumption and tripling of the requirement for land by 2050.14 There are no corresponding estimates for the further growth of South-East Asian sex tourism or the Western orphanage tourism in Africa, Asia or Central America. Here too, however, the ‘development’ is likely to continue merrily.

Nevertheless, none of these side effects and collateral damage caused by Western travel habits will be the focus of our discussion here, but rather the unequal entitlement structures within this global mobility system. While some can visit other countries and peoples more freely, more often and more intensively – added comfort is now a major factor in both holiday and business travel – billions of others are faced by restrictive mobility policies. The freedom of movement taken advantage of as a matter of course and valued as a fundamental feature of their lifestyle by citizens of the affluent democracies in the Global North is in glaring contrast to the limited and withheld opportunities for most of the world's population. Their lack of mobility is determined not only by their much lower, if not completely absent, material opportunities for international travel – they simply cannot afford the globe-trotting habits of consumers in the Global North. What is more, their possibilities for entering other countries are restricted by law, and their desire for travel is systematically suppressed or thwarted from the outset by formal obstacles, obstructions and prohibitions.

The externalization society is based on a globally split mobility regime. ‘Hey, let's see what's going on out there’ is the battle call of the modern cosmopolitan – who asks the rest of the world to kindly stay where they are. Just as Donald Tusk, President of the European Council and representative of 338 million EU citizens, responded to the latest surge in refugee migration from the Middle East and North Africa. In his official public discouragement of potential refugees, he did not fail to mention not just the physical dangers but also the material costs of a desperate and ultimately hopeless land or sea journey to the borders of the European Union: ‘Do not risk […] your money.’15 The affluent European knows what counts in life.


… and into the externalization society? The value of a passport

Border controls and the visa policies in rich democracies that specifically structure the inequality of mobility provide graphic evidence of the chasm separating the Global North from the countries of the Global South. A working group led by the Berlin sociologist Steffen Mau has studied this ‘global mobility divide’.16 The results illustrate the difference in status between rich and poor countries, which is constantly reproduced by granting visa-free travel for the ones and imposing compulsory visas on the others. While the citizens of rich nations can set off at will on their voyages of discovery or business trips, the legal travel opportunities for citizens of many poor countries are extremely limited and subject to extensive, wearisome and expensive checks. The democratic societies of the Global North have erected a sturdy legal wall around themselves for (or against) travel at short notice by undesirable or unattractive visitors – while they are in a position, conversely, to make full use of their documented right to freedom of travel. Like so many things, the value of a passport is unequally distributed in the world. The door-opening power of the wine-red EU and the dark-blue North American passport reflects the economic clout, geopolitical status and global authority of the countries that its passport holders are fortunate enough to be citizens of – in contrast to the misfortune of those who do not possess such passports.

The asymmetry of global freedom of movement is striking.17 Those who can decide spontaneously to go to the airport and fly ‘somewhere’ are usually no longer aware of this power differential. Citizens of the United States, for example, can travel without a visa to ninety countries, while citizens of only thirty-six countries have the right to enter the USA in this way. The visa-freedom index established by Mau and colleagues shows that this non-reciprocal mobility entitlement is by no means only a North American phenomenon, but that in general there is a clear bias in recognition of freedom of movement in favour of the Western nations. In 2010, for example, ninety-five countries allowed Irish citizens to enter without a visa, ninety-four did so for Danish citizens and ninety-three for Germans – while citizens of Iran could travel without problem to a mere six, Pakistanis to four and the citizens of Iraq, Somalia and Afghanistan to two. This radically unequal freedom of movement correlates statistically with the wealth of the countries concerned: the higher the GDP – i.e., the economic per capita value added in a country – the more freely the people of those countries could travel the world. Wealth gives mobility – this dictum applies both locally and globally, not least because rich countries and the wealthy in other countries are not seen as a direct threat to our own wealth or its safe enjoyment.

Above all, however, it is evident that the international mobility gap has widened markedly in the age of globalization. From a long-term historical perspective, we can see that mobility in the years between 1969, before the most recent globalization boom, and 2010 has become polarized on a global scale. In this period, the rich countries have introduced an asymmetrical mobility regime to their taste: free movement of goods and persons from the Global North and simultaneous restrictions on the movement of goods and, in particular, of persons from the South. In the mid-2000s, half of the world population could travel without a visa to fewer than twenty-five countries, and two-thirds could do so to fewer than thirty-five. In the supposed ‘global epoch’, only people from the OECD world, whose economic privileges translate directly into preferential legal treatment and social advantages, have true global freedom of movement. The affluent capitalist societies have thus created a global mobility monopoly, a one-sided maximization of their mobility opportunities. Citizens of the European Union can travel to practically any country in the world without a visa, or else – so they cannot be accused of anything beyond their status as privileged citizens of the world – obtain a tourist visa without difficulty.

The citizens of the less affluent nations in turn can only dream of this practically unlimited freedom of spontaneous movement at short notice throughout the world. Or most of them, at least. A further feature of the divided mobility regime is its social structure: there are also first- and second-class citizens (and many more classes besides) within poorer countries with limited and controlled mobility. To be more precise, by way of their visa policies, the rich countries have created a selective system for issuing entry and residence permits, based not only on the applicants’ nationality but also on their economic and social status. A number of conditions have to be fulfilled for a visa to be issued: financial resources and insurance protection, an address in the country being visited, and a return ticket or intention to return. The visa-based mobility regime thus proves to be a highly complex system with different speeds and structural probabilities. Within it, citizens of the capitalist democratic centres can travel in and out of countries practically at will, whereas those living on the periphery of the supposed ‘global village’ can do so only if they meet the harsh and self-interested criteria of the affluent capitalist nations’ border gatekeepers, and even then usually only for a limited time.

So here we have the border regime of the externalization society. If we think of visa policy as an instrument of mobility monopolization, two ‘border issues’ are of particular significance. The first is the question of reciprocity and the functional connection between opening and closing. While we children of affluent societies can go out into the world, the world ‘out there’ cannot come into ours, or at least not in the flesh-and-blood form of people. Borrowing a term from biology, the mobility regime tailored to the centres of the global society could be described as ‘semi-permeable’.18 Like a cell membrane, the prevailing visa policy allows border traffic in one direction but prevents it in the other. The borders of the externalization society have exit gates but are not permeable from the outside, or are designed at least so as to keep out undesirable elements. In terms of mobility, this means not only that the costs of our own freedom of travel are imposed on the destination societies but also that any attempt by these societies to gain access to the affluent world is repulsed.

The second ‘border question’ about the visa system that is raised – and, in a certain sense, deported – concerns where border management actually takes place. And here once again we encounter a manifest – at first, seemingly just administrative, but in fact quite material – externalization effect. The politics of visa application, issuance or refusal is a means of outsourcing the borders of the externalization society to distant countries and regions of the world. ‘Pushing the border out’ beyond one's own world is the way Steffen Mau and his colleagues describe this shift: the access control points are extraterritorialized: they are transferred from the territory of rich countries to the social no-man's-land of the consulates and consular departments of their embassies in the poorer world regions.19 What we have come to know as the Dublin Regulation in refugee policies, which makes the first state where a refugee arrives responsible for examining an asylum request, has long been a feature of visa policy. The visa application is made and examined in the country of origin so that the person wishing to move does not even get to his or her desired destination and does not appear before those who don't want him or her in the first place. If ‘Dublin’ is meant to protect us from unwanted immigration and to turn back asylum seekers far from our own doors (thereby sparing us the unpleasant business of deporting them), the discreet visa policy may be seen as ‘Dublin for all’ or a ‘permanent Dublin’: in some office out there in the world, immigration, transit and residence applications are submitted, but we never hear about their rejection and we never see the faces of the applicants – thanks to the political authority and bureaucratic rationality of the externalization society.

On the subject of authority, extraterritorializing borders, externalizing them, also means externalizing the force and coercion inevitably connected with border demarcation and controls, border security and maintenance. Force and coercion are exercised at and beyond the borders in order to maintain ‘social peace’ within them. The development sociologist and economist Ernst Neumayer from the London School of Economics describes the visa policy and its restrictive application with regard to citizens of poor nations as the ‘first line of defence’ against undesired access. It is the legal outpost that preserves our world and lifestyle from potential intruders. German statesmen are fond of saying that the country's security is (also) defended in the Hindukush.20 But Germany's prosperity is defended, for the time being mainly by the police and military of other states, not only at the borders of Macedonia and in the refugee camps on Chios, but also unobtrusively on a daily basis by German administrative offices round the globe. If the military actions at the outer borders of the European Union and the visa policy of European embassies in the rest of the world are regarded as two sides of the same coin – and this is the only realistic way of seeing them – it becomes evident that the externalization of mobility control is a shared responsibility. At the border posts, the shielding forces of the externalization society show their brutal face; at the office desk, a more subtle mode of smart borders, ‘intelligent’ access control using information technology, is at work.21

Both forms of outsourced protection of the externalization society from the outside have their violent side, even if we children of affluence have successfully erased it from our conscious perception and eliminated it from our everyday life. Pushing the borders out is to be understood not only in a physical sense; it also means removing the border regime of the externalization society from our field of vision and our sensibilities. It would appear that our constant experience of being able to travel at will and without complication has made us blind to the fact that this experience is not granted to many other people in the world, and even that – in our name and to foster our wellbeing – they are legally denied the right, if necessary by force.22 It is only since the Schengen crisis, with the potential – and, in some cases, actual – restriction on the hitherto unlimited freedom of movement within Europe, that we have become aware of the reverse side of this mobility. Otherwise, we have simply grown accustomed to the asymmetrical, selective, exclusive freedom of movement enjoyed by us; it has become an unquestioned and self-evident everyday practice.

Against this background, it is quite understandable that the Turkish government should have agreed in early 2016 to act as the first line of defence against refugees coming to Europe from the Middle East only on the condition that Turkish citizens would not require visas to enter the European Union.23 This political request and the direct reaction to it provide an eloquent illustration of the divided global mobility regime and are indicative of an externalization practice that has become second nature to us: the Turkish state was required to satisfy no fewer than seventy-two criteria for its citizens to be able to travel freely in Europe. Turkey's progress towards visa liberalization was to be continuously verified by the EU Commission, and a ‘safety mechanism’ was to be established that would allow the EU, if need be, to put on an ‘emergency brake’ and reverse the liberal visa regulation.

