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Preface to the English Edition


Not long ago I caught the train to Suzuka City, Mie Prefecture, about three hours west of Tokyo, to give a public lecture. Suzuka City boasts Honda’s main automobile factory and is also known for the Suzuka International Racing Course, used for the Formula One World Championship, so the subject of the lecture made me a little anxious. Honda had recently announced its retreat from F1 racing to focus on greening the auto industry, but I was there to demolish the myth that electric vehicles would save the planet.


It was, as you might imagine, a tough crowd. After the exhausting lecture, as I was waiting for a train, a man came up to me. Looking a little nervous, he said he came from Tokyo just to hear me talk, and that he had a question he wanted to ask. I imagined that he must be a climate activist of some kind, but to my surprise he introduced himself as the owner of a small rubber-trading company, which in fact did business with a giant manufacturer. He told me that after reading my book, he could no longer tolerate his ‘stupid’ business. It wasn’t simply that he would always be at the mercy of bigger companies. He could no longer live with the fact that its products were helping to destroy the planet. At last he came to his question: What should he do with his rubber business?


I could not decide its fate for him during a ten-minute conversation. But actually, the answer to his question was in my book as well as in my lecture. Perhaps he had overlooked it, or wanted another one that was more compatible with his current business as usual. My answer was that he should sign his business over to its employees. Since capitalism is the ultimate cause of climate breakdown, it is necessary to transition to a steady-state economy. All companies therefore need to become co-operatives or cease trading.


This encounter is quite representative of how even those who are successful and wealthy do not believe in the future prosperity of capitalism and are strongly attracted to new radical ideas. This guy is not an exception. In September 2020, a Japanese publisher, Shueisha, published this book under its original title Capital in the Anthropocene. Even I thought my ideas were too radical to find much of an audience. Who would read a book on ‘degrowth communism’ written by a basically unknown scholar of political thought in the Marxist tradition? But I was utterly wrong about that. It sold half a million copies.


Part of this success is surely due to the fact that it came out in the middle of the global pandemic, with the result that its message resonated with wider social discontentments and anxieties. Japanese society still suffers, like many others, from two of the main contradictions of capitalism. On the one hand, the pandemic increased economic inequality, making it painfully visible in the form of lines of unemployed workers and single mothers in search of food rations. Neoliberal reforms had cut the budgets of public health centres and contagious infection services, threatening the final collapse of the healthcare system. It was hard to ignore the fact that the capitalist system just wasn’t delivering what society needed. At the same time, the pandemic showed what a severe ecological burden our daily existence imposed on the planet. We saw how our way of life increased the vulnerability of pretty much all living things to deadly anomalies and worrying precedents. We began to suspect that such developments may in fact be typical of the Anthropocene, the geological epoch in which the surface of the planet is now entirely covered with the traces of human economic activity. In a threatening time, my book offered explanations.


There may have been more local factors behind its success. It begins with a chapter called ‘SDGs Are the Opiate of the Masses’. In the face of the economic and ecological crisis of neoliberal capitalism, the UN’s ‘Sustainable Development Goals’ had become extremely popular in Japan, promoted by companies, politicians and NGOs. But despite the extreme popularity of the concept, general interest in ecology, gender equality and human rights remained quite superficial, so that extremely ineffective actions like eating broccoli stalks to reduce food waste and finishing every drink to reduce the use of PET bottles were being propagated in the media as ‘sustainable actions’. In a seminar I gave, I even met a businessman wearing an SDGs badge on his jacket who apparently didn’t know what the letters stood for. It seemed that no one dared to criticize the ‘sacred’ concept of the SDGs. My book addressed this hypocrisy, and accordingly won support among Japanese readers who do genuinely care about the environment and social justice. To my surprise, the phrase ‘SDGs are the opiate of the masses’ actually went viral on Japanese social networking sites.


This level of absurdity may not exist outside Japan, but greenwashing is everywhere. It is popular precisely because it assures us that we do not have to change our current way of life, even though it is based on the exploitation of other social groups and the destruction of natural environments in other regions. In this sense, an optimistic belief in green technologies and green growth may be nothing more than a ploy to buy time for capitalism. Far from being an encouraging development, the popularity of SDG and green-growth jargon is yet another problem we need to solve.


Yet there are signs that the tide may yet turn. In recent years, advocates of degrowth have developed powerful critiques of capitalism, and there are important works in English on the subject, such as Jason Hickel’s Less is More and Tim Jackson’s Prosperity without Growth, to which my own thinking is greatly indebted. The recent popularity of the degrowth concept more generally is also quite understandable given the repeated failure of attempts to make green capitalism work. In addition, we have now seen what can be done at short notice. During the pandemic the state pulled an emergency brake on capitalism, limiting economic activities and intervening in the market. Until that point, we didn’t know that this economic system even had an emergency brake. It is in no way to minimize its tragic consequences to note that the slowdown in the consumerist way of life also created a space to think about the legitimacy of neoliberal capitalism, with its endless cycle of overproduction and overconsumption.


