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Preface

This book critically examines the concept and processes of a globalizing
political economy in relation to environmental and social concerns. Global-
ization both as a concept and as a process is a contested term—its usage has
become generally accepted but there is no definition of what constitutes glo-
balization and its empirical features. Attempts at conceptualizing or theoriz-
ing about globalization from an international political economy (IPE)
perspective tend to sideline the environmental and social consequences of
globalization and these issues are usually treated as part of an analysis of
global civil society and new social movements. However, in such a context
only transnational actors representing social and environmental issues are
incorporated into the analysis rather than the structural and systemic forces
and constraints within which actors operate. This book aims to address this
gap in the literature by offering a conceptual analysis of the social relations
between the various actors in the global system and in the structural environ-
ment in which they operate.

In order to advance any debate about environment and the globalizing
political economy, inroads need to be made into a definition of the term
globalization. This will be the first task of the book. This book will be
based on the argument that globalization is not a fundamentally new con-
cept in history but is the latest variant of an inherently globalizing political
economy. Much has been written about the trade and financial aspects of
globalization in IPE. Likewise, transnational agency has been widely re-
searched. The negative social and environmental consequences of globaliza-
tion have also been publicized, albeit mostly from an agency perspective.
The aim of this book is to unite and embed these concerns in a holistic
conceptual framework.

This will be achieved in the following way: First, the debate about the
definition of globalization will be summarized and critically evaluated. This
introductory debate will be followed by a summary of the most prevalent
theoretical approaches to global/international political economy and their
conceptual shortcomings with regard to weaving in an eco-holistic perspec-
tive into mainstream approaches. Therefore chapter 1 will be a review of core
IPE/GPE (global political economy) approaches and their environmental com-
ponents. The term eco-holistic is a new concept, denoting the need to merge
the concerns of both holistic and ecocentric approaches. Holistic approaches
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have traditionally been focused on traditional social science, incorporating
social, political, and economic factors but have not usually included environ-
mental criteria. Ecocentric approaches, on the other hand, focus on the eco-
logical aspect of analysis, thus usually subordinating the social, political and
economic angle. The term eco-holistic emphasizes that analysis will be so-
cial, political, economic, and environmental. Chapter 1 subjects the main-
stream global political economy approaches to such eco-holistic analysis. It
reviews liberal and historical materialist approaches to GPE and globaliza-
tion. It also looks at the ever-increasing literature coming from an anti-
globalization and environmentalist perspective and tries to incorporate this
into more structured analysis.

The remainder of the book is aimed at introducing new concepts to the
construction of the globalizing political economy on the basis of an eco-
holistic perspective. This concept will be built around three pillars. The three
pillars are the historical dimension of environment and society relations, the
concept of consumption, and the concept of equity. It is argued that a more
inclusive and eco-holistic approach should include aspects of all three pillars.

Chapter 2 outlines the concept of an eco-holistic approach with a histori-
cal discussion of environment-society relations, referring to time-space
distanciation, the understanding of time in social relations, the historical di-
mension of the social relations of economy and the environment, as well as
the lack of effectiveness in global governance. The social and structural ori-
gins of environmental degradation in a global political economy are discussed
in detail in this chapter.

Chapter 3 discusses the cultural dimension of political economy with a
particular focus on the institutions of production and consumption. The analysis
and practice of GPE is heavily tilted toward an understanding of the pro-
cesses of production and here the argument is made that for an eco-holistic
and equitable understanding of GPE the institution of consumption needs to
be equally studied and understood.

Chapter 4 develops the environmental critique of the global political
economy of chapters 1–3 to include issues of equity and social justice. En-
vironmental problems do not exist separately or in isolation from social prob-
lems. This chapter explores the connection between social and environmental
consequences of globalization and addresses the inequitable distribution of
power and wealth as well as questions of social justice and their compatibility
with the neoliberal ideology underlying globalization. This chapter concludes
section I.

Section II is aimed at exploring the concepts discussed in section I in an
empirical context. The illustrative case study in question is the global cotton/
garment chain. It has been selected because it is both underresearched and at
the same time one of the most socially and environmentally degrading pro-
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duction/consumption chains in existence. This section will study the global
political economy of cotton production and garment consumption from a
historical perspective and trace the social and structural origins of degrada-
tion in a globalizing political economy. This will be followed by an illustra-
tive case study, showing how global developments such as financial and trade
liberalization as well as a global division of labor go hand in hand with
changing consumption and fashion patterns in the North and have dramatic
consequences for local agricultural, social, and environmental patterns in
developing cotton producer states. The social and environmental consequences
of the impact of such global trends will be discussed in relation to West
Africa. West Africa, and Africa in general, are seen as outside the globaliza-
tion remit due to a lack of economic development. However, in fact, Africa
is very much part of a globalizing economy, albeit in a dependent relationship
in the agricultural sector. Many countries in West Africa, for example, have
dramatically increased their cotton production in the past five years to use the
income from this cash crop for debt servicing, often with severe social and
environmental consequences. Thus West Africa is seen as an excellent illus-
tration for the issues discussed in this book. This section will then make
specific international policy suggestions that will tackle the social and envi-
ronmental degradation within the cotton chain. This analysis will lead to the
conclusion that in a global political economy global as well as local or re-
gional solutions will have to be found for problems that may only exist at the
local level (but that have their structural origins elsewhere).