In spite of all these delaying tactics and self-defence mechanisms, the attempt by Turkey as a threshold country to gain access to the mobility monopoly of the European centre provoked great uproar and indignation – particularly among ‘Christian Social’ politicians in Germany. CSU Chairman and then Bavarian Minister President Horst Seehofer publicly stated that he could ‘only warn’ against the planned visa liberalization for Turks in Europe, as there was a great risk that ‘domestic Turkish’ problems would be imported.24 This statement summed up the conventional logic of problematization as well as the typical problem-solving method of the externalization society: as always, the import/export balance needed to be tilted in our favour – thus preventing the import and encouraging the export of problems, while enjoying the best of both worlds.


Citizenship rights and carbon democracy: the boat is full

The gains in freedom as a result of globalization and the right to transnational mobility are thus evidently two-tiered: some have such rights and freedoms – and use them at the expense of others who are excluded from them. Who is on which side of the ‘mobility divide’ depends first of all on nationality – basically where one was born: in Europe or the Middle East, in the USA or West Africa. The Israeli legal and political science scholar Ayelet Shachar describes this luck of the draw, which gives some a privileged status on account of their birth and puts others at a disadvantage from their earliest days, as a ‘birthright lottery’: those who were born in the right place and at the right time are the winners in the lottery of life.

Such arbitrary disadvantages are typically condemned in modern societies: at least, in keeping with the normative aspirations of these societies, the inherent inequalities of gender, race or class call for political measures to achieve more equality. This approach does not apply, however, to the equally arbitrary inequality of nationality. In fact, the opposite is the case: right or wrong citizenship (or non-citizenship) is a recognized and potent reason for legal or social advantage or disadvantage. In the global mobility lottery, a citizen of the Netherlands or New Zealand has a winning ticket for that reason – and for that reason alone – while someone from Armenia or Ethiopia draws a blank – unless they are among the wealthiest citizens with the means to purchase a more attractive nationality. Malta, for example, sells citizenship of its country, and hence of the EU, for a fixed price of 650,000 euros (plus 500,000 euros investment within a year).25 Even after the birthright lottery,26 some people are more equal than others.

Citizenship rights, that much-vaunted institution offering participation in society, whose civilizing content is of central importance to the way democratic civil societies depict themselves, are thus evidently a two-edged sword. Right after the Second World War and as a reaction to the disruption of all standards of civilization by the Nazis, the British sociologist Thomas H. Marshall, the most important analyst and interpreter of modern citizenship rights and the status of citizenship entailed by them, emphasized – and by today's standards possibly over-emphasized – their enabling and inclusive side.27 According to him, modern democratic societies are exceptional in that they guarantee their members – the citizens – a comprehensive set of rights, including freedom of opinion and the right to conclude contracts, freedom of assembly and the right to vote, and not least the right to education, health and social security.

What Marshall saw but failed to analyse systematically was the other side of the coin: access to citizenship and its rights necessarily involves the exclusion of non–citizens. In economic terms, citizenship is a classic ‘club good’:28 members of the club – here, citizens and those with an equivalent legal status – enjoy certain benefits, while non-members can be, and are in fact, generally excluded from them. In terms of citizenship, ‘welcome to the club’ then applies only to those born on the club premises or accepted by the club management as members even without this birth certificate. In Germany, for example, even the fact of having been born in the country did not for a long time guarantee membership – a situation that a whole generation of children of Turkish ‘guest workers’ are only too familiar with.

Whatever the case, for ‘insiders’ the constitutional and welfare state in democratic capitalist societies worked, at least in the decades after the Second World War, as an institutional arrangement to increase the opportunities of large population strata. More than ever today, however, it has revealed itself to be in fact what it has always been – namely, an effective instrument for the exclusion of ‘outsiders’ from society. From the beginning of modern capitalism, it was the citizens of Western democracies themselves – the vast majority of whom were members of a dispossessed class in a society of private ownership – who waged political and social battles for recognition and the progressive extension of their rights, but also for the exclusion of others from these self-same rights. The US sociologist Immanuel Wallerstein, the main protagonist of the world-systems analyses introduced in Chapter 2, has compared this constant social struggle of disadvantaged groups for greater access to citizenship rights and their parallel effort to restrict this access for other groups with the squabbling of shipwrecked passengers for a place in the lifeboat: ‘They tended to act as though they wished to secure a place on a lifeboat called citizenship, but feared that adding others after them would overload it.’29

‘The boat is full’: the fear that the space in the ‘lifeboat called citizenship’ was limited, and that a place in the radiated warmth of relative entitlement was a rare commodity in a democratizing capitalist society, has always been translated into a political move by the occupants of HMS Welfare State to pull up the gangplank of rights to access as soon as they were on board. In the history of citizenship rights, the fear of the large number, of a mass of additional entitlement holders, has regularly given rise to demands for limits to access: those ‘inside’ wanted to remain among themselves; those who had managed to join the citizenship club no longer wanted to make a fuss about its exclusivity. Wallerstein shows how in the history of democratic capitalism workers originally campaigned against citizenship rights for women – and then the two together agitated against ‘foreigners’. The more vehemently the disadvantaged appealed to ‘equality’ as the guiding principle of social transformation and political reform, the greater the obstacles erected to prevent the assertion of rights by ‘all-comers’ – a dynamic driven not only by the ruling classes but also on the initiative of those who already enjoyed a certain set of rights. The recurrent emergence of binary social categorizations – bourgeois and proletariat, man and woman, black and white, native and foreign, civilized and barbarian – bears witness to the constant endeavour in the political community to limit legal entitlements for others or to completely prevent these groups from gaining access to citizenship.

If, in the German case, former East Germans – though not only them – revolt against the supposed ‘Islamification’ of the community of citizens that they themselves joined only a generation ago, this defence mechanism is merely another instance of a historically familiar citizenship pattern of ‘exclusive inclusion’. It would seem that little worries large groups of citizens and their political representatives today more than the imagined danger of an ‘immigration into the social system’, and nowhere in civil society is ‘zero tolerance’ practised so absolutely as in the denial of legal rights to ‘foreigners’. Marshall had already pointed out that recognition of others as equals and therefore as citizens with equal rights depended on the perceived belonging to a shared ‘culture’ – meaning above all the respective national identity of European societies. It would appear today that national reservations regarding the recognition of citizenship rights are becoming more rather than less important. Citizenship rights, whose protection and guarantee are a basic constituent of ‘advanced’ democracies’ self-conception, are regarded as a precious commodity and pre-empt, if the going gets tough, even those human rights that common sense would normally accord priority to. In externalization societies, this prioritization is evidently absent: when it comes to pledging mobility and access rights, citizenship trumps human rights and non-citizens are reduced to second-class humans.

It might also be mentioned that the denial of citizenship rights in Western capitalist democracies is directly linked with the material and ecological externalization practices discussed in the previous chapter. In this regard, the US political scientist and historian Timothy Mitchell has come up with the telling concept of ‘carbon democracy’.30 The history of citizenship rights and the corresponding dual externalization dynamic – protection from claims from the outside accompanied by the shifting of costs to third parties – can be properly understood only when the political economies of the ‘developed’ world are seen in the interplay with their specific political ecology. The social entitlements achieved by citizens in the Global North are essentially an effect of the material wealth accumulated over a long period of time. In European societies, however, this wealth – and with it the growing scope for distribution and the structural possibilities for integrating the have-nots in the community of citizens – was closely connected with their specific energy regimes, established since the eighteenth century.

It is no coincidence that ‘Kohle’, the German word for coal, is also a slang word for money, assets, prosperity. The expansion and intensification of coal mining in this part of the world in the mid nineteenth century also in some way marked the birth of features that still define the modern externalization society today: continuous economic growth; the rise of industry and factory work; workers’ struggles for social rights and their increasing organization and unionization; growing material prosperity, also for the non-propertied classes; the dual movement of mass production and mass consumption; and the spread in all classes of a lifestyle with intensive resource utilization and emissions. This social dynamic was impelled to an even higher and more expanded level, perhaps reaching its peak, in the shift in the twentieth century from coal to oil as the economic, political and social lubricant of the Western way of life: the seemingly unlimited availability of ‘black gold’ as a cheap and mobile resource, whose extraction sites could be much more easily decoupled from the sites where it was consumed than was the case with coal, revolutionized societies in the Global North and the lifestyles of most of their citizens.

In this way, by the end of the Second World War at the latest, a society had evolved that in practically every respect was dependent on drilling rigs and pipelines – with respect to its prosperity, its everyday life, its powerful position in the world system. What may be called ‘fossilist’ capitalism,31 in other words an economic system based on the massive use of fossil fuels – coal, lignite, oil and natural gas – was ingrained in all institutions and penetrated all areas of social life. Carbon capitalism seeped far into the heads, bodies and hearts of the people in the Global North, for the simple reason that their social reproduction – their earnings, their material upkeep, their entire daily lifestyle – was now directly linked to a certain form of resource exploitation, energy generation and production organization. The basic, and without any doubt justified, interest of the vast majority of wage-earning citizens in a better – perhaps even a good – life, participation in political and social life, social advancement and ‘a bit of a life of their own’32 made an essential contribution to Western industrial capitalism's transformation into a ‘carbon democracy’. This specific type of democracy was supported ultimately by a great social coalition: those who wished to benefit from growing prosperity now inevitably developed the same interest in the perpetuation of the new social reproduction model as those who called in their election manifestos for the long-term stabilization of economic prosperity and, preferably, its unlimited growth.

Industrial capitalism and carbon democracy thus became the driving forces of a society whose production and consumption patterns, work and lifestyles, common perceptions and everyday practices were based on the steady supply of cheap resources and the effective externalization of the economic, ecological and social costs of this entire arrangement. To put it more simply, the confident and persuasive ‘more of the same’ became the overarching political project throughout the entire Global North – exploit nature, use cheap labour, sell goods and overload ecological sinks elsewhere, while increasing prosperity, promoting mass consumption, manufacturing ‘intelligently’ and ‘cleanly’ and granting social rights at home. This was the remarkably simple equation of the externalization society that proved progressively to be working out. So much so that at some point it developed into a constellation that fostered a broad consensus in favour of the whole arrangement, a constellation in which the economy was buzzing, more democracy was dared and the sky above the Ruhr industrial region became blue again33 – a veritable social miracle. An advanced capitalist win-win situation, but one which also included giving access to the outside world while preventing the outside from encroaching upon the inner world.

Who can blame the externalization society for its ambition to maintain this ingenious structure and advantageous global status quo? It is an ambition held above all by the main beneficiaries, the large corporations and capital owners in the rich societies of the world – but one that also inevitably animates ‘ordinary people’ in the externalization society. The carbon democracy did not solve capitalism's structural problem of systematically allotting unequal social positions to the owners of capital on the one hand and wage-earners on the other, and essentially made no difference to the fact that the rich in a particular country had greater opportunities in life than the poor. But it definitely raised the standard of living of society as a whole and boosted the level of consumption in the rich, and increasingly richer, industrial capitalist countries to hitherto unseen heights, from where they could look down on the ‘underdeveloped’ nations in the rest of the world – and have a look at the ecological devastation no longer happening on their doorstep but somewhere ‘on the other side of the world’, a sight they could ultimately choose not to look at.