Proponents of degrowth are often ambivalent about the need to transcend capitalism. I am not ambivalent. In my opinion, degrowth must clarify its critical position against capitalism. This is why my book calls for degrowth communism. Stationary capitalism is contradictio in adjecto, as Joseph Schumpeter pointed out long ago. I am of course familiar with the standard objections, that ‘degrowth is impossible’ and ‘communism is a nightmare’. I cannot answer them in this short preface. Reading my book, I hope you will be convinced that green capitalism is a myth and that the future is indeed degrowth communism. Don’t worry, it won’t be a repeat of the old Marxist dogmas. I was born in 1987, so I never got to experience so-called actually existing socialism. That might seem like a disadvantage, but it offered one surprising benefit. Because I didn’t reflexively impose Soviet history onto Marx’s thought, my research into the vast corpus of his unpublished writings was able to uncover an entirely new aspect of his vision of the post-capitalist world, one that was perfectly adapted to the Anthropocene. Instead of the undemocratic state socialism controlled by the state bureaucrats, a more democratic, egalitarian and sustainable vision of a new steady-state economy proves compatible with Marx’s vision of the future society.


These ‘new’ ideas of Marx’s proved to be relevant amid Japan’s crisis, especially to those who were passionate about exploring a new way of life. And there turned out to be more of these than we thought. One of the clearest proofs is that, in June 2022, my friend, Satoko Kishimoto, won the election for Mayor in Tokyo’s Suginami Ward. Although she worked for many years in Belgium for the international NGO Transnational Institute, she came back to Japan to run for election. She had no previous political experience and no backing from labour unions, but she campaigned on implicitly late-Marxian ideas of municipalism and the commons. She beat the LDP candidate by just 187 votes. This was a big surprise to many, including me, but it clearly shows that citizens are not indifferent to what might sometimes seem rather academic concerns with ecology, feminism and socialism. Voters do want a more egalitarian, sustainable and just society.


Here’s just one more recent development in Japanese politics that may be significant in light of the concerns of this book. Facing growing discontent during the COVID-19 lockdowns, the new Prime Minister Fumio Kishida put forward ‘new capitalism’ as his key political vision, and set up a ‘Council of New Forms of Capitalism Realization’. I was not invited, perhaps in part because I am on record as opposing new forms of capitalism realization. Kishida’s New Capitalization was soon watered down in the face of a rapid fall of stock price. But a notable change is nevertheless discernible here. The Prime Minister explicitly criticized the LDP’s neoliberal policies over the past twenty years and stressed the need for ‘redistribution’ by regulating the financial markets. That marks a clear contrast with the so-called ‘Abenomics’ of the previous administration, whose commitment to trickle-down theory carefully avoided any talk of redistribution.


There is of course a lot of work still to do. I originally wrote this book with the goal of fusing degrowth and Marxist theory to update our vision of the post-capitalist world. In my home country, that made it something of a novelty. But there are already various movements in the West seeking to challenge the root causes of the current ecological crisis, and debates about degrowth and the climate crisis are much more current and robust in English-speaking countries than they are in Japan, even despite my best efforts. So I have a new hope for my book in its English version: that it helps to bring about new possibilities of collaboration and solidarity between East and West. We need to work together: our problems, after all, are global.


One way or another, the era of neoliberalism is over. Free markets, austerity and small government cannot cope with the multistranded crises of capitalism, democracy and ecology. In Japan just as in the English-speaking world, we have tried them, and are living with the consequences. Here, then, is an opportunity to open up a new political vision. My book does not offer a single definitive answer, but I hope that it will contribute to dialogues and social movements for the transition to a better, more just world. It is more important than ever to invent a clear and bright future. So let us work together. There is, in fact, no alternative.


Kohei Saito, Tokyo, Japan, August 2023




Introduction


Ecology Is the Opiate of the Masses!


What kinds of measures are you taking, personally, to prevent global warming? Have you bought a reusable shopping bag to reduce your reliance on disposable plastic ones? Do you carry a thermos so you don’t end up buying drinks in plastic bottles? Did you buy an electric car?


Let me make one thing clear from the start: these good deeds are meaningless in the end. They can even cause more harm than good.


What do I mean by that? Simply that thinking such actions are effective countermeasures can prevent us from taking part in the larger actions truly necessary to combat climate change. They function like Catholic ‘indulgences’, allowing us to escape the pangs of our conscience via consumerism and look away from the real imminent danger around us, which in turn allows the forces of capital to swaddle our concerns in ‘environmental impact statements’ and tuck them away beneath the form of deception known as greenwashing.