Chapter 5 looks at the global political economy of cotton production and
garment consumption from a historical perspective, outlining the changes that
have led to the globalizing of the forces of production and the role of con-
sumption in the garment sector in the last stages of the twentieth century and
the dramatic consequences this has had in the social and environmental field.

Particular attention will be given to the social and environmental effects of
globalization in cotton production in developing countries in chapter 6. West
Africa is a region that has massively expanded its cotton production in recent
years in order to use this cash crop income to pay off its debts. This policy,
arising out of its position in the global political economy, has had serious
consequences in a social and ecological context. The linkages between these
issues will be explored in this chapter. Thus this illustrative case study shows
clearly how the local and global are connected over history. Historically, West
Africa was a cotton-producing region under colonialism and many parallels can
be drawn between the role of cotton in West Africa under colonialism and
today. The relationship between outside powers shaping livelihoods in a pre-
dominantly agrarian society and the linkages to a globalizing political economy
are explored here as well. These linkages can be traced back to the issues
discussed in chapters 1–4, especially the relationship between production and
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consumption, and are particularly visible in the nature of the product cycle of
textiles that start off their lives as raw materials within the region and return
as commodities on the second-hand clothing market. Such a life cycle raises
ethical, cultural, as well as environmental dimensions that are not necessarily
the immediately obvious ones that are discussed in detail in this chapter.
Above all, this illustrative case shows the necessity for IPE/GPE analysis on
the basis of an eco-holistic approach as the multifaceted dimensions of these
politico-economic relations cannot be grasped with neither traditional liberal
nor traditional historical materialist approaches.

The social and environmental consequences of a globalizing political
economy are not the ‘careering juggernauts’ Giddens (1990) refers to but can
be regulated at the local, regional, international, and global level. Chapter 7
provides an overview of existing attempts at regulating these problems and
makes further policy suggestions aimed at reversing the downward spiral of
social rights and environmental degradation.

Many people have contributed to this project. As Visiting Research Fel-
low in the Political Science Department of Colorado State University I have
benefited from invaluable library resources. I am grateful to Kathy Hochstetler,
Michelle Betsil, Valerie Assetto, Steve Mumme, and most of all to Dimitris
Stevis (who made this trip possible) for insightful comments on my work.
Parts of this book have been presented as conference papers at the Interna-
tional Studies Association and at the British International Studies Association
annual conferences. Marc Williams, Tom Princen, Tom Cioppa, Hans
Bruyninckx, Lisa Dale, Catherine-Zoi Varfis, Ronnie Lipschutz, Sing Chew,
Ho-Won Jeong, Martin Weber, Detlef Sprinz, Branwen Gruffydd Jones, John
Vogler, Charlotte Bretherton, Peter Willetts, Gordon Davidson, Libby Assassi,
and Peter Fuchs have all been extremely helpful. I am grateful to the Carnegie
Trust for the Universities of Scotland for two travel grants, one for library
research in South-East England and one that enabled me to undertake inter-
views in West Africa. I am also grateful to the Department of Politics and
International Relations at Aberdeen for giving me the opportunity to use
research income to partially buy myself out of teaching for a term to focus
my attention entirely on this book project. Various non-government organiza-
tions have been incredibly helpful such as the Pesticides Trust, Oxfam, UK
but most of all I would like to thank Père Maurice Oudet of Sedelan in
Koudougou/Burkina Faso for his invaluable help and insights. I am grateful
to Michael Rinella of State University of New York Press for his courteous,
prompt, and efficient handling of the editorial process of this book. My great-
est thanks go to Dimitris Stevis and Pam Shaw for spending inordinate amounts
of time and energy in supporting me in pursuing this project.
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Chapter 1

A Critical Review of Global Political Economy
from an Eco-Holistic Perspective

The subject of international or global political economy (IPE or GPE) has
established itself as a core International Relations (IR) element in the past
fifteen years. However, the IPE/GPE discourse and the environmental dis-
course within IR have more or less existed side by side and have not cross-
fertilized despite obvious linkages. The aim of this chapter is to outline the
environmental dimension of core IPE/GPE approaches or, in the absence of
a clear environmental dimension, to analyze the potential for an environmen-
tal component of these approaches. Although the approach of this book is
based on the concept of a global political economy, both the terms IPE and
GPE shall be used for literature review purposes. As substantial parts of
recent GPE writings have been subsumed under the umbrella of globaliza-
tion, the topic of globalization will also be included in this analysis. This
chapter provides an overview of the different approaches to, and theories of,
globalization as the latest variant of GPE and assesses their usefulness in
providing a holistic, including ecological, analysis of existing political economy
trends under the new forms of economic organization that have come into
being since the 1970s. Since this chapter serves as an introduction to both
subject matters, it is kept necessarily basic so as to familiarize the IPE/GPE
audience with environmental discourse and the environmental audience with
IPE/GPE concerns.