Since then, we have all been sitting somehow in the same boat, even if some are on the bridge and others manning the oars – in a carbon-driven, luxury, representative democratic steamer by the name of Externalization Society. And as we cruise merrily along, we are suddenly finding our progress blocked by rubber dinghies and people smugglers.


Nothing to lose but our value-added chains?34 Working at externalization

The externalization society has two standards of measurement: what it allows for itself, it doesn't necessarily allow to others. It therefore comes as a surprise to the externalization society if others begin to question this double standard, while it reacts to the demands of the excluded with a vehemence and aggression that speak volumes. The externalization society had not expected the losers to fight back – but they are obviously on their way to doing so.

At the end of 2016, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) estimated that there were 65.6 million people in the world who had had to abandon their homes to flee from violence and war, persecution and human rights violations – more than ever before, at least since the Second World War.35 Those who claim that we Europeans now have this misery directly on our doorstep and are particularly ‘threatened’ or ‘burdened’ are clearly ignorant of the figures, as apparently are those who state without any factual evidence that Germany cannot absorb ‘all the world's refugees’.36 As if this were anything like the case. According to the UNHCR, in absolute numbers, the countries taking in by far the most refugees in mid-2015 were all outside the European Union and, in most cases, at a safe distance: Turkey, Pakistan, Lebanon, Iran and Ethiopia head the list, and the first ten places are all occupied by countries in Asia and Africa.

Even more interesting, however, were the UNHCR's calculations regarding the relative number of refugees and the economic challenges for the host countries. In Lebanon in 2015, for example, there were no fewer than 209 refugees registered by the United Nations for every 1,000 inhabitants of the country; in other words, 1 in 5 people living in the country had had to flee their homeland. In Jordan, the ratio was 90 to 1,000, almost 1 in 10. How would Germany and the rest of Europe have dealt with anything approaching those proportions? In spite of the dramatic public discourse surrounding the ‘refugee crisis’, this completely hypothetical question becomes even more critical when the number of refugees is seen in relationship to the economic performance of the recipient countries. This shows that the economic burden caused by the current migration worldwide is extremely unequally distributed – to the disadvantage of the countries of the Global South. Per 1 US$ GDP per capita (purchasing power parity), as a benchmark for the real performance of a national economy, Ethiopia has 469 refugees, Pakistan 322, Uganda 216, Congo 208 and Chad 193.37 Turkey, the new bulwark of European national security, has 94 refugees. And Germany? Under 20. The actual economic burden through the assistance and integration of refugees is thus an incredible twenty-five times higher in African countries than it is in Germany. And yet, while the ‘Alternative for Germany’ arose rapidly as an anti-immigration party, nobody has ever heard of the formation of an ‘Alternative for Ethiopia’,38 perhaps because access to international media from the periphery of global capitalism is more difficult than from the heart of Europe. Or perhaps because the people there have different concerns.

Different at least from those of the rich economies of the North. The UNHCR also lists the number of internally displaced persons (IDPs) – more than 40 million people worldwide, a sevenfold increase over the number ten years ago. In the first half of 2015 alone, there were 4.2 million new IDPs, people who had been forced to move because of the violent conflicts in their own country. Altogether they included almost 1 million in Yemen, over half a million in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 7.6 million in Syria, 6.5 million in Colombia, 4 million in Iraq, 2.3 million in Sudan (and a further 1.5 million in South Sudan). These figures relativize the social feat of the century by our standards – namely, the reunification of Germany. Even at the highpoint of the east–west migration within Germany in the early 1990s, the number never exceeded 300,000 per year.39 In two decades, between 1991 and 2012, the population of the former East Germany dropped by 1.1 million as a result of internal migration – about the same as the number migrating recently in six months in Yemen, a country whose population is less than a third that of Germany.

There are 65 million refugees in the world, equivalent to the population of France – and that is just the official figure. The world is on the move. But not all refugees head for the Global North, and not all of them are on the move in search of a better economic future. Even if public opinion would have it that entire countries are only too eager to get to the promised land of Europe first, the reality is quite different. And to judge by the differences in prosperity, one might even wonder why this isn't the case – why the people in the Global South aren't packing their bags and heading north. A careful study of the data, however, points to the fact that migration, particularly migration across borders, is an extremely serious and far-reaching, life-changing decision. No one moves for fun – migration is not a form of tourism. Anyone leaving his or her home or homeland permanently or for a long time has important reasons for doing so, and the incredible, even absurd, extent of social inequality in the world is without doubt a persuasive one.

The US sociologists Roberto Korzeniewicz and Timothy Moran compared the income level in US dollars, and its distribution, in eighty-five rich and poor countries in 2007. The result is astonishing and the global and regional differences in prosperity striking: the income levels of the poorest and richest income groups in the populations of countries in the Global South (not counting the super-rich who are not included in income statistics) were all below that of the poorest groups in the rich countries of the Global North. For example, the earners at the tip of the income pyramid in Bolivia earn less than those at the base of the pyramid in the USA, and the entire income pyramid of India is below that of South Korea. The richest 10 per cent in Guatemala have a lower average income than the poorest 10 per cent in the USA, and 90 per cent of Mexicans have a lower income than the bottom 10 per cent in Sweden. The top 10 per cent in Zimbabwe would be among the poorest in Argentina, and yet the richest 10 per cent in Argentina would be somewhere in the lower-middle section of the earnings table in the USA.

At this point, these relative discrepancies are merely statistical artefacts.40 They might nevertheless give an inkling of what drives ‘economic refugees’ to turn their backs on their homeland. Korzeniewicz and Moran cite examples of real labour migration, such as that existing between Central and North America. Members of the middle class, whether lower or upper, in Guatemala will find themselves in the bottom 20 per cent of income distribution in Mexico, so that even a poorly paid job in their new country will almost certainly earn them more money. The same situation applies to Mexicans heading for the USA – provided they can get past the closely guarded southern border unscathed – to an even more striking degree. Practically every Mexican citizen outside the upper class can expect a massive increase in earnings when moving to the USA. The same applies to Bolivia and Argentina, and to Argentina and Spain – or to Ukraine and Romania, or Romania and Germany. The increased earnings to be expected through migration are always so great that in purely economic terms it would be unrealistic for inhabitants to hope for anything like such a far-reaching social advancement in their homeland. Those in Mexico or Bolivia, in Romania or Ukraine, who speculate on being able to benefit in their own lifetime from continued economic growth or their individual investments in education, from the advantages of EU membership or international development aid programmes, to the same extent as from migrating to one of the centres of global capitalism have lost before they even start. No ‘internal’ advancement strategy can produce anything like the improved situation that the bold venture onto the labour markets of the richest societies in the world will bring.

It borders on a miracle that flight and movement, global labour and poverty migration, can be held in check. But there are explanations for it. One of them is the divided mobility regime successfully established by the externalization society. The Global North attempts, through visa regulations and immigration quotas, green cards and seasonal labour permits, border security and deterrent legislation, to recruit ‘skilled’ labour and keep away ‘unskilled’ migrants, to attract ‘high potential’ for their economies and to block entrance for ‘unproductive’ elements. At least officially, because the mobility regime of the externalization society also includes the establishment of unofficial labour markets on which ‘simple’ services can be provided – for low wages, with little or no social security, without guaranteed residence status, not uncommonly with direct dependence on the employer. The global care chains41 that have become increasingly widespread in the last two decades fit this pattern perfectly – and tend to develop in line with the international income gap, which then takes on more than just a statistical significance: Romanian women in Germany, Bolivian women in Spain or Filipino women in Hong Kong provide the care activities on ‘grey’ or ‘black’ labour markets for service provider companies or private households that can no longer be covered sufficiently, if at all, in richer societies by either the public or the private sector.

Global care chains are a paradigmatic example of externalization and the mobility regime of the externalization society. As discussed in Chapter 2, in a capitalist economy, private activities in education, childcare and care for the elderly – the whole care economy sphere of work, performed for the most part by women – are embedded in a structure of externalization. The continued existence in society of full-time productive work in a corporate context as an accepted way of earning a livelihood is directly contingent on the fact that all ‘additional work’ in support of the wage-earning situation, from cooking and washing to looking after children and the aged, is ‘outsourced’ within the household in the form of unpaid services – in a gender arrangement that appears ‘classic’ to us today but in fact became established only as a concomitant of the rise of capitalism:42 the man as the bread-winner, the woman as the partner who looks after everything else. In the progressive, flexible capitalism of the twenty-first century, in which female labour has been discovered – or rediscovered – and is no longer relegated to supposedly economically unproductive housework, the balance in this gender arrangement is gradually shifting. More and more women are becoming wage-earners – and as a result responsibility for the household and family, the aged, children and kitchen is being delegated to third parties.43

This is certainly true for the upper and upper middle classes. Personal services, from cooking lunch and cleaning the home to taking the dog for a walk and looking after the mother-in-law during vacations, are being performed more and more frequently by domestics who are not part of the household or family and who are typically not citizens of the country where they work. Global care chains are created insofar as the work that the Mexican nanny in New York or the Ukrainian geriatric carer in Munich can no longer perform in their countries of origin is taken over by other women: mothers or sisters, aunts or nieces of the service providers working in affluent countries. In the Philippines, for example, where practically half of the economy is based on this form of ‘global division of labour’ and female carers have become the official number one export item, this has resulted in a massive strain on the local social networks, which presents daunting challenges to thousands of families.44

As if by magic, this once again means that the externalization society can enjoy the best of all worlds: the domestic labour market potential of well-educated women is exploited, the care work is carried out by cheap and reliable workers from abroad. In the meantime, the social consequences of making full use of a global care-industry reserve army are ignored, and it is even assumed that the ‘treasure’ who performs these services, as well as the economy of her own country, are being helped in this way. In reality, the benefits are enjoyed principally by the centre rather than the periphery. Geriatric care in rich countries, for example, would break down completely without an externalized service economy – up to round-the-clock care – supported by informal migrant workers.45 And you don't have to be a socio-political conspiracy theorist to realize that the statutory care insurance in Germany has effectively factored this in to its catalogue of benefits, which do not come close to covering the real care requirements of private households.