With this in mind, let us turn to SDGs – Sustainable Development Goals – as put forth by the United Nations and promoted by world governments and major industries. Do they have the power to change the overall global environment? The fact is, as you might have guessed by now, they won’t work either. Many governments and major industries have conformed to various aspects of these SDGs already, yet these actions have proven unable to stop climate change. SDGs mainly function as an alibi, most effective at allowing us to avert our eyes from the danger right in front of us.


Long ago, Marx characterized religion as ‘the opiate of the masses’ because he saw it as offering temporary relief from the painful reality brought about by capitalism. SDGs are none other than a contemporary version of the same ‘opiate’.


The reality that must be faced – that must not be fled from into the arms of a comforting opiate – is that we humans have changed the nature of the earth in ways that are fundamental and irrevocable.


The effects of human economic activity have been so extensive that it led Paul Crutzen, Nobel laureate in Chemistry, to declare that, from a geological point of view, the earth had entered a new era, one he dubbed the ‘Anthropocene’. He defined this as an era in which human economic activity has covered the surface of the earth completely, leaving no part of it untouched.


Indeed, buildings, factories, roads, farmland, dams and the like literally cover the earth, and even the seas are awash in microplastics. Man-made materials are radically transforming the whole world. Among them, the material whose presence is most dramatically increasing due to human activity is atmospheric carbon dioxide.


As is well known, carbon dioxide is one of many greenhouse gasses. Greenhouse gasses absorb the heat given off by the earth and radiate it back into the atmosphere. This greenhouse effect is what allows the earth to maintain a livable temperature for living things, human beings included.


However, ever since the Industrial Revolution, humans have used more and more fossil fuels like coal and oil, releasing unprecedentedly enormous amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. Before the Industrial Revolution, the density of atmospheric carbon dioxide was around 280 parts per million (ppm), while by 2016, the level had passed 400 ppm even at the South Pole. This was the first time these levels had been reached in four million years. And they are being exceeded more and more every day, even as you read this.


Four million years ago, in the Pliocene Era, the average temperature of the earth was warmer by around two to three degrees Celsius, the ice shelves of Antarctica and Greenland were completely melted, and ocean levels were at minimum 6 metres higher than today’s. Research has shown that at times, they were as much as 10 to 20 metres higher.


Is climate change in the Anthropocene moving us towards the same conditions? Whether we reach that point or not, it seems clear that human civilization is facing a threat to its very existence.


The economic growth brought about by modernization promised us a richer lifestyle. But the ironic truth revealed by the environmental danger posed by the Anthropocene is that economic growth itself is what is destroying the very basis of what humans need to thrive.


The ultra-rich living in the developed world may be able to maintain their heedlessly luxurious lifestyle even as climate change continues its rapid advance. But most of us ordinary people barely getting by each day will lose our way of life completely and be forced to scramble desperately just to survive. This hard truth should have become obvious to all during the COVID-19 pandemic.


There have been increasing calls during the pandemic for a fundamental rethinking of the way things have been done up till now, a way of doing things that has resulted in the dramatic widening of gaps between classes and the destruction of the global environment. The ‘Great Reset’ proposed at the World Economic Forum at Davos in 2020 is a representative example of this. Even the super-rich and global elites are recognizing a systemic transformation of our current economic system that increases economic inequality and environmental degradation.


But we must not entrust the salvation of the earth’s future to the emergency responses dreamed up by politicians, experts and other elites. Leaving it to others in this way inevitably leads to the ultra-rich prioritizing themselves only. For this reason, the best option for a better future is for ordinary citizens to step up as individuals, to testify to their experiences, to raise their voices and take action on their own initiative. Though it is not enough to simply scream into the void or act simply for the sake of ‘doing something’ – if it doesn’t go well, all this would accomplish would be to waste even more precious time. It’s thus essential to employ appropriate strategies and head in the right direction as we move forward.


To determine which direction is right, we must trace the current climate crisis to its root cause. The root cause is capitalism, and understanding this is key. The enormous increase in carbon dioxide emissions began, after all, with the Industrial Revolution – that is, when capitalism first began to truly operate in the world. It was then, shortly after this occurred, that someone appeared who was able to clearly comprehend and analyse capitalism’s nature. This was, of course, the German thinker Karl Marx.


This book proposes to analyse the entanglements of nature, society and capital as they exist in the Anthropocene, while making occasional references to Marx’s Capital along the way. By no means do I wish to rehash Marxism as it presently exists. Rather, I intend to excavate and build upon a completely new, previously unexplored facet of Marx’s thought that has been lying dormant for the past one hundred and fifty years.