There are no direct environmental approaches to IPE/GPE, which is a
clear gap in the literature and this book is one attempt to fill this vacuum.
There are many empirical accounts of the impact of certain aspects of GPE
on the environment or of certain actors. However, none of this translates into
a theory or a conceptual framework of environmental GPE although many of
the existing GPE approaches could easily incorporate an environmental di-
mension if amended accordingly.

Empirical analyses of the environmental impact of GPE range from studies
of the institutional frameworks set up to dealing with environmental problems
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to the analysis of particular problems and their direct origins. An example of
the latter kind of study is Peter Dauvergne’s analysis of the environmental
consequences of loggers and degradation in the Asia-Pacific (2000) while
examples of the former kind of literature would be analyses of World Bank
or World Trade Organization (WTO) policies and how they relate to environ-
mental degradation (Williams, 2001). Most environmental political economy
analysis, however, can still be found in the field of regime-type studies of
particular institutional frameworks that deal with environmental problems
(Young, 1997; Haas, Keohane, & Levy, 1995).

This book will take a different angle and the critical review of GPE
approaches in this chapter acts as an introduction to the conceptual frame-
work that will be developed in chapters 2–4. First, reflecting on the growing
importance of the process of globalization within GPE, is it possible to define
the term globalization within global political economy? Given the widespread
use of this term for the contemporary organization of the global political
economy, its definition and a discussion of the validity of the concept is an
obvious starting point for this review (and indeed for a book on environment
and GPE). Then the chapter will address several schools of thought that have
emerged as the predominant ones of the past decade, namely the historical
approach, the liberal approach, and the globalization skeptics. In addition,
environmental approaches to global political economy/globalization will be
introduced and assessed in this context.

It is generally agreed that the 1970s have seen fundamental changes in
the way in which the international political economy is organized, leading to
a more global approach both in IPE/GPE and environment (Strange, 1996;
Scholte, 1993; Mittelman, 1997; Lipschutz, 1996). What is debatable, how-
ever, is if these changes are deserving of the term globalization that they have
been allocated. Among IPE/GPE scholars the age of globalization is taken to
be the post-Fordist era that has engendered economics of flexibility, increas-
ing trade liberalization, financial deregulation, an increasingly global division
of labor, and a transnational capitalist class (Sklair, 1998; Lipiètz, 1997,
Strange, 1996). Although the phenomenon of globalization itself is contested,
these changes in the international political economy are not. So in a way there
are two parallel debates about globalization as a phenomenon: whether it
exists or not and whether the 1970s changes in the global/international politi-
cal economy are a historically new phase or just a continuum of a historically
rooted phenomenon (Hirst & Thompson, 1996; Schwartz, 2000).

The first debate, about whether these changes constitute globalization or
not, is a definitional problem. By definition global means the encompassing
of the whole globe rather than just certain regions. Therefore it would not be
technically, geographically, or indeed spatially correct to use the term global-
ization for economic, social, or political phenomena that affect only part of
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the (inhabited) world as many authors do indeed propose. Globalization as
opposed to internationalization also means that political and economic pro-
cesses become truly global rather than just international or transnational, i.e.
an international system inclusive of more actors than the state-centric view
suggests—thus leading to a more pluralist, or globalist, weltanschauung. In
terms of inclusiveness, globalization is a phenomenon that affects global
society and not just a part of society or an elite. Global has to be truly
inclusively global in order to justify the use of this drastic term. A cursory
look at the contemporary political economy suggests that most political and
economic processes fail the test of being global although in some economic
sectors and especially in the division of labor there are certainly many global
aspects in the organization of these phenomena. This means that to use the
term globalization to describe the political and economic changes since the
1970s is an exaggeration and that we can only talk of partial globalization
or of a globalizing process. This does not mean that globalization does not
exist, only that it is not as pervasive and all-encompassing as it is usually
presented. Thus it is more helpful to speak of a globalizing political economy
rather than globalization.

The second point I want to emphasize, on the origins of globalization, is
a question about both globalization and economic history. Some academics
argue that globalization started with the formation of societies and with the
social relations between them and that we have now entered a higher stage
of a linear, historically determined process (Frank, 1998). Others would see
globalization as coexisting with capitalism and again, depending on one’s
definition of capitalism and the different start dates that are given (Wallerstein,
1995; Cox, 1996; Altvater & Mahnkopf, 1999). This school of thought sees
globalization as a higher or latest stage of capitalism. Last, some researchers
would suggest that globalization and the socio-economic changes witnessed
since the 1970s are an entirely new phenomenon that is separate from the
other processes just mentioned (Cox, 1997; Mittelman, 1997).