Workers from the periphery of global capitalism are welcomed within the externalization society – unofficially and temporarily, as required and without any further residence entitlement, of course. The semi-permeable mobility rules in affluent societies are flexible enough to permit the entry of those who are useful to the production and reproduction economy – in the building trade or for the harvest season, for cleaning and care – while at the same time keeping out those who are not useful to this economy, or even using their biological reproduction capability at a distance, for example in the form of surrogate mother tourism.46 Now that India, the long-standing leader in transnational reproduction services, allows surrogate mother­hood only for married heterosexual couples, business is booming in Mexico. Cancún on the Yucatán peninsula – the Mallorca of the USA, so to speak – has become the capital of surrogate motherhood. This artificial city, which emerged from nowhere in the 1970s, is now also seeing new babies borne by surrogate mothers. For US$49,000, fertility clinics and surrogate mother agencies offer all-inclusive packages: ovary donation and in-vitro fertilization, surrogate pregnancy and Caesarean, legal and notarial costs, and the agency commission. And as soon as the child is born and shipped to the USA, the surrogate mother's sister can migrate to the happy young couple's household as an illegal immigrant to wash the nappies and take care of everything else that parenthood involves: all-inclusive in the truest sense of the word.

Thus, the externalization society's mobility regime comes a full circle: new forms of exploitation are continuously being discovered for the externalized world of affluent societies – going as far as the externalization of biological services, commissioned during a flying visit, collected on completion and brought back home safely. A form of exploitation by which the externalization society can reproduce itself – in the truest meaning of the word.


Curtain up: the externalization society exposed?

The great Polish sociologist Zygmunt Bauman succinctly describes the double standard set by the externalization society and its global mobility divide: ‘Travelling for profit is encouraged; travelling for survival is condemned.’47 The prevailing mobility regime is profitable – in the narrow and the broad sense – for companies and citizens in the Global North, or simply enables them to enjoy themselves. Anyone in the Global South wishing to move to seek a better life, or having to move for the sake of survival, however, is seen as a burden and even a scrounger and is caught in the net of mobility controls. Profits for the chosen ones, parasites the rest: the dangerous classes in the externalization society are ‘those over there’, the people on the peripheries of global capitalism. As Ronen Shamir puts it, echoing the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben, ‘humanity itself has become a dangerous class’.48

The much-cited ‘refugee crisis’, which is turning out increasingly to be more a crisis of humanity in European societies, gives this statement a deeper and shocking meaning. Confronted by transborder mobility, as a reaction to the exclusive mobility regime of affluent societies and at the same time intersecting with it, the externalization society appears to be losing its grip – and its control. Words like ‘waves’, ‘floods’, ‘flows’ – language that has never been heard to describe any of the tourism emanating from the Global North and invading the Global South – are frequently used by politicians to describe the manageable number of war and crisis refugees who have arrived temporarily on the European mainland. The first drops of the deluges that have engulfed people and countries next to us, on the margins of the democratic capitalist world, are now splashing back on us – and we have nothing better or more pressing to do than to build barrages or increase the height of those that already exist.

The social coalitions that stand behind these defensive reactions in Europe are considerable – from German ‘border-control’ philosophers like Peter Sloterdijk,49 who in the same breath invent and criticize a ‘moral duty to self-destruction’, and heads of government such as the Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, who, in defiance of the laws of physics, would like to ‘hermetically seal’ their countries’ borders, to the ‘national fronts’ present in various European countries under diverse party names, who ultimately all want just one thing: namely, to continue to keep the social reality of poverty, need and violence ‘over there’ hidden and out of their lives. And, in some way, ‘normal’, respectable and apolitical citizens are also involved in this great externalizing, excluding and suppressing enterprise, preparing themselves for the time when the law of the capitalist jungle no longer works and the ‘outside’ no longer wishes to remain outside.

Those who can afford it and are man enough or in pronounced need of security arm themselves with an SUV for the purpose of personal crisis management.50 In 2001, some 100,000 sport utility vehicles were sold in Germany; in 2012 it was half a million, and the Federal Statistics Office is predicting sales of 900,000 vehicles in 2020. These huge vehicles driven by the externalization élite are not only the material symbol of a denial of climate change. They also represent the desire to be equipped against the possibility, after all, of a deluge – be it through heavy rain and flooding, or refugee flows and immigration waves. SUV drivers in our cities give the impression of being ready to defend the country's borders. And perhaps they are – pre-consciously, of course. Perhaps they suspect subliminally that those ‘over there’ are fighting back – in the form of climate change, which is perhaps after all something more than the reprise of the externalized ‘dying forests’ of the 1980s, generally ridiculed today; and in the form of migratory movements, which are being countered with asylum laws and military might, but which are not likely to end merely because we want them to.

Climate change and migration pose a particular challenge to the externalization society and foster such vegetative reactions by its defenders because both developments give a new quality – or better a new materiality – to the contact by this society with its ‘outside world’. We are dealing with ‘natural forces’ that can no longer be ignored or forcefully stopped. The same applies to the human bodies that have suddenly materialized physically – at least those that have not drowned in the Mediterranean: ‘bodies that matter’ as the US philosopher Judith Butler puts it, that will not disappear into thin air and that, if need be, can react to violence by hitting back.51

Climate change and migration are the expression of a new form of materiality, tangibility and visibility of the externalization society – and its price. It's time to accept what we sense and to take note of what we see. ‘Concern is not enough’, says Milo Rau, cited earlier, in his urgent call for ‘global realism’.52 The migration we are currently experiencing in an as yet mild and restrained form in Europe is ‘merely the outermost and most delicate offshoot of what billions of people experience every day. […] The wall of mist that has protected us to date from seeing the consequences of our economic policy in the Middle East and Central Africa has dissipated.’ Now that we have a clear view of what is going on in the global society, something more and different is required than the policy of either organized sympathy or reliance on other countries currently held to ransom to keep the misery of the world at arm's length.

And yet we tend still to keep our eyes closed, hoping that the increasingly evident crisis of the externalization society will ultimately be just a temporary irritation, after all. There are understandable reasons for this hope and also for the underlying concern. We have more to lose than our value-added and care chains and the advantages and profits that we have obtained from them for so long. With the rule of the externalization society, the imperial mode of living of the inhabitants of the Global North, a life at the expense of others, would also collapse. Most people in the Western world know about the decline of empires only through history books or hearsay.53 But the end of empires is reliably accompanied by all of the psychosocial reactions that can currently be observed in ‘fortress Europe’ or Trump's America: crumbling certainties and defiant ‘business-as-usual’ slogans, vocal self-reassurance and withdrawal into the private sphere, collective whistling in the dark and sudden eruptions of violence.

In this externalization society crisis, a politico-economic consequence is becoming ever more evident, which the Viennese political scientist Ingolfur Blühdorn calls ‘simulative democracy’,54 describing in an extremely illuminating manner the social mechanisms of the ‘politics of unsustainability’, as he puts it. His analysis spotlights a fundamental contradiction that affects and concerns both politicians and citizens of the rich democracies and that fosters the formation of an informal grand coalition between them: ‘the contradiction between the rational realization of the fundamental unsustainability of the existing situation and the firm determination to defend it’. We can't go on like this – so let's go on like this. This is the tacit agreement between political élites and the people, both of whom are caught up in their own way in the conditions of the externalization society. ‘Green capitalism’ and ‘intelligent growth’ are responses to climate change on which both sides can agree – and which both sides know or suspect to be media-compatible forms of collective self-deception, but not a solution to the structural dilemma. The same is true of the popular slogans referring to the refugee policy, with the eloquent assurance of a ‘new European security architecture’ and a strategy of ‘controlled immigration’. Anyone hearing these messages for solving the ‘refugee problem’ must rely on hope or belief rather than experience or reason.

And this is exactly what happens. The interaction of simulative discourse from ‘above’ and ‘below’ seems still to function in the carbon and border-security democracy of the twenty-first century – without the two sides necessarily being aware of this functional mechanism or of its underlying driving force, namely fear, the collective fear of the end of the ‘good life’ at the expense of others. Of course, there are quite a few corporate interests and political entrepreneurs who profit directly from the exploitation of nature and global misery and therefore deliberately and intentionally work on the continuation of the history of capitalism as a history of externalization. But most actors ‘above’ and ‘below’ make the necessity of their personal dilemma – namely, the need to justify to themselves their more or less active participation in an unjustifiable society model – into the negative virtue of a simulative and suggestive pact: to deceive themselves and to allow themselves to be deceived.55

What follows? What can be done in this constellation? It would be a huge step in the right direction if Milo Rau were right in his diagnosis that the exacerbation of the situation has an enlightening effect – if the assumption were correct that pictures of bodies floating ashore on Greek beaches and tear gas attacks at the border of Macedonia, and the experience of people removed from schools and businesses and deported on the next aeroplane, right next to the gate we are waiting at to go on holiday,56 were to reveal ‘even to the last of us the truth of the system’ in which we live.57 The truth about a system known as the externalization society.


Postscript

It is perhaps time to disclose the end of Poe's story The Mask of the Red Death.58 At midnight an uninvited guest joins Prince Prospero's riotous celebration, behind a mask ‘which had arrested the attention of no single individual before’ – one with ‘the countenance of a stiffened corpse’ and dressed in a shroud stiff with blood. The company is gripped with a feeling ‘of terror, of horror, of disgust’, but the host is more angry and outraged at this unwanted disruption of the entertainment. He confronts the intruder, whose disguise has been identified as that of the Red Death raging outside, but when the shocked guests attempt to seize him, they gasp ‘in unutterable horror at finding the grave cerements and corpse-like mask, which they handled with so violent a rudeness, untenanted by any tangible form’. Behind the Mask of the Red Death is – nothing. Or perhaps ourselves?
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5 
We Have To Talk: We Can't Go On Like This



Structural violence is silent, it does not show – it is essentially static, it is the tranquil waters.

John Galtung, ‘Violence, Peace, and Peace Research’ (1969)


Ordinary citizens will have to change their lifestyles to avert disaster, but disaster appears abstract and faraway – until it actually happens.

Michael Mann, ‘The End May Be Nigh, But For Whom?’ (2013)



Inequality! What inequality?

In the last few years, inequality has once again become a social issue. It began in summer 2013 with Thomas Piketty's monumental opus Capital in the Twenty-First Century, in which the French economist identified an ironclad development law of modern capitalism.1 Without political intervention, a capitalist normality becomes established in which the rate of return on capital will tend to outstrip the rate of growth of the economy as a whole. The profits from capital assets absorb the distributable wealth then, and a disproportionate amount of the increased prosperity will be enjoyed by those who are already rich, while lower-income households will remain out in the cold. Left to its own logic, capitalism will produce a steadily growing income and asset disparity – a trend that Piketty describes in detail for the affluent societies of Europe and North America, particularly in the ‘neoliberal’ era since the 1970s.