It is my hope that Slow Down will help to unleash the imaginative power necessary for us to create a better society in the age of climate crisis.
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Climate Change and the Imperial Mode of Living


THE SINS OF THE NOBEL PRIZE IN ECONOMICS


In 2018, the Nobel Prize in Economics was awarded to Yale professor William Nordhaus, whose area of specialization is the economics of climate change. It might seem like fantastic news that such a person would win the Nobel, a sign that modern society was finally beginning to confront the climate crisis directly. But some members of the environmental activist community raised their voices in sharp criticism of the decision instead.1 Why? The main focus of their criticism was an article Nordhaus published in 1991. This article forms the basis of the line of research that led to his winning the Nobel.2


Speaking of 1991, this was right after the Cold War ended, and right on the eve of the wave of globalization that would go on to produce unprecedented emissions of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. Nordhaus was among the earliest to incorporate the climate change problem into the field of economics. He did so by, as one might expect of an economist, proposing the introduction of a carbon tax and creating a model to determine an optimal rate of carbon dioxide emission reduction.


The problem lies with the optimal measures he proposes. To combat climate change, it is imperative that greenhouse gas emissions decrease. On the other hand, though, if emissions reduction goals are set too high, it might hinder economic growth. Therefore, he asserts, what we need is ‘balance’. But in my view Nordhaus’s proposed ‘balance’ leans much too far towards the side of economic growth.


According to Nordhaus, it is more beneficial to continue at the present rate of economic growth than worry excessively about climate change. Economic growth enriches the world, and this wealth will lead to the creation of new technologies. Therefore, if we allow economic growth to flourish, future generations will use the best technologies to combat climate change more effectively. In effect, Nordhaus is saying that with the advancement of economic growth and new technologies, there is no need to preserve the natural world in its present state for future generations.


Given this premise, the optimal rate of carbon dioxide reduction Nordhaus proposes would result in a rise in average global temperatures by 3.5°C by the year 2100.3 In other words, the optimal measures proposed from the point of view of economics will not combat climate change in any substantial way. Later, in 2016, the Paris Agreement proposed as a goal to limit the rise in average global temperatures to no more than 2°C (and if possible, 1.5°C) higher than they were before the Industrial Revolution.


But even this goal of 2°C represents quite a dangerous change, and many scientists are sounding the alarm that we must keep the rise in temperatures to below 1.5°C. And yet, Nordhaus’s model would produce a rise of 3.5°C.


A rise in average global temperatures of 3.5°C or more would of course result in catastrophic damage, especially in the Global South, including African and Asian countries. However, the contributions such countries make to the global GDP is small. Agriculture would of course sustain serious damage. But agriculture makes up a ‘mere’ 4% of the global GDP. A mere 4% isn’t much, right? No matter if the damage extends to the people who live in these African and Asian countries – this is the line of thought propagated by the researcher who won the Nobel Prize in Economics.


Having won the Nobel Prize, Nordhaus’s influence on the field of environmental economics is naturally great. Mainstream environmental economics emphasizes the limits of nature and the scarcity of resources. Calculating optimal distribution according to limits and scarcity is the special province of economics as a discipline. The goal is to create a ‘win–win’ solution from this calculation that would benefit both nature and society.


This is why it’s so easy to accept Nordhaus-style solutions. They are indisputably effective as a strategy for economists to raise their profile among international organizations and so on. But the cost of this prominence is the justification by economists of lackadaisical climate change policies that are little better than doing nothing at all.


Nordhaus’s style of thought naturally influenced the Paris Agreement as well. The goal set by the Paris Agreement for limiting the rise in global temperatures at 2°C amounts to little more than a form of lip service. Even if every country abided by the Agreement, there are signs that global temperatures would rise by 3.3°C anyway.4 It’s only natural that world governments would be inclined to privilege economic growth and put off dealing with the problem at hand.


For this reason, it’s no mystery why global rates of carbon dioxide emissions continue to rise every year even as the media is filled with buzzwords like SDG (Sustainable Development Goals) and ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) as measures to encourage more sustainable and ethical business models and investments. There is no more time to waste in a world where average global temperatures have already risen by more than 1.1°C. Yet even so, the essence of the problem is treated as still undetermined, and the climate crisis of the Anthropocene continues to worsen.


POINT OF NO RETURN


Now, there’s something I must clarify before moving on. The climate crisis is not something that will begin sometime around 2050. The crisis has already begun.


In fact, aberrant weather events known as 1-in-100-year events have begun to occur every year in countries all over the world, a state of affairs that has come to be referred to as the ‘new normal’. But this is actually only the beginning. The point of no return is approaching – the point at which a series of rapid changes will occur that will make it impossible to ever return to how things were.


For example, the temperature in Siberia reached 38°C in June of 2020. This may be the highest temperature ever recorded in the Arctic Circle. If the permafrost there were to thaw, large amounts of methane gas would be released, which would accelerate climate change even more. On top of that, there’s the risk of mercury leaking into the environment, as well as of bacteria and viruses (such as the anthrax virus) being released. Polar bears would also, of course, lose the last of their habitat.


The dangers compound as the crisis worsens. Further, once the climate change timebomb goes off, it will set off a chain reaction of crises like dominoes falling. This will lead to a level of destruction unable to be stopped by human hands.


Therefore, to prevent this catastrophe, scientists recommend that average global temperatures must not rise above 1.5°C more than pre-Industrial Revolution levels by 2100.