Writers such as James Mittelman and Robert Cox focus on the economic
side of globalization and see these economic changes as the driving factor
behind other global changes. These economic changes are empirically ob-
servable phenomena and have altered the shape of the global political economy.
In this view, these developments have also led to institutional developments,
such as alterations in World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF)
policies, changes in the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and
the establishment of the World Trade Organization, shifts in the way in which
the United Nations is used as a political instrument by states and the rise of
global civil society, as well as some changes in the role of the state in the
international system. The beginning globalization of certain economic and
financial sectors has surely had an impact on local organization as well (Hertel,
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1996; Klak, 1998). However, it cannot be argued that these emerging pro-
cesses have led to a fundamental reorganization of the international system
and to the emergence of a global system. This is simply not the case. States
are still the only sovereign actors in the international system and sanction
fundamental changes. Their role has certainly changed over time and they are
engaged in more consultation exercises and are more constrained in their
choices, as are multilateral funding agencies (and also multilateral corpora-
tions). Nevertheless, the structural changes experienced over the past thirty
years in the international system have not made states the servants of multi-
national corporations as is often maintained.

The structures of the international system have undeniably changed with
the onset of the process of globalization that is witnessed by the establish-
ment of the World Trade Organisation and by the changing role and rise in
importance of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. These
changes are linked to the breakdown of the Bretton Woods system and to the
ensuing structural changes in production and finance (Cox, 1997). However,
the fundamental structures of the system are still in place. The global political
economy is still managed from the political and economic/financial centers of
the world that are situated in developed countries and the underlying ideology
of the international system is still by and large the same as well. The relation-
ship between core and periphery has not fundamentally changed either. While
some countries have made the transition from developing to developed coun-
tries, overall the world-system structures of core, periphery, and semiperiphery
have not been affected by the onset of the process of globalization.

Therefore the fashionable argument about globalization being an entirely
new phenomenon is discarded in this book. This approach is largely based on
cultural and social ideas of globalization and on the reach of better transport
and communication links that decrease physical and virtual distance between
places and people. However, communication and travel methods have con-
tinuously improved during the course of history and there is no argument to
suggest that the changes in the past thirty years are so fundamentally different
from what existed before that they are deserving of an entirely new term. In
addition, modern transport and communication means are only available to a
relatively small elite of the world population and are by no means global in
reach. Thus the social relations of transport and communication have not
changed although the spatial reach or speed of these communications means
has increased. Vast parts of developing countries do not have regular electric-
ity supply or telephone access; therefore talking about a global village is an
exaggeration. For example, in sub-Saharan Africa and in South Asia, only 14
to 15 telephone lines existed per 1,000 people in 1996 while 1.5 personal
computers were counted per 1,000 people in South Asia (World Development
Indicators/World Bank Atlas, 1998: 48–49). The world may be a global vil-
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lage for some but not for the vast majority of the population. Likewise,
cultural linkages and a cultural melting pot are also largely a myth. There
may be a case for a ‘coca-colization’ argument but this is limited to certain
branded products that have global appeal. The internationalization of food is
also something that is largely only available to an elite who can afford to
frequent exotic restaurants. These are not global phenomena and they are also
not new. They may be more widespread today but this increase in volume is
not related to a fundamental change in social relations.

It is more difficult to decide whether globalization finds its roots in the
advent of capitalism or if it is intrinsic in societal evolution. This also leads
to debates about the nature of capitalism, whether to accept the notion that
modern capitalism is unique or whether historically other societies intent on
capital accumulation can also be described as capitalist. If the latter argument
is accepted, then the two arguments of globalization as intrinsic in societal
evolution and findings its roots in the advent of capitalism are not really all
that different. Both accounts take a linear view of history and are based on
the idea of continuous social progress and societal change and evolution. In
this evolution, globalization is just the latest stage of development.

In some ways, it is irrelevant whether capitalism is a process that started
in the past 400 years or in the past 4,000 years, except to the dogmatic
Marxist. However, in environmental terms this argument becomes vitally
important as will be explained in chapters 3–4. As Chaudhuri argues: “The
ceaseless quest of the modern historians looking for the ‘origins’ and roots
of capitalism is not much better than the alchemist’s search for the
philosopher’s stone that transforms base metal into gold” (1990: 84; quoted
in Gills, 2000: 2).

These debates on the origins of capitalism and on whether modern capi-
talism is unique and therefore the only type of capitalism are inherently
dependent on how capitalism is defined. It is evident that modern capitalism
has various characteristics that distinguish it from previous forms of capital-
ism but this does not mean that capitalist forms of accumulation did not exist
before the seventeenth century (Frank, 1998; Gills, 2000). Modern capitalism
does have a specific mode of production that is based on different social
relations than previous forms of capitalism. However, this does not mean that
embryonic forms of modern capitalist production structures could not be
found in previous periods of history.