While Piketty's study raised considerable dust, and the question of inequality was covered by editorial writers all over the world, particularly after the publication of the English translation in early 2014, the author also attracted a good deal of criticism from less social-democratically inclined colleagues. However, his findings were officially confirmed in May 2015, at least as far as the assessment of the most recent distribution trends are concerned. ‘Never before in the history of the OECD has inequality in our countries been as great as it is today’, said Angel Gurría, Secretary General of the organization that brings together the ‘developed’ industrial nations, in his presentation of the OECD social report.2 The aid organization Oxfam went a step further when in early 2016 – as every year in the run-up to the World Economic Forum in Davos – it contrasted the unequal distribution of wealth in the OECD states with social inequality on a global scale.3 According to the Swiss financial services provider Credit Suisse, the wealthiest 1 per cent of the world's population possess almost as much as the rest; and half of the global increase in prosperity since the start of the millennium has been enjoyed by this 1 per cent of mankind. Oxfam attracted even more attention a year later, when it pointed out demonstratively that in 2016 the fortunes of the 8 wealthiest people in the world were equivalent to the total ‘wealth’ of the poorer half of humanity – in other words, the material possessions of 3.5 billion people. Two years earlier, the 80 wealthiest persons would have had to pool their resources to achieve this figure, and in 2010 as many as 388 of them.

Along with the obligatory public outcry – so few! so much! – the academic experts immediately responded by pointing to the inadmissibility of comparing apples (private fortunes) with pears (national income) and hence of Oxfam's startling figures.4 Instead of a couple of handfuls or a few dozen, they still insisted that it was several hundred wealthy households, as in earlier years, who shared half of the global economic prosperity. German economic wise men in particular took up arms to provide scholarly arguments to counter the uncontrolled talk of growing global inequality and to give a voice to economic reason.

For example, Clemens Fuest, former Professor of Economics at Oxford University and now President of the respected Institute for Economic Research in Munich, stated that global inequality was no longer such a big issue.5 According to World Bank standards, only just under 13 per cent of the world population in 2012 lived in extreme poverty – in other words, with insufficient income to survive – compared with 44 per cent in 1981 and 37 per cent only twenty years earlier. Now there were no more than 720 million people living (or not) below the absolute minimum for existence: ‘That is still too many, but enormous progress has been made.’ Progress had been enormous, according to Fuest, not only at the bottom end of the scale but also with regard to the mean: ‘In 1980, the average per capita income in threshold and developing countries was around 14 per cent that of the industrial countries. Today it is around 23 per cent.’ Even if, for the sake of simplicity, the richer poor are combined with the really poor: with one-fifth of the average income in the affluent countries, one- tenth of the income disparity made good in three decades – should the upcoming nations of this world consider themselves to be on the right road to prosperity and general wellbeing?

This at least is what is suggested by a new economic master narrative that has received such great public acclaim in the last few years. The new élite consensus that the global prosperity gap is progressively narrowing was fuelled by Piketty himself, when he spoke in his international bestseller of the steady process of catching up by late industrialized societies: ‘The world clearly seems to have entered a phase in which rich and poor countries are converging in income.’6 At around the same time, Piketty's French colleague François Bourguignon, former Chief Economist at the World Bank, came to a similar conclusion, pointing to a ‘historical turning point’ in global inequality that would do nothing less than ‘effectively re-equilibrating standards of living between countries’.7

The main protagonist and most important coiner of catchwords in the ‘convergence’ discussion, however, was a second leading World Bank economist, Branko Milanović. Now at City University of New York, he has become the – perhaps reluctant – spokesman for those who would like to sugar-coat the notion of global inequality. In his extensive quantitative studies on the dynamics of global social inequality, he concludes, amongst other things, that the era of globalization heralded by the fall of the Berlin Wall brought the first reduction in global inequality since the industrial revolution.8 According to his data, after steadily increasing since the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Gini index of world income distribution dropped from 72 to 67 between 1988 and 2008. In the Gini index, 0 represents completely equal income distribution, and 100 maximum inequality – in other words, the concentration of all income in the hands of one person.

Thus, on a scale of 0 to 10, global inequality after two decades of ‘convergence’ is still at 7. As such, it still exceeds all national levels of inequality, a fact that professional global inequality experts themselves point out. Milanović is not the only one to state the obvious in his publications – namely, that the inequalities between societies are still enormous. For Bourguignon as well, regardless of how global inequality is measured, it ‘is probably above the level of what a national community could bear without risking a major crisis’.9 Germany, for example, scores 3 in the Gini index, and anything like the kind of inequality that has existed for decades on a global scale would be absolutely inconceivable there. Although the gap has narrowed slightly in the last quarter-century, the wealthiest 10 per cent of the world population are still ninety times richer than the poorest 10 per cent. The world as a whole is therefore more unequal than the societies of Brazil or South Africa, the nations with the most marked differences in income.

And yet the interested – or self-interested – public of the affluent societies claims with utter conviction that global wealth is converging and that the ‘losers’ of the most recent world economic trends are to be found in the wealthy industrial nations. The World Bank economist Milanović is also to be blamed for this remarkable interpretation of global inequality. His ‘elephant curve’ is a godsend for public relations workers seeking to relativize global inequalities.10 This appealing graph, whose silhouette recalls the shape of an elephant, shows the real percentage increase in income for different global income groups between 1988 and 2008. The greatest relative increases are achieved by those between the fiftieth and sixtieth percentiles – in other words, the upper-middle classes in the emerging ‘threshold countries’, who form the ‘head’ of the ‘elephant’ (or its ‘ears’). The least – or even zero – growth according to the graph is to be found among the lower-middle classes of affluent societies around the eightieth percentile of world income distribution, who form the bottom of the elephant's ‘trunk’, as it were, which then points in triumph almost vertically upwards to designate the highest global income groups and particularly the wealthiest 1 per cent of the world's population.

For convergence theoreticians of all academic and political hues, the ‘elephant curve’ symbolizes the gradual and ultimately unstoppable rise of the Global South. They confidently ignore the fact that, for the period from 1988 to 2008, Milanović demonstrated not only the relative shift in distribution positions in favour of the ‘global middle class’ outside the advanced industrial nations but also the continued absolute rise in middle-class income in the Global North.11 Nor do publicity-seeking interpretations take account of the fact that he described the supposed rise of the former ‘Third World’ explicitly as a phenomenon of the most highly populated countries of Asia alone – led by China – while large parts of the globe, not least practically the entire African continent, were effectively excluded from this development. And his precise indication that the urban Chinese middle classes were not comparable with those of the Global North in terms of income, material lifestyle or the actual level of consumption did not stop talk of the impending or even already complete ‘downward mobility’ of the middle classes from dominating the political stage in Europe and the USA.12 At the same time, the discussion of global social inequality and its dynamics clearly suffers from what might be called its ‘under-sociologization’ and its statistical concentration on income variables, be it in the simple form of GDP per-capita income of entire nations or of a complex calculation of the world's income distribution. By contrast, a suitable and acceptable sociological analysis of world prosperity and changes in it should take into account the specific working and living conditions of the many hundreds of millions of people, particularly in China, who have recently risen above the statistical threshold of absolute poverty.13 It should also consider factors such as the existence (or absence) of social welfare systems and the access to (or unavailability of) public infrastructures, the forced migration of rural populations, the ecological living conditions, the violence encountered in everyday life and much more besides. Only by widening the perspective in this way would it be possible to obtain anything like a realistic picture of absolute and relative prosperity outside the industrial capitalist centres of the world. But, as the inequality economist Bourguignon points out, ‘such non-economic dimensions are more difficult to capture’14 – particularly with a single statistical marker or in the form of some animal silhouette. It is for that reason that most analyses, or at least those that gain public attention, do not even attempt to take account of such non-economic factors.

Behind this is the impulse, by no means confined to economists, to sugar-coat the global capitalist situation. The ‘great escape’, as the British-American Nobel Laureate in Economics Angus Deaton described it in his Eurocentric review of the twentieth century,15 is now being imagined as actually a global development path: the industrial route out of social poverty, the individual and collective ambition to improve, the self-liberation from existential hardship and material limitations. We happily attest the good health of the global capitalist world because we ourselves are happy and healthy and have prescribed for others the medicine that has worked for our own rise, and because we are in a position to condone the global prosperity situation – and to blithely state that ‘the globalized world has never been as well-off as it is today.’16


The battlefields of global capitalism

This one-sided narrative needs to be set off against a different one, the story of the externalization society – and of its reverse. This narrative is not – or at least not only – one of the past, but still applies today: a counter-narrative to our wonderful story of progress; a counter-narrative in which the motto of modern affluence capitalism – ‘internalizing profits and externalizing risks’17 – plays a key role, and which involves the social fact of unequal – and, on a global scale, radically unequal – life expectancy.

Individual life expectancy is the prime indicator of social prosperity.18 There is no more fundamental inequality: those who die younger are dead longer. And, guess what? It is usually the ‘others’ who are longer dead. This already applies to the inequality in death in Germany and Europe. Data to this effect is in sharp contrast to the opinion sometimes expressed that we should ‘not get carried away’ with the discussion of inequality.19 In Germany, for example, 70 per cent of men from poorer households – but almost 90 per cent of those from the wealthiest milieu – live to be 65. While the mean life expectancy at birth in the rich households is 81 years, boys born in poor households can expect statistically to live only 70 years. In other words, rich men can envisage an average life dividend of 11 years. In terms of ‘healthy life expectancy’ – in other words the number of years spent in good health – the gap widens to 14 years. For women the situation is less dramatic, but the trend is similar. This discrepancy can also be found in Europe between the richer and poorer nations: a man in Germany, for example, has a life expectancy 10 years longer than one in Lithuania.

If we take the average EU life expectancy in 2013 of 80.6 years (men 77.8 years, women 83.3 years) as a yardstick, we can understand what Göran Therborn means by ‘the killing fields of inequality’.20 In the extremely unequal societies of the Global South, it is much easier on average to die than in the wealthy and – with all the reservations mentioned above – more egalitarian societies of the North, in spite of the undeniable social improvements in many regions of the southern hemisphere in the last two decades. In countries such as Chad, Afghanistan or Somalia, the life expectancy at birth today is still around 50 years – 30 years less than in Europe. Countries as diverse as Laos, Haiti and Eritrea have one thing in common: an average life expectancy of 63 years. And even the so-called ‘threshold countries’ or the BRICS group of countries, whose economic progress is often heralded, are nowhere near the level of a society with high longevity. The average life expectancy is still under 50 years in South Africa, 67 years in India, 70 in Russia, 73 in Brazil and 75 in China – 100th in the world longevity table.