Temperatures have already risen to around 1°C more than those levels, which means that we must act now to keep them below 1.5°C. Speaking concretely, this would entail lessening carbon dioxide emissions by nearly half by 2030 and reducing net emissions to zero by 2050.


If, on the other hand, emissions continue at their present rate, the rise in global temperatures will pass 1.5°C by 2030, and may even reach a maximum of 4°C by 2100. There are, of course, attempts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions occurring right now all over the world, including the Paris Agreement, but these attempts are woefully inadequate; it’s said that they will still result in a rise of 3.2°C over pre-industrial levels by the end of this century, a rise that is close to Nordhaus’s model favouring technological advancement and economic growth as the most efficient way to combat climate change.



THE DAMAGE FORECAST FOR DEVELOPED COUNTRIES


The 1.5°C temperature rise has yet to occur, but already in the early 2020s, we’ve seen flooding in Pakistan that submerged a full third of the country’s land, while Africa faced massive starvation due to a severe drought. But if temperatures continue their sharp rise, there is no reason to think that developed countries will emerge unscathed. A 2°C rise in temperature would spell the extinction of coral and deal a serious blow to the fishing industry. Heatwaves in summer will have grave effects on harvests. Wildfires in dry regions like California and Australia will worsen, while every summer, typhoons and hurricanes will continue to grow and batter coastlines worldwide.


Torrential rainfall will also get worse. Where I live, in Japan, the cost of the damage caused by the 2014 torrential rains in western Japan exceeded one trillion, two hundred billion yen. Ever since that first disaster, Japan has seen comparable torrential rains every year all over the country, causing the cost of rain-related disasters to keep rising.


Moreover, the thawing of the ice sheets at the South Pole and similar places is predicted to lead, in eighty years’ time, to devastating rises in ocean levels. If the worst-case scenario comes to pass, there is the possibility that American cities like New York and San Francisco, including many of their famous landmarks, will be submerged. San Francisco’s world-renowned Fisherman’s Wharf will be completely underwater, while One World Trade Center in Manhattan would be reachable only by boat.


At the global scale, the number of people who would have to evacuate their current home is in the hundreds of millions. The global food supply would no longer be able to support the population. And economic damage would also be serious; some calculate the cost at upwards of $27 trillion annually. This kind of damage would continue indefinitely.



THE GREAT ACCELERATION


Of course, most of the responsibility for climate change falls squarely on the shoulders of those of us living in the Global North. According to British charity Oxfam, the amount of carbon dioxide emitted by the richest 10% of the planet’s population makes up over half of total worldwide emissions (Figure 1). Cars, aeroplanes, large houses, meat, wine – sustaining this lifestyle requires a huge amount of resources and energy to be wasted for the benefit of a very small portion of humanity. Considering the sheer scale of the irreversible effects that climate change will bring about for future generations, it’s unforgivable for those of us in the current generation not to do something about it while we still can. Now is the time to call for ‘great change’, and to concretely bring it about. I propose that this ‘great change’ should be nothing less than a challenge to the capitalist system itself.
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Figure 1: Share of total CO2 emissions by country (2017)


Based on ‘The Institute of Energy Economics’, ed. Energy Data and Modeling Center Energy and Economics Statistical Summary, 2020 (Energy Conservation Center, Japan, 2020)


But before presenting this seemingly unrealistic demand, I must first address the origins of the environmental crisis now presenting itself in the form of climate change.


Here I would like to include the results of studies conducted by Will Steffen and other researchers belonging to the Climate Change Institute at Australian National University. According to them, human economic activity following the Industrial Revolution greatly increased the burden on the environment. As the human population and energy consumption increased, the atmosphere became filled with more and more carbon dioxide, while the destruction of the rainforests reached devastating levels. This activity increased especially after the end of World War II, as did the resulting burden put on the environment, and this dramatic increase is referred to as the Great Acceleration. This acceleration only increased following the end of the Cold War. This age of acceleration cannot continue indefinitely. The trajectory of the Anthropocene is heading nowhere but towards total destruction.5


But how did this state of affairs come about? To clarify the origins of the crisis, we must first understand the relationship between the globalization of capitalism and environmental destruction. This will be the subject of the rest of this chapter.


THE REPEATED MAN-MADE DISASTERS INFLICTED ON THE GLOBAL SOUTH


Looking back over the history of capitalism, we can see various sorts of tragedies underpinning the enriched lifestyles enjoyed by those in the Global North. One might say that the contradictions of capitalism are distilled into the phenomenon of the Global South.


Even if we concentrate on just the most spectacular disasters of recent years – oil spills in Russia, Mauritius and Venezuela, the wildfires devastating the Amazon rainforest precipitated by the rapacious spread of multinational agribusiness, two failed dams in central Michigan caused by excess rainfall – there are too many to count.