For the study of the global political economy, it is not necessarily crucial
to pin down the exact beginnings of this process and it could be argued that
it is impossible to do so. Thus, if globalization is defined as a process that is
qualitatively different from previous forms of economic organization and
builds upon these, it is not essential to know whether the basis for globaliza-
tion is modern capitalism or a previous form of capitalism.
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Where this debate does become important though is when it comes to the
study of particular social and environmental problems associated with global-
ization and this is why the concept of globalization and historical dimensions
are given such prominence here. In order to study these problems and to find
solutions to them, it is necessary to be clear about the social and structural
origins of these problems. So, for example, it will be crucial to know whether
global environmental degradation finds its origins in the mode of production
or in the mode of accumulation associated with capitalism (Chew, 2001;
Hornborg, 1998). Such evidence will give vital pointers to the origins and
sources of environmental degradation and thus substantially advance both the
studies of global political economy and also global environmental politics.
However, it is very difficult to impossible to find reliable historical data on
the phenomenon of environmental degradation under various forms of capi-
talism. The world systems sociologists have shown that environmental deg-
radation existed in earlier forms of capitalism and can therefore be linked to
capitalist modes of accumulation rather than to the modern mode of produc-
tion (Chew, 2001; Hornborg, 1998, Wallerstein, 1999). However, most social
science environmental researchers would argue that there are fundamental
differences between fairly localized forms of pollution as found in antiquity
and the all-pervasive global degradation found under the fossil fuel economy
associated with modern capitalism.

Having flagged some of the definitional problems of the contemporary
globalization quagmire, I will now discuss the main approaches to the study
of globalization, and global political economy in general, and their ecological
dimensions or lack thereof. This overview will highlight the shortcomings of
the major approaches to GPE and globalization as well as to their environ-
mental potential. It will also lay the groundwork for the main argument of the
book by showing the significance of the three concepts around which the
book is organized: historical significance and environment-society relations,
production/consumption, and equity.

HISTORICAL APPROACHES

In this category I have grouped together various approaches that take a his-
torical interest in global political economy, notably historical materialist ap-
proaches. Here, the work of Cox and of world systems theorists will receive
extended attention as they are particularly influential. Unlike many other
approaches in IR—such as realism or neoliberal institutionalism—which study
the world in the here and now as they find it, historical approaches argue that
in order to understand a phenomenon you need to know its social and struc-
tural origins and place it in its social context.
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Historical materialist positions do this by arguing that political economy
and society are fundamentally driven by the social relations of production and
that production is the most important factor in historical or contemporary
analysis. As Robert Cox states:

Production creates the material basis for all forms of social exist-
ence, and the ways in which human efforts are combined in produc-
tion processes affect all other aspects of social life, including the
polity. Production generates the capacity to exercise power, but power
determines the manner in which production takes place (1987: 1).

Cox, being a critical historical materialist and influenced by Antonio Gramsci
and Max Weber, actually does not travel down the economic determinist road
as far with his statement as other historical materialists. For Cox and follow-
ers of this school of thought, changing social relations of production are a
major factor in the understanding of progress and of changing economic and
political forms of organization. Such economic changes then have an effect
on political and social organization. Although it can be argued that the sole
emphasis on production as the major agent of change is exaggerated and
distorting, it is nevertheless undeniable that the production structure is one of
the most salient phenomena of the international or global system. Through
the emphasis on the mutual constitution of structure and agency, it is possible
to study change over time and not to reduce history to the political wrangling
of statespeople. Thus historical materialist approaches, be they Marxist, neo-
Gramscian, critical, etc., have a lot to offer to the study of global political
economy and they provide a convincing argument for the current globalizing
process as a new era by studying the social relations of production over time.
However, a narrow emphasis on production also creates major problems.
Therefore it is pertinent not to overemphasize historical materialism but also
to remember the importance of culture, ideology; and philosophy, as the neo-
Gramscians themselves argue. The ability to coordinate structure, agency, and
social relations are important points for the usefulness of historical material-
ism as an analytical framework. However, there are also major shortcomings
from an eco-holistic perspective. One is the narrow definition of capitalism as
a purely modern phenonmenon of this school of thought. Interesting alterna-
tives can be found in the world systems approaches. These will be briefly
considered in the next section.