This is the world of what Therborn terms ‘vital inequality’, the world of unequally distributed life expectancy and survival. When, at the age of 60, we look forward to a new chapter in life, one in two people in India have already died. However depressing the underlying social reality, this indicator is illuminating because it cannot be relativized even by the most radical believers in progress – as is done, for example, with measures like ‘relative poverty’, the low income of some households measured against the respective national average, which is often said to over-dramatize things and is not apparently ‘real’ poverty. Death, by contrast, cannot be relativized. It can, however, be conceived of as a relational category. It doesn't occur haphazardly: the Grim Reaper doesn't just visit some people sooner and others later, as the traditional image might suggest. On the contrary, the higher life expectancy of some is structurally linked with the lower life expectancy of others; worse living conditions at both the national and global levels are to be seen in their shared structural context. On a global scale, for example, the development strategies, driven by the world market, of countries rich in raw materials, the working conditions for large sections of the population in ‘extractivist’ economies and the unequal ecological exchange between resource economies and ‘knowledge economies’ effectively contribute to the structurally unequal life expectancies.21 Ultimately, the globally wealthy live, quite literally, at the expense of the less well-off – until the early death of the latter.

This is the central argument of this book: we live at the expense of others – and in the last analysis, they die for us. Whatever economic liberalism might tell us and the others, productivity is not a miracle, progress is not universal, the narrower prospects at the peripheries of affluent capitalism are not coincidental. The remarkable, and remarkably ever-increasing, productivity of our economy is based essentially on the systematic exploitation of the material resources and physical labour – of human beings and nature – in other parts of the world. The prosperity dividend that this unequal structure has produced for many decades, if not centuries, is enjoyed for the most part by ‘developed’ societies – us, in other words – and further cements the global social inequalities. Progress thus takes place at the expense of those who make it possible for us to advance – while leaving them behind. By exploiting, we advance,22 without asking afterwards how we have become prosperous – and why it is us and not others who benefit.


Imperial provincialism and the power of not having to know

It would obviously be unrealistic to claim that the global capitalist system of unequal prosperity dividends is historically fixed or that the structure of externalization winners and losers is chiselled in stone. The gradual and recently accelerating rise of China, which is forcefully elbowing its way into the hitherto exclusive Western club of externalization societies, is the most striking example of a geo-economic dynamic that is also of significance in an analysis of the externalization constellation.

China's accelerated project of state capitalist ‘modernization’ entails not only economic and political, but also ecological and possibly military, power shifts in the global system.23 These in turn change China's position in the externalization structure of global society: the Chinese route to industrial capitalism is also marked by the principle of outsourcing costs – through a rapidly rising level of material consumption and the production of gigantic environmental damage, through the organization of contract manufacturing in poorer neighbouring economies, and through the strategic acquisition of land and natural resources in Africa. And, as with the European middle classes, the process of increasing material prosperity also puts the Chinese in an ambivalent social position. However precarious their relative prosperity might be, because it is not secured in the same way by the structures of the welfare state familiar to us, and however ‘sub–imperial’ their lifestyle might be compared with our resource consumption, by being entangled with the capitalist development strategies of the country's political and economic élite, at least the upper-middle classes in China increasingly mutate from mere objects to active subjects of externalization.

This constellation points to the complex system of overlapping and intertwined structures of externalization on a global scale. In his day, the sociologist Georg Simmel, referring to the process of European social development in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, saw the individuality of modern man as being derived from the ‘intersection of social circles’.24 Similarly, the specific positions within the social structures of the capitalist world system are derived from an ‘intersection of externalizing circles’. According to Simmel, in complex and heterogeneous societies, the individuality that distinguishes every single person arises from their position at the intersection of numerous and diverse social identities. The same may be said of the features of the different positions within the complex structure of global externalization. The specific status of individual national economies, population groups and social milieus results from intersecting ‘externalization circles’, from their particular location at the interface of multiple, interconnected exploitation, appropriation and outsourcing processes.

Thus, it is only by looking at the complex intersection and interaction of local and regional, national and transnational externalization structures that the relative position of the German and Chinese middle classes, of the economic élites or simple wage-earners in the Global North and South, can be more precisely determined. Such a perspective casts doubt on a clear positioning of winners and losers along the North–South axis and across historical periods. At the same time, it also shows that in the last 200 years, despite wide-ranging changes in global society and even two world wars, the world has become clearly divided into countries with relatively little, and those with extremely great, inequality – a division that has remained remarkably stable to this day – and that strikingly lines up with the global North–South divide.25 The manifold positive and statistically well- documented by-products of a more egalitarian distribution of income are therefore enjoyed unilaterally by the citizens of the wealthier societies in the world.26

On the whole, it therefore seems to be appropriate to frame a differentiated picture of global social inequalities within the more general externalization pattern as a basic principle of modern capitalism and its structural dynamic. The ways of the Lord may be unknowable – but the ways to the wonderfully prosperous world of the societies in the Global North from which large sections of their populations systematically benefit are not. They have been delineated here using two approaches. The first has shown how the entire individual and collective lifestyle in the wealthy societies of the Global North is based on a longstanding and extensive system of unequal exchange: work is performed, resources extracted, toxic substances set free, waste stored, land ravaged, social habitats destroyed and people killed far away at the many peripheries of the capitalist world economy – for us, for the people in the centres of prosperity, to enable and maintain our standard of living, prospects and lifestyle. The second approach showed how these centres of prosperity shut themselves off from the outside world that nourishes and unburdens them, or rather how these centres turn ‘alien’ living environments into an ‘outside’, which they can access to safeguard their way of life without their integrity being touched by them. The relationship between centres and peripheries is one of semi-permeability: while much goes ‘out’, little comes ‘in’. The global mobility gap favouring the North is a pertinent example: one half of the world travels collectively to the other, but allows it only highly selective access to its own economic and social space. Like life prospects, mobility is obviously divisible – and effectively divided. What is possible for some is impossible for others. And yet we persist in talking about an era of ‘globalization’.

Rob Nixon, an American environmental researcher teaching, like Angus Deaton, at Princeton, describes this global constellation as a result of combined outsizing and outsourcing originating in the highly industrialized countries of the world.27 Driven by its internal growth imperative, Western affluence capitalism ruthlessly resorts to new natural and human resources on a global scale and offloads the follow-up costs of this expansion onto its external world. The fact that it succeeds again and again is due to its dominant position in the world system and the combination of economic and political power. This enables the societies of the Global North to demonstrate a structural indifference, in the form of an unquestioning assumption of the availability of the resources they need to continue their expansive and externalizing dynamic. The imperial lifestyle of the ‘over-developed’ societies is based on the power of ignorance, a collective attitude that Nixon calls ‘imperial provincialism’ (or, in the case of the USA, ‘superpower parochialism’): the power not only not to deal with the consequences of their actions but also not even to take them into account, the right to claim ignorance.28

Indifference and ignorance, active passivity in the face of the global situation, are a great privilege. They are the living proof of a world in which the rulers themselves can externalize, mask, abstract the knowledge of their dominance and thus make it invisible. For a long time, the externalization society was extremely successful at this concealment: the question of security management at the outer limits of our prosperous world could be hidden behind a veil of not knowing or not having to know, and the practice of resource over-exploitation and environmental pollution could be tucked away somewhere beyond our own experience. The private activities and public agencies working to make the externalization process invisible are legion. And this invisibility has been gradually perfected, from the export of material waste to the other end of the world to the outsourcing of virtual waste disposal to the lower end of the global social structure.

Indeed, ‘waste disposal on the Internet’29 is also part of the externalization society in its present form, driven by ‘digital cleaning crews’ in the cheap-labour countries of the Global South – armies of screen workers every day sifting through millions of images to check their ethical suitability on behalf of the Internet companies we trust. As Till Briegleb describes in an impressive report on the hidden parallel world of our social network universe, round the clock they ensure ‘that there are not any profile pictures on Facebook showing a decapitated head, no videos on YouTube showing child abuse, and no shredded chickens and skinned dogs on Instagram Grumpy Cat’. What, these horror pictures are not automatically deleted? The evil side of the power of virtual reality does not dissolve on its own, or at least with the aid of automatic search algorithms? No, our ‘psycho-trash’ is dumped in remote countries, mostly in South-East Asia, where the dirty work of disposing of it – euphemistically called ‘commercial content moderation’ (CCM) – is carried out manually by real people, who not only work for a pittance but also bear the psychological consequences: ‘The suffering caused by the unspoken retention of the horror images in their own heads extends from loss of libido, sleep disorders and depression to alcoholism and paranoid mistrust of other people.’ Everything hunky-dory in the beautiful new media world of the Global North? Of course – as long as the rest of the world plays along.


The externalization society strikes back – on itself

But the world is changing.30 The cost of the externalization society is becoming increasingly visible, and the collateral damage from our social model of progress and development is more and more difficult to overlook – however remote it might seem to us: dirty work in the factories of the Global South, mountains of waste in the metropolitan regions of Africa and Asia, refugee camps at the borders of third and fourth countries, melting polar ice caps and rising sea levels at the other end of the world.

Far away – and so near: the hidden reality can no longer be ignored. The enduring and until recently intact ‘“normality” of externalization’, as Immanuel Wallerstein, the doyen of sociological world-system research puts it, ‘is a distant memory’.31 It is becoming increasingly rare and difficult for costs to be passed on, profits to be pocketed, damage to be outsourced and the benefits to be claimed – and at the same time to pretend that all this is not the case. It wasn't all better before, but certainly things were easier – be it to make the economic recovery of Western Europe after the Second World War into a ‘miracle’, or to promise the countries of the ‘Third World’ steady development towards becoming affluent societies, provided they behaved and were friendly to the West. Today, we know that the train of progress doesn't stop everywhere. We cannot avoid the realization that, for many people and large parts of the world, it departed without them. And we can no longer avoid the increasingly glaring and merciless confrontation with their lives. We have only to put two and two together: to connect the living standards of others with our own production, consumption, work and living standards.

This confrontation will inevitably be made easier for us in the future – or at least it will be harder not to call the realities of global inequality by their name, and to simply carry on as before. The pendulum has swung back, and externalization is coming home to roost – already today in the form of the ‘refugee flows’ that we are attempting to stem at the borders of Europe with all the means available to us, including the use of armed force;32 or in the guise of ‘international terrorism’ that brings into our cities, albeit on a reduced scale, the wars that have long been raging elsewhere and that until recently were known to us only by hearsay, if at all; and in a not-too-distant future, which is in fact already with us today, in the form of climate change, which for some time has been making itself clearly felt in the form of unusual droughts, storms and floods. And to a certain extent the continued, absolutely degrading disciplining of Greece within the euro crisis has also brought the time-honoured practice of imposing structural adaptation programmes, in the past applied only to ‘developing countries’, back to Europe, to our world of ‘advanced’ societies.