The scope of the damage is wide. The 2019 collapse of a dam in Brumadinho, Brazil, resulted in the deaths of more than 250 people. The dam was owned by Vale, one of the top three resource-exploitation companies in the world, and was used to dam up iron-ore tailings – the slurry of water and mineral by-products produced by the ore-sorting process.


A similar accident had occurred previously at another Vale tailings dam in 2015, but this time, careless mismanagement resulted in a collapse that caused hundreds of thousands of tons of toxic slurry to engulf a nearby village in its flow.6 Tailings covered the entire area, resulting in the pollution of the rivers and grave damage to the ecosystem overall.


Are these kinds of disasters simply the result of ‘bad luck’? Of course not. The danger that such an accident would occur was repeatedly pointed out by experts, workers and the people living in the area. And yet, government and industry prioritized cost-cutting over developing effective measures to prevent the disaster.7 These are the kinds of entirely predictable disasters known as ‘man-made disasters’.


Even so, the Global North may well choose not to care about these incidents occurring in distant places like Mexico and Brazil. There may be readers who think these events have nothing to do with them. But make no mistake, all of us living in the developed world are complicit in these man-made disasters. Furthermore, these incidents can happen in the Global North, too; see, for example, the Keystone Pipeline oil spill in 2022 and the recent derailment in East Palestine, Ohio, in 2023. These are classic cases of the capitalist push for profit at all costs leading to climate catastrophe and lasting consequences for the health of the local population.


In any case, the iron in our cars, the gasoline they consume, the cotton woven into our clothes, the beef in our gyūdon bowls: these are the things that come to us from these ‘distant’ places. Our rich lifestyle would be impossible without the plundered natural resources and exploited labour power of the Global South.



THE IMPERIAL MODE OF LIVING IS BASED ON THE SACRIFICE OF OTHERS


German sociologists Ulrich Brand and Markus Wissen gave a name to the lifestyle of people in the Global North that is based on the extraction of energy and natural resources from the Global South. They call it the ‘Imperial Mode of Living’ (imperiale Lebensweise).


The Imperial Mode of Living refers, essentially, to the societies of the Global North that rely on large-scale production and consumption. This is what makes our rich lifestyle possible. Beneath this surface, there exists a structure by which the cost of our consumption is extracted from the lands and labour of the people of the Global South. Without the exploitation of others who pay the cost, the Imperial Mode of Living would be unsustainable. Lowering the standard of living for those in the Global South is a prerequisite for the workings of capitalism, and the power imbalance between North and South is no anomaly – it is, in fact, a result of the system functioning normally.8


We experience this way of life as desirable, though, and are loath to give it up. If we were to acknowledge the state of things in the Global South, we would be forced to lower our own standard of living. Our way of life is, in fact, a terrible thing. We are all complicit in the Imperial Mode of Living.


Let me give an example of what I mean. The fast fashion we have so thoroughly incorporated into our way of life is often produced by Bangladeshi labourers working in the worst conditions. You may recall the famous incident of 2013 at the Rana Plaza in Dhaka, where a huge building that housed five garment factories collapsed, resulting in more than a thousand people losing their lives.


Further, the cotton that goes into the clothing produced in Bangladesh is cultivated by poor farmers in India working in oppressive, 40°C+ heat.9 Ever-increasing demand from the fashion industry has led to the widespread use of genetically modified cotton plants. As a result, farmers lose possession of their own seeds and are forced instead to borrow money to purchase genetically modified ones, along with chemical fertilizer and pesticides, every year. When crops fail due to drought or heatwaves, the farmers end up accumulating more and more debt, and it’s not uncommon for this to drive them to suicide.


The tragedy I’ve outlined here depends on the normal functioning of global capitalism, just as, for structural reasons, the Global South itself depends on the production and consumption that goes into the Imperial Mode of Living.


As I’ve previously stated, Brazilians understood the danger of the tailings dam in Brumadinho. The exact same type of accident had occurred before. And yet, despite this, they were forced to continue mining: the labourers had to work at the mining site to support their own lifestyles, and they were also forced to live close to the mine itself.


In the case of the garment factories in Rana Plaza as well, the workers had noticed irregularities in the walls and pillars, but their warnings were ignored. Moreover, the farmers in India realize that pesticides harm their bodies and the natural world. But they are forced to keep working and producing, regardless, in order to satisfy worldwide demand, as the fashion industry and agribusiness keep growing and growing in order to satiate the unlimited desires of consumers who want whole new wardrobes every season.


In this way, increases in human and environmental sacrifice result in increases in profit for major industry. This is the logic of capital.


EXTERNALIZATION SOCIETY RENDERS SACRIFICE INVISIBLE


Of course, the hard-to-hear truth outlined above has been pointed out many times before. But as soon as we throw a little money at it via charitable donations, we forget about it again. This forgetting is made possible by the incidents in question being rendered invisible within our daily lives.