World system analysis sees history divided into certain eras, or systems.
Immanuel Wallerstein is the main social architect behind this theory and he
places the beginning of the modern capitalist world system at about 1450 and
divides it into several periods (1986). However, not all world systems theo-
rists follow this categorization. Both Barry Gills and Andre Gunder Frank
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provide alternative views (Gills, 2000; Frank, 1998). As Immanuel Wallerstein’s
categorization is well-known and has been widely discussed, I will concentrate
here on Gills’s and Frank’s account. The main difference between the
Wallersteinian and the Gills and Frank argument is a different interpretation of
the notion of ‘ceaseless accumulation’ that Wallerstein dates as beginning around
1450 while Gills and Frank see it as a constant feature of the world system or
world economic history (Gills, 2000: 2). The relevance of this argument to the
globalization debate and indeed on any debate on the beginnings of capitalism
is of course whether capitalism is a fundamentally unique form of social orga-
nization of modernity or whether it is something intrinsic in economic and thus
in social relations. Frank’s and Gills’s argument, but intrinsically also
Wallerstein’s conceptualization, seem to suggest that capitalism per se is con-
tinuous in history—although Wallerstein makes a clear distinction between
modern and other forms of capitalism. This, then, would suggest that the glo-
balization process is not a unique stage in world history but the natural exten-
sion of age-old processes of efficient capital accumulation. However, at the
same time it is not the temporary culmination of a linear process because

There was not one ‘feudalisation’ but many, not one ‘capitalisation’
but several, successive waves or high points; not one ‘historical
capitalism’ but many, ancient, medieval and modern as well as Ori-
ental and Occidental. This radical departure from conventional
Eurocentric wisdom on world history is the beginning of the neces-
sary re-writing of the social history of capital, of power and of
humanity as a whole. It is a new world history (Gills, 2000: 21).

What Gills, and Frank, in contrast to Wallerstein, offer is a new vision of
cyclical rather than linear development under differing social conditions and
different constellations in social relations. Therefore modern capitalism has
its own unique constellations but it still has fundamentally the same basic
features of other types of capitalism in history. The same would apply to the
globalization process. Although globalization has particular social relations,
the fundamental underlying principles of its economic organization are still
the same as other types of capitalism. For example, post-Fordism is different
from Fordism or from previous labor relations but it is still a form of labor
relations that is geared toward the most efficient production structure of the
particular social context in terms of social relations and state of technological
progress. Therefore globalization can be seen as a continuous social process
that has accelerated its speed over the past thirty years or so rather than a
completely new form of socio-economic organization.

Historical approaches to global political economy and to globalization
primarily focus on the explanation of how this globalizing phenomenon or
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process came about and they do this from a historical materialist perspec-
tive. The nature and evolution of capitalism is a primary factor in this
explanatory endeavor. There are conflicting interpretations of the nature and
origins of capitalism with traditional approaches seeing modern capitalism
as a unique form of economic organization while the world systems theory
of Gills and Frank suggests that capitalism is an ever-present phenomenon
of history and that modern capitalism may be qualitatively different from
previous forms but they are still all capitalism. While the first view takes a
linear view of history, world systems theory (as opposed to world-systems
theory) takes a combined linear-cyclical view of history. One approach sees
the evolution of the global political economy as a new form of previously
existing capitalism that is not fundamentally different from previous expe-
riences while the other approach sees it as a new stage of capitalism in a
linear progression. Neither approach has a prescriptive component, whether
analytically or morally motivated.

There are two aspects missing from these existing historical perspectives:
on the one hand they focus almost exclusively on the production structure as
the primary engine of history to the exclusion of environmental and other
contextual factors. The history of nature-society relations and their effects on
the evolution of capitalism is of vital importance but has been excluded from
analysis. On the other hand, other economic agents in the economic structure
have also been neglected. Production structure does not equal economic struc-
ture and a wider angle is needed.

Although historical materialist approaches do not have an environmen-
tal dimension per se, there is a body of literature on the subject of environ-
ment and capitalism that will be discussed in detail in chapter 3 (Lipschutz
2001a, 1993; Paterson, 2000; Chew, 2001; Hornborg, 1998; Wallerstein,
1999). This literature is primarily concerned with either the relationship
between nature and society (not necessarily in a global but in a general
context) or specific case studies within the global political economy (Pater-
son, 1996). Thus a large-scale integration of environmental thought into
historical materialist thought has so far not taken place although the con-
ceptual capacity is clearly there. It would necessitate a move away from
economic determinism toward a recognition that not only production but
also ‘nature’s larder’ provide the ‘material basis for all forms of social
existence,’ to borrow Cox’s phrase (1987: 1). In short, a theoretical readjust-
ment is necessary that acknowledges a connection between the primacy of
the production structure and a dependency on a finite ecosystem for this
production structure to be sustained. Nevertheless, the historical materialist
school of thought is the most promising starting point for a marriage be-
tween ecological thought and global political economy and such an en-
deavor will thus be pursued in more depth in this book.
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THE LIBERAL APPROACH

The liberal approach is one that can be evenly divided into a conceptual and a
policy-related approach as it is the hegemonic approach of not only global envi-
ronmental politics but also of the global political economy architecture in general.
The classic IPE textbooks define liberal IPE in the following three ways:

Liberal economic theory is committed to free markets and minimal
state intervention, although the relative emphasis on the one or the
other may differ. Liberal political theory is committed to individual
equality and liberty, although again the emphasis may differ (Gilpin,
1987: 27).