The pendulum has swung back, and the ‘outside’ is returning to the ‘inside’. We will be inevitably confronted by the consequences of our own externalization activities. ‘Playing ignorant’, as the economist Hans Achinger put it a long time ago in a different context, is simply no longer an option.33 It is true that systematically ignoring the preconditions and consequences of the externalization society is still common in public discourse – and still a sure way to win votes. But even that will become more and more difficult. Outside of politics at all events, in the field of academic analysis it is impossible today to continue to ignore the realities. The empirical evidence of our life at the expense of others is simply too strong. And the theoretical voices – some of them have been referred to in this book – that offer convincing arguments for reversing our view of the world have also become too numerous, pointing to the fact of interdependent inequalities,34 the fact of a conditional relationship between great wealth and great poverty, bright or gloomy prospects in the global society.

Behind the continued political impulse to ignore what is happening globally is clearly the sheer anxiety that it could sometime affect our untroubled prosperity. This anxiety is understandable – and it is not just a question of ‘German angst’,35 but a phenomenon that rightly affects all of Europe, and in fact the entire Global North. Throughout the wealthy countries of the Global North, the unacknowledged basis for their traditional prosperity model is beginning to crumble. Questions are being asked about the growth contract that gave them, and only them, the ‘best of all worlds’ in the second half of the twentieth century: a world of material security and widespread social advancement, a protected environment and pacified class relations; a life that is not available equally to every citizen in these societies, but one that, as such, is unimaginable for those in other parts of the world. For the globally better-off, in turn, the unspoken social contract contained the decisive additional clause that the worst ‘collateral growth damage’ should be passed on to others and kept at a distance.36

A sociological analysis like this one could further fuel the fear of loss in prosperous capitalist societies and would probably be counterproductive as a result, in terms of identifying the necessary transformations of the externalization society. By conveying an awareness of the social realities, however, it could also assuage fears for the future. For the prosperous capitalist centres, the future will not suddenly become as gloomy as it is at present for hundreds of millions of people at the peripheries of the capitalist world system.

Whatever the case, sociology is not social therapy, nor is it a lesson in morality. If this book has been read this way, it is probably a demand rather than supply effect, a self-questioning reflex by readers rather than the instructive effect intended by the author. It was not the intention to accuse the system or people of moral bankruptcy, to read the riot act to the externalization society. That is the job of ethics philosophers and business ethics specialists. Critical social science takes a different approach. It uses its finger to point and not to warn. It points at power and domination and not at morality and conscience; it names structural conditions and not ethical principles; it reveals the self-evidence of everyday practices and does not question the moral integrity of those involved.

The analysis presented in this book lays bare the structures of domination in the capitalist world, the structures that dominate globalized capitalism. The externalization by the wealthy societies of the world is embedded in a historical power structure that enables those in power to benefit again and again from the material advantages of their position. And this well-practised custom of outsourcing costs and pocketing the profits has become second nature to the externalizers, a ‘normal’ and no longer questioned way of behaving. Externalization is revealed to us as a self-evident habit suggested, fostered and even demanded by the structure in which we operate. Externalization as a social practice has assumed the form of a necessary act of complicity with the prevailing circumstances: those living in externalization societies who desire the ‘good life’ are obliged to live at the expense of others – even against their own will. That having been said, for the average citizen the question of will does not even arise, since affluence capitalism has established itself as a collective habitus whose consequences have remained hidden and could easily be ignored – but are now becoming increasingly visible.

In this context, the concept of ‘structural violence’ is useful in understanding the externalization society.37 Coined in the 1960s by the Norwegian sociologist and peace researcher Johan Galtung, it describes the specific form of domination that the ‘First World’ of rich industrial nations imposes on the poor regions of the ‘Third World’. It is true that the externalization society also exerts structural violence on itself: the ‘imperial lifestyle’ established in the Global North at the expense of others not only dominates global social structures but has also quietly taken charge of the lifestyles and thought processes in the societies of the ‘First World’. Galtung connected this unobtrusive and subtle method of domination with the ‘structural’ aspect of the violent regime in the capitalist centres. Structural violence works almost imperceptibly, operating as a silent constraint and is as unnoticeable for the observer as ‘still waters’.

But times have changed. The structural patterns and by-products of the externalization society are becoming increasingly evident. The smooth outer surface has been ruffled, and the once-still waters have turned rough. The deluge that we have continuously reproduced is no longer just somewhere else.


Living in the eye of the storm: nothing will happen unless you make it happen

People are fine with the externalization society – but for how long? The boomerang effect of our externalization activities is making itself felt with increasing clarity.38 However, it does not result on its own in a heightened awareness of the connections between unequal opportunities on either side of the globe or between the options on one side and the limitations on the other. The political handling of the increasingly apparent consequences of externalization is still dominated by a policy of self-interested sugar-coating and cosmetic corrections, delaying tactics and screening reflexes. Be it at international climate conferences or in public initiatives to improve working conditions – for example in the textile and clothing industry – in refugee policies or world trade, the taxation of fuel-guzzling high-performance vehicles, or the seemingly unstoppable increase in air traffic or Internet shopping – governments and businesses, administrations and citizens are equally reluctant to allow the costs of their own actions to be calculated, or to be persuaded to assume or avoid these costs, or to offer some kind of compensation. With the success of externalization for as long as anyone can remember, why abandon it now and turn things around? Why do anything to change the externalization society? And anyway, how can it be done?

The ‘why’ is relatively easy to explain, without appealing to the morality of Christianity, civil society or human rights. If nothing else, it is our own informed self-interest that should make us call into question the principle of externalization and should prompt us to abandon it. There is no ‘outside’ in global society where we can outsource the prerequisites for and residues of our way of life forever and without consequences: land-grabbing and dirty work to the South, carbon dioxide emissions into the atmosphere or the ground, refugees from environmental disasters and conflicts over resources into camps throughout the world. Our prosperous societies have never had this ‘outside’, but merely the convenient and effective idea of having one, the naïve idea that outsourcing will solve all problems, as it indeed appeared to do for many years, in the highly effective form of suppression here and destruction there. But now it is also time for us, who have lived in the eye of the storm for so long, to look at the realities around us: the development of energy sources is becoming increasingly costly, the carbon dioxide sinks are reaching capacity, the refuse tips of the world are overflowing, the blood toll of our way of life is becoming greater, violent social conflicts around the world are multiplying, the poor and desperate can no longer be fobbed off with UN Development Goals – the most mobile among them are moving, and the life of others is coming closer to our everyday experience. The externalization society has reached a tipping point beyond which its effects will no longer be controllable and its self-destructive consequences no longer held at bay.

But this realization – even if it is a self-interested one – of the need for a change of direction in social reproduction does not automatically mean that one will take place. Knowledge on its own is by no means enough. Changing the externalization society creates a major dilemma because of the overlaying of national and global inequality structures, the ‘intersection of externalization circles’ mentioned earlier. Even if the entire population of Germany, including the most under-privileged household, is better off in material terms than around 85 per cent of the people in the world, obviously there are still massive inequalities in the country. We all live in an affluent society, but in very different ways. Strictly speaking, there is no ‘we’ in this affluent society. This creates a complicated constellation of interests and a fundamental political strategy problem: how to fight for more global equality without ignoring the justified claims to equality – for example, an equal life expectancy – in the national context? How to appeal to the disadvantaged in wealthy societies as structural beneficiaries of the externalization society while taking seriously their concerns about further social disadvantages compared with those who are better-off?

The same applies in principle to the other side of the global inequality structure: the counterparts of the externalization society are by no means homogeneous either. If the ‘internal’ social inequalities are great in our societies, they are much greater in the countries of the Global South. In Germany, the Gini index of income concentration, as mentioned earlier, is 30. As a reminder once again: a score of 100 would mean that the entire income of a society is in the hands of one person, and a score of 0 would mean that income is completely equally distributed. African and Latin American countries have a much higher inequality score: 48 for Mexico, 53 for Brazil, 61 for Botswana, and 65 for South Africa.39 In other words, there are very rich people in the Global South who profit from the convoluted externalization situation and who no doubt live in extremely comfortable circumstances, even by European standards. Moreover, there are also large emerging middle classes on a global scale who are eager to attain ‘Western’ living standards – and, indeed, do so – and may also themselves be seen to a certain extent as beneficiaries of the global inequality system. Although Gini scores of over 50, or even 60, mean that large sections of the population in these countries live on the threshold of extreme poverty or even below, it is clear that in the societies of the Global South there is no undivided, mobilizable poor ‘we’ either.

The structural problem in politicizing global inequalities is that an extended global view of the situation necessarily complicates matters. First, there are the complex interests that have to be taken into account as a result of the fact that the costs of the externalization society are just as unequally distributed in the Global South as their benefits are in the Global North. Then there are the difficulties in politicizing this overlapping inequality situation and devising a suitable form of transnational solidarity. Reinhard Kreckel, who introduced the centre–periphery concept in sociological inequality research, himself points out that with the rejection of a concept of ‘above’ and ‘below’ applied merely to national societies, ‘the ability to differentiate increases while the ability to communicate decreases’.40 In other words, the more precise and comprehensive the scientific analysis of social inequalities, the more difficult and inappropriate simple political messages become.

In this complicated situation, the concept of the externalization society represents an attempt to bring up a painful subject that we don't usually consider worth talking about. Poverty and wealth, participating in society or being denied the right to do so have long been subjects of political discussion in capitalist democracies. They are the objects of election campaigns and trade union congresses, talk shows and government reports, and, as we have seen, with Piketty's great public success they have also become the subject of public debate in the societies of Europe and North America. By contrast, destitution and poverty, denial of benefits and restricted prospects elsewhere, outside our own lives, at the peripheries of the global capitalist system, are maintained quite literally in a shadow existence. They are mentioned occasionally in media reports, only to disappear again and to be confined otherwise to the Christmas collection in church. Above all, however, it is the connections between the two, between ‘over-development’ with limited inequality on the one hand and ‘underdevelopment’ with extreme inequality on the other, that have generally failed to arouse any political or media interest.41 The one is commended as a manifestation of a ‘social market economy’ and the other, at best, deplored as an unfortunate destiny and left to its own devices. But that the two are connected? Not our business, not in our mental horizon, out of our control.