The Munich University sociologist Stephan Lessenich has pointed out that this passing along of costs to somewhere far away, and rendering them invisible because of the 24-hour news cycle and the attention economy, is indispensable to the ‘richness’ enjoyed by societies in the Global North. He critiques this tendency, calling it ‘externalization society.’


Those in the Global North enjoy a rich lifestyle enabled by the sacrifices of those in the Global South. Further, Lessenich points out that those in the Global North work to maintain this exceptional status not just for today, but for tomorrow and the foreseeable future. ‘Externalization society’ refers to the process by which a society tirelessly creates an ‘outside’ so as to pass along the various burdens necessary to maintain itself onto this ‘outside’. This is the only way our present society has been able to thrive and flourish.10


BOTH WORKERS AND THE ENVIRONMENT ARE OBJECTS OF EXPLOITATION


The relationship between capitalism as it is practised in Global North countries and the sacrifices of the Global South can perhaps be summed up by referring to the ‘world systems’ approach of American sociologist Immanuel Wallerstein.


As Wallerstein saw it, capitalism relies on an opposition between ‘core’ and ‘periphery’. Cheap labour is extracted from the periphery known as the Global South, and the core raises its profits by driving down the price of the goods produced by that labour. This ‘unequal exchange’ of labour power is what brings about the ‘overdevelopment’ of developed countries and the ‘underdevelopment’ of developing ones, according to Wallerstein.


However, as capitalism’s global reach has extended to every corner of the world, new ‘frontiers’ to plunder in this way have disappeared (the digital space is today’s latest and last frontier of capitalism). The profit-seeking process has reached its physical limit. The resulting plunge in profits makes economic growth and the accumulation of capital difficult, leading some to even declare that this spells the ‘end of capitalism’.11


But what I want to point out in this chapter is what comes next. Human labour power is the object of exploitation that most concerns Wallerstein, but this reveals only one side of how capitalism works.


The other side of things is, naturally, the global environment. The object of capitalism’s exploitation is not just the labour power of the periphery, but also the environment of the entire earth. Natural resources, energy and food are all plundered from the Global South via ‘unequal exchange’ with developed countries. Capitalism uses humans as tools for accumulating capital, but can profit from the natural world by simply plundering its resources directly. This is one of this book’s most fundamental assertions.12


Therefore, it is only to be expected that, as long as it aims for unlimited economic growth, a global system of this sort will place the world’s environment in danger.


THE EXTERNALIZATION OF ENVIRONMENTAL BURDEN


Simply put, if we expand Wallerstein’s theory, we can see how the economic growth of the core has necessitated the plundering of natural resources from the periphery, while at the same time shifting the costs underlying this growth onto the periphery as well.


Let’s look at the example of palm oil, which has played a major role in contributing to the shadow our food consumption has cast across the world. Not only is palm oil cheap, it doesn’t oxidize easily, and this has led to its widespread use in processed food, sweets and fast food. When eating out, it can be more difficult to find foods without palm oil than with it.


Palm oil is produced in Indonesia and Malaysia. The area needed to cultivate the palms used to produce palm oil has increased exponentially since the beginning of this century, leading to rapid deforestation as the tropical rainforest is cleared to make room.


This sudden spike in palm oil production affects more than just the ecosystem of the tropical rainforest. This kind of large-scale development has destructive effects on people who depend on the rainforest to sustain their way of life. For example, the clearing of the rainforest to make way for farmland has led soil to erode, fertilizer and agrichemicals to pollute rivers and streams, and fish populations to decrease. People living in the region used to depend on the fish in the streams for the protein in their diet, and without that, they’re forced to spend more money on buying processed food. This has led to the people in the area sullying their hands with the illegal trade in species on the brink of extinction, such as tigers and orangutans, in order to obtain that money.


In this way, the inexpensive, convenient lifestyle of the core is underwritten not only by the exploitation of the periphery’s labour, but also by the extraction and destruction of natural resources and the environmental burden that goes with that. Furthermore, the damage brought about by the environmental crisis is not borne equally by the global population. The environmental burden tied to the production and consumption of food, energy and other raw materials falls on the shoulders of some much more than others.


As Lessenich puts it, the primary condition making our rich lifestyles possible is the passing of these burdens on to the people and natural resources of ‘some faraway place’ so that the true cost is never truly paid by the end consumer.


THE DENIAL OF WRONGDOING AND PROCRASTINATION’S JUST DESERTS


The Imperial Mode of Living is reproduced again and again as we go about our daily lives, while the violence of sustaining it occurs in some distant place and, as such, is rendered invisible.


We hear the word ‘environmental crisis’ and, like a Catholic buying an indulgence, we purchase a reusable shopping bag or an organic cotton T-shirt. But there are always newer versions of these eco-bags and organic T-shirts hitting the market. Inspired by advertisements, we go out and buy the newest ones, and then the newest ones after that. And in this way, the sense of satisfaction and accomplishment gained through buying this form of ‘indulgence’ leads to violence against the people and natural worlds of the distant lands involved in producing a reusable bag or T-shirt, without it becoming a concern. This is what it means to be caught up in greenwashing as devised by capital.