Whereas the realist approach focuses on the nation-state, liberal
thinking has tended to see the individual as the basic unit of analy-
sis. The primary motivating force in the economy is the competitive
interaction between individuals, who are assumed to maximize their
satisfaction, or utility, especially through the social institution of the
market. The market aggregates these individual preferences and utili-
ties (on the demand side) and (on the supply side) the actions of
profit-seeking firms. Some modern liberal thinkers, notably von
Hayek, have argued that the market is, in fact, a spontaneous social
institution, rather than an institution which is a product of human
design (Stephen Gill & David Law, 1988: 42).

Liberalism is a view of IPE that sees markets as more important
than states. The role of the market is as a peaceful coordinating
process, which brings together individuals in a mutually advanta-
geous positive-sum game. The role of state power is negligible,
largely confined to security structures, or stronger, but mainly used
to strengthen and stabilize markets. In any case, the market is seen
as the driving force of IPE and state power is generally suspect and
must be justified to appeal to reason (Balaam & Veseth, 1996: 56).

Despite their differences, all approaches make it clear that liberal IPE is about
the importance of the economy and access to markets, i.e. advocating free
markets. The benefits of free markets will also accrue in the political field
through increased wealth for all and more economic interdependence will
lead to less conflict. These ideas and principles have been anchored in a
global political economy framework through the Bretton Woods system and
through the creation of organizations designed to increase economic integra-
tion between the various parts of the world.
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International economic integration institutions such as the World Bank,
the International Monetary Fund, the World Trade Organisation, and regional
economic integration organizations have especially changed the political and
economic landscape from the 1970s onward. Most of these institutions have
of course existed since the end of the Second World War and were architects
of the post-war political and economic order. With the collapse of the original
Bretton Woods system in the 1970s and the ensuing changes in the produc-
tion structure, these institutions have also gradually experienced a change in
the international economic order to which they have contributed.

The field of trade is perhaps the area in which most of the change has
taken place. Although there have been historical periods of trade liberaliza-
tion before, notably in the nineteenth century, and this new era of moving
toward freer trade is not unprecedented (Schwartz, 2000; Hirst & Thompson,
1996), the degree of institutionalization of the present trade liberalization era
is quite unprecedented. The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade served
as the international organization responsible for trade liberalization until 1994
when it was replaced with the World Trade Organisation. The World Trade
Organisation is perceived as one of the main culprits of the negative effects
of economic globalization by the general public, largely because of the atten-
tion it has received from protest movements. Both the GATT and the WTO
have changed the landscape of international trade. Although this is a process
that is not related to the collapse of the Bretton Woods system but to the
design of the international post-war order, it nevertheless accelerated in the
later decades of the twentieth century. Trade liberalization was discussed in
trade rounds dealing with specific products and product groups. However, this
was primarily a trend affecting goods produced by industrialized countries
and most trade liberalization took place within the industrialized world.

Apart from being a legally stronger and more wide-reaching organization
compared to the GATT, the WTO

aims to reduce or eliminate a whole range of non-tariff barriers and
differences in trading conditions between countries. Moreover, the
WTO is a much more powerful institution in so far as its dispute
panels have the authority to make binding judgements in cases where
trade rules are subject to dispute or transgressed (Held et al., 1999:
165).

The reduction of non-tariff barriers is one of the fields where the WTO has
been severely criticized because many of these barriers are in place to protect
certain social and human rights or environmental standards that then have to
be eroded or subordinated to WTO/GATT rules. Therefore the harmonization
of import and export rules to liberalize trade has an impact on other policy
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areas or social issues. The present arrangement whereby WTO rules can, and
usually do, take precedence over international environmental agreements or
national regulations, for example, may not directly affect state sovereignty as
a legal issue but at the same time it erodes the power of the state to be in
control of its social and environmental regulations if it wants to be part of the
global economic framework. This is a problem that affects both industrialized
and developing countries. Thus one of the main criticisms of the World Trade
Organisation and of economic globalization (the term used to describe
neoliberal policy aims) is that the increasing importance of markets erodes
the power of states and gives power to non-elected economic organizations
such as multinational corporations (Hines, 2000). States then become more
interested in supporting their economies rather than their citizens, arguing
that a well-functioning economy is good for their citizens. The state thus
becomes a representative of the economic actors rather than social interests,
marginalizing citizens and reducing them to economic actors rather than to
private citizens.

One of the main problems with this construction is that it leads to an
institutional network prioritizing free markets or trade liberalization over most
or all other policy issues, automatically assuming that such trends are beneficial
for society at large. However, such a view ignores the fact that there are
certain policy areas that cannot easily be accommodated in an economo-
centric worldview and that this leads to a lack of moral agency in the inter-
national system. The protection of minimum labor standards and basic human
rights for workers or the protection of the environment are a case in point. If
increasing trade liberalization and erosion of non-tariff barriers makes it difficult
for individual states to introduce or uphold production, labor, or environmen-
tal standards because they would constitute an unfair obstacle to fair trade,
then the agency of the World Trade Organisation clearly has a globalizing
effect in terms of introducing a liberated market. However, it also introduces
a level playing field at the level of the lowest common denominator in terms
of labor, environmental and production standards and makes it difficult for
states with low denominators to rise above that situation. In order to par-
ticipate in the global market, states are compelled to comply with the rules
set up by the WTO. This affects or erodes their sovereign right to self-
determination in terms of national legislation.