Talk of the externalization society breaks with the spiral of silence of affluence capitalism. Without denying its own internal inequality structure – it is capitalism, after all – the externalization diagnosis turns our attention, as the renowned sociologist Max Weber puts it, in a ‘one-sided accentuation of one point of view’, to its external effects.42 In doing so, it focuses on advanced capitalism's functional mechanisms – the structural logic of the modern global system that means no wealth without poverty, no productivity on the one hand without destruction on the other. But it also focuses critically on how it is legitimized. It points out that our individual and collective prosperity is based not merely on hard work, clever economizing and the fortune of the brave, but at least as much on structural power, systematic exploitation and an active contribution to the misfortune of other countries and people. If we lift the lid off the externalization society, we discover that the enormous wealth benefits here are no longer a miracle but a function of the effective outsourcing of ‘development costs’ to others; then the environmental audits of Western service societies can be read as a result of the outsourcing of dirty industries; and then civil rights achievements inevitably must be seen in the light (or shadow) of their exclusiveness, defended if necessary by armed force.

‘Externalization society’: this is the answer to the question of why it is so often the same people who are on the winning and losing sides of global capitalism.43 But the concept itself gives no indication of how another world beyond externalization might be possible. It does nothing more than to increase visibility – as a response to the dominant forces that still work on diverting attention and obscuring the background to and the by-products of affluence capitalism. At best, it can help to break the simulation cycle within society that allows the externalization wheel to keep turning according to the principle ‘If you don't mention it, neither will I’ – the tacit agreement by politicians and their constituents and among citizens themselves not to ask questions about the social realities behind the façade of their prosperous lives.44

Bringing the invisible out in the open, saying the unspeakable, revealing what is hidden – a seemingly modest result for sociological discussion of the externalization society. But it could become more: talk and knowledge of our externalization practices could be crucially helpful in politicizing public debate on their conditions and consequences. Politicization is the vital prerequisite for real change and an effective transformation of society. There can be no doubt that this will not be possible without changes in everyday behaviour, and all existing forms of a practical critique of externalization today, from a reduction in personal consumption to voluntary service at the peripheries of the affluent world, are important components of a future change.45 But more is required to do something about the externalization society, something more than individual effort. Global problems, as Rob Nixon aptly points out, ‘cannot simply be resolved by the aggregated actions of responsible individuals’.46 There is a need not only for many individual responses but also, and above all, for a real collective effort.

This calls first for the collective acceptance of a number – mind you, much fewer for us than for many others – of unpleasant truths: that our affluence capitalist way of life is not available to everyone and that it is based on absurdly bad living conditions elsewhere and can only be maintained on this basis; that the shift to a policy of equal opportunities on a global scale will make massive changes to our lives in society. It calls in addition for collective empowerment, joint action to create these equal opportunities – based on the formation of regional and transnational alliances between the many thousands of initiatives and organizations, networks and movements that already exist in both the Global South and Global North, fighting for a world in which everyone can live with equal rights and entitlements.

Politicization requires collective action, and collective action is politicizing: this is the simple equation for the transformation of the externalization society, which at the same time calls for the replacement of the moral register of ‘Indignez-vous!’ [‘Be outraged’] by ‘Do something!’47 But this also means that the aim of transformative action should be a sustainable change not only of social behaviour but also, and in particular, of social institutions – which is the only way to make this changed social behaviour permanent. Some basic elements of a radical institutional reform of the externalization society are perfectly obvious: a revision of the world trade regime breaking with the privileges of the most powerful economies, effective taxation of worldwide financial transactions, and the transformation of the rich nations into post-growth societies,48 right up to a global social contract on limiting climate change and the egalitarian control of its consequences, and a transnational rights policy that supports entitlement struggles worldwide and effectively safeguards global social rights.

In brief, a reform of this type would call for a consistent policy of dual redistribution on a national and on a global scale, from the top down and from the inside out. This mammoth task cannot be completed alone by way of supportive economic niche projects or avant-garde consumer ethics – and will not be performed for us by technological change, digitization and the knowledge economy, as post-capitalism theoreticians who place their faith in technology, such as Jeremy Rifkin or Paul Mason, repeatedly suggest.49 Ultimately, there is no alternative to the real difficult core project that Mathias Greffrath aptly names ‘occupy political institutions’.50 Only if we manage to restructure the national and transnational institutional framework of the externalization society as part of a democratic egalitarian global reform project will the life prospects of the large majority of the world's population experience a perceptible and sustained improvement.

It is impossible to say whether this will actually come about. But the spectres of the externalization society can no longer be banished, and its destructive effect ‘somewhere else’ can no longer be kept out of our collective social consciousness. The crises and wars around us give notice that the externalization society is now beginning to demand payback from us as well. We could react to the disquieting return of what we have concealed from ourselves with defensive reflexes and a denial of reality – exactly in the manner of the current ‘crisis politics’.51 An alternative would be no longer to have any illusions, to face up to realities and to set about radical changes.52 Another alternative would be to take account of the connection between prosperity here and evil elsewhere – and in the knowledge of this connection to show solidarity. Indifference to the living conditions of others is always a form of social disconnectedness.53 Overcoming social indifference means taking an interest in others, recognizing the structural dependence of our own living conditions on the living conditions of others – and hence espousing the social principle of relationality, the interconnectivity of different social living environments and opportunities.

Sociology can make a modest contribution to such a transformation.54 Or, if the great French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu is anything to go by, a truly immodest one – namely ‘organizing the return of the repressed and saying out loud to everyone what no one wants to know’.55 What no one has wanted to know so far: we are living not beyond our own means but at the expense of others – and at the same time without making full use of our potential to change this situation.


Epilogue: the Rio Doce in the face of disaster

This book began in Brazil and on the banks of the Rio Doce. Let us return there briefly at the end. Its waters were coloured with reddish sludge months after the walls of two reservoirs of the Samarco iron ore mine burst. A court order banning fishing in the river delta on the Atlantic revealed that the hastily pronounced expert opinions stating that the ecological damage was limited and would clear up of its own accord were outright lies. Fishing was prohibited in the Rio Doce valley after the accident in November 2015. Thousands of fishermen were out of work, and the Brazilian government has meanwhile agreed that the mine operating company should pay the equivalent of 5.7 billion euros in compensation over fifteen years. According to press reports, at the shareholders’ meeting of the British–Australian mineral group BHP Billiton, part-owners of the mine, Chairman of the Board Andrew Mackenzie ‘fought back tears’ when reporting on the disaster – possibly also because he had to announce to the company's shareholders that considerable write-offs had had to be made in the financial statements and that dividends were to be capped for the first time since 1988. After the accident, the price of the company's shares on the Sydney stock exchange dropped from 25 to 15 Australian dollars, but rose again rapidly when the compensation agreement was announced.

There are only two things wrong with the public statement by the Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff that the agreement with the international mining group would help to manage ‘a tragedy without parallel’: that the accident on the Rio Doce was a tragedy – because the defining feature of a tragedy is that it is fated; and that the tragedy was without parallel – because it is anything but, and is typical rather of countless similar events in Brazil and other countries of the South.56 These ‘disasters’ are corporate business-as-usual not only for multinationals, which pocket huge profits for years and write off the odd loss now and then. For us privileged citizens of the world, whether shareholders or not, the same is also true, when we take advantage of the benefits of global production and occasionally regret a ‘tragedy without parallel’ in a post on Facebook, complete with sad-face emoji. For the people where the tragedy occurs, however, be they fishermen or farmers, exactly the opposite is true. Admittedly, the destruction of their way of life is in some way also business as usual – but they cannot simply write off their losses or return to the agenda for the day after the event, nor to any agenda item other than simply getting through the day in some way.

This is something that Maximilian Prinz zu Wied-Neuwied could not have imagined in his worst nightmare.57 This aristocratic naturalist visited Brazil from 1815 to 1817 and was overwhelmed by the sight of the Rio Doce: ‘On this river, so rich in magnificent natural scenery and unusual natural history features, the researcher will find plenty of work and the most diverse pleasures.’ If the prince were alive today, 200 years later, he would have to console himself with other activities and pleasures. ‘In the area of the Brazilian coastal rainforest visited by him, barely 5 per cent of the original fauna and flora have survived’, writes Michaela Metz in her review of the reissue of Wied-Neuwied's travel reports, published to coincide with the latest destruction of local fauna and flora. The ‘Rhenish Humboldt’ could not have imagined what was to happen since then in Brazil and all the other sweet rivers of the world. At all events, he was wrong about the indestructibility of the overwhelming tropical environment: ‘The animal kingdom, the plant kingdom, and even the natural surroundings without life are immune to the influence of Europeans and will retain their originality; their richness will never end even if Brazil's foundations are scoured for gold and precious stones.’

Today, we know that Brazil's foundations have indeed been scoured and that the influence of the Europeans has left its mark. The natural riches have not disappeared; they have been shipped to Europe and other centres of prosperity – with poverty and exploitation, violence and destruction as the generous return payment. One side wins, the other loses, and both sides in this game remain the same. That's the way it is in the externalization society. But it doesn't have to stay that way.
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38 See again Beck 1992, p. 37.
39 See list of countries by income distribution on wikipedia.org.
40 See Kreckel 2004, p. 50.
41 For the term ‘over-development’, see again Mills 1967, p. 4.
42 See Weber 2012.
43 See again Boltanski 2008.
44 See Blühdorn's ‘unspoken new social contract’, 2013, p. 183.
45 The problems with this kind of commitment are pointed out in Kontzi 2015.
46 See Nixon 2011, p. 39.
47 See Hessel 2010, who also called for political action, adding an emphatic ‘engagez-vous!’ (‘be committed!’).
48 See Jackson 2009, Latouche 2009, Schmelzer & Passadakis 2011.
49 See Mason 2015, Rifkin 2014.
50 See Greffrath 2015, p. 13.
51 For this notion, see the classic psychoanalytical theories of Freud 2003.
52 See Rilling 2014, Wright 2006.
53 See Wesche 2017.
54 See Opielka 2016, p. 43, who rightly calls on sociologists to thrust themselves ‘into the centre of future discourse where they can modestly assert their strengths’.
55 See Bourdieu 2002, p. 126.
56 For discussion of the ‘disaster’, see the list of sources in Chapter 1; for the Chairman of the Board fighting back tears, see sueddeutsche.de, 23 February 2016 (‘Der Schotte muss sparen’ [‘The Scotsman has to save’]), for the President's talk of a ‘tragedy without parallel’; see ft.com, 12 November 2015.
57 For details including the quotes, see Metz 2015.
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