Those of us living in the Global North are not just compelled into ignorance of the transfer of our lifestyle’s cost to the Global South. We are also compelled to internalize to an extreme extent the sheer desirability of the Imperial Mode of Living. We hold on to blissful ignorance and are afraid to look directly at the truth. ‘I don’t know’ evolves naturally into ‘I don’t want to know.’


But don’t we know it anyway, secretly, that our comfortable lives come at the expense of others forced to live in comparative misery? We just see this injustice as something that has nothing to do with us, and so we look away from it. We cannot stand to look the truth in the face, so although we know we are the cause of injustice, we secretly desire the current order to continue.13


This is how the Imperial Mode of Living becomes ever more deeply entrenched, and our response to the current crisis ends up being put off to a future time that never comes. In this way, each and every one of us becomes complicit in perpetuating injustice. But the just deserts for this procrastination have already begun filtering back into the core.



ARE DEVELOPED COUNTRIES KINDER TO THE ENVIRONMENT? – THE NETHERLANDS FALLACY


Once again, pointing these things out is not itself anything new. A similar debate erupted in the 1970s and ’80s as issues of responsibility for environmental damage and the North–South problem came to the fore. One example of this is the so-called ‘Netherlands Fallacy’.


The way of life enjoyed by people who live in a country like the Netherlands places a heavy burden on the earth. However, the air and water pollution in such a country is comparatively low. By contrast, countries in the Global South suffer many environmental issues, such as air and water pollution, waste disposal problems and so on, despite the people in these countries living comparatively modest lifestyles.


What produces this seemingly contradictory state of affairs? One way to explain it would be to point to technological advances. The technological advances brought about by economic growth enable ‘advanced’ countries to reduce and dispose of pollutants that damage the environment.


But to celebrate the economic growth of developed countries for lessening the pollution in those countries is the essence of the fallacy here, which Nordhaus has fallen into, as seen in the beginning of this chapter. The environmental improvements occurring in developed countries result not just from technological advances but from passing along most of the negative by-products of economic development – resource extraction, waste disposal and the like – outward onto the periphery represented by the Global South.14


To ignore the international transfer of the burden of environmental impact and assume that the Global North has solved their environmental problems simply through technological advances and economic growth is what is known as the ‘Netherlands Fallacy’.



THE ANTHROPOCENE AND THE EXHAUSTION OF THE PERIPHERY


One way to understand the Anthropocene, an era when human economic activity has reached every corner of the world, is as an era when the ‘periphery’ needed to perform this plunder-and-cost transfer has effectively disappeared.


Capital has always strived to extract everything – all the oil, all the nutrients from the soil, all the rare metals and so on – it can from the world. This is known as extractivism, and it has placed an enormous burden on the earth. But just as the frontiers needed to gain profits from cheap labour power have started to disappear, the cheaply available natural resources of the periphery have also begun to reach the point of exhaustion, no longer able to perform their role as repositories of displaced environmental damage and plunderable riches.


No matter how well capitalism seems to be functioning, there will always be an ultimate limit on what is available for exploitation on the earth. The disappearance of a sufficient ‘outside’ to externalize into a periphery has resulted in the negative consequences of extractivism’s spread coming back home to roost in the Global North.


This is a limit that even the power of capital cannot overcome. Capitalists strive towards unlimited increases in value, but the earth is not unlimited. Once the periphery is exhausted, things can no longer function the way they have up till now. A crisis will begin. This is the essence of the crisis known as the Anthropocene.


Could there be a better example of this than the currently accelerating climate change crisis? As the periphery is exhausted, the disasters associated with climate change – the superhurricanes, the wildfires and so on – become more and more conspicuous even in the developed world.


So the question becomes, now that time has definitively run out for addressing climate change, what can we possibly do to stop it?



WASTING TIME AFTER THE END OF THE COLD WAR


There’s a famous quotation attributed to the economist Kenneth E. Boulding that goes, ‘Anyone who believes that exponential growth can go on forever in a finite world is either a madman or an economist.’ Half a century has passed since he said that, and yet we still single-mindedly pursue economic growth despite how severe the climate crisis has become or how much general destruction we visit upon the earth. This is how deeply this economist-minded way of thinking has rooted itself into our daily lives. We may all be ‘madmen’ these days.


Children, though, remain sane. It took young Swedish environmental activist Greta Thunberg to expose the hypocrisy of the measures to combat climate change dreamed up by adults. Only fifteen years old at the time, this high schooler, who had become famous via her School Strike for Climate, sharply criticized politicians who, in an attempt to court votes, ‘only speak of green eternal economic growth’. She said this during an address to the United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP24) in 2018.15
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