Legally, this right to sovereignty is not affected but it is impeded in
practice as the whole global economic integration project makes it impossible
for a state to ‘opt out’. Not all academics or policy makers agree that trade
liberalization leads to lower social or environmental standards. Daniel Drezner
(2001), for example, argues that trade liberalization and economic institution-
alization through the WTO has actually led to higher labor or environmental
standards in developing countries. The discrepancies between these argu-
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ments may well be specific to economic sectors or related to measurement of
improvement. Drezner measures improvement in terms of legislation or regu-
lations whereas critics tend to look at living and working conditions as well
as at the structural framework. It is also necessary to make distinctions be-
tween absolute and relative improvements. Liberals believe that absolute gains
are an improvement while critics of this approach, such as historical materi-
alists, hold that an absolute improvement of a situation may well (and usually
does) mean a relative worsening of a particular state’s or region’s position in
the world economy—either in terms of economic performance or in terms of
welfare or environmental standards. In fact, world gross product has more
than quadrupled since 1950 (New Scientist, April 27, 2002: 31) yet at the
same time the gap between rich and poor has increased tenfold (ibid.). Thus,
despite the fact that absolute wealth has increased on the planet (e.g., wit-
nessed by a steadily declining infant mortality rate), inequality on the planet
has actually increased because wealth in developed countries has increased to
such an exponential extent.

The idea of global trade liberalization is a value-neutral project that is
based on classical liberal ideas of increased overall wealth benefiting every-
body in the long run. However, this point of view disregards the actual nature
of capital accumulation and its profit motive that is disconnected from moral
and ethical considerations. As long as there are expanding markets, moral and
ethical considerations toward the work force need not be considered as they
are not seen as potential consumers of the product. Likewise, environmental
responsibility is externalized and cannot be reconciled with a profit motive.
Therefore a moral authority needs to represent the ‘common good’ and so far
this role has been taken over by the state (Altvater & Mahnkopf, 1999;
Bauman, 1998a, b). As this role of the state has now been curtailed through
the primacy of the market over welfare agendas, this creates serious problems
in terms of moral authority in the international system. However, states them-
selves have been complicit in this process and relegated themselves to a lower
place on the international agenda. Therefore, in terms of agency the WTO
cannot be held responsible for this process as it has been set up by an inter-
national community of states in order to do exactly what it does—to liberalize
trade (Kreissl-Dörfler, 1997).

Another group of actors supposedly complicit in the construction of a
global economy are multinational corporations—the very actors who are meant
to benefit most from trade liberalization. Sheer size and economic impact
gives many of the larger companies a disproportionate influence in certain
geographical regions. It has been argued that some multinational corporations
use this power to extract concessions from governments/states by uttering
threats of relocation or demand subsidies for setting up business in a certain
geographical area. This is a problem faced by both developing and developed
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countries (Strange, 1996). However, other sources maintain that the actual
occurrence and empirical evidence for such behavior is rather more scant than
globalization critics would make us believe (Drezner, 2001). Therefore this
claim is contested. It cannot be denied that the profit and efficiency rationale
of big business in the era of post-Fordism leads to global practices that
contribute to the erosion of human and labor rights as well as to environmen-
tal degradation, but this sort of behavior seems to be guided by functionality
rather than by a plot to assume power in world politics. These negative effects
seem to be unintended consequences as they are outside the framework within
which policy is made.

However, this view is not shared by many of the new social movements
that have developed the mission to demonstrate and fight against the negative
effects of economic globalization. These actors are non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs) but also more informally organized groupings that have come
together to stop the downward spiral of environmental and social degradation
(Keck & Sikkink, 1998; Lipschutz, 1996). They are actors who benefit from
political liberalism and are a counterforce to the negative impact of neoliberal
economic policy. Although these are organizations with no clear legal or
legitimate mandate to act in the international system, they find strong public
support and have often been invited to participate in international policy-
making on an informal and advisory basis. Although NGOs participated in
the global political process long before 1992, the precedent for large-scale
NGO and social movement involvement in international affairs was set at the
1992 Rio Summit and has since become commonplace in international envi-
ronmental policy-making. The World Bank, too, has started cooperation with
non-governmental organizations but the WTO and the IMF have no such
sophisticated coordinated consultation mechanisms in place (yet)—or at least
not to such an extent. To be sure, the WTO consults with business NGOs but
as a rule not with social and environmental NGOs. So there is a gradual
change happening in the international system with more actors evolving who
want to leave their imprint on the policy-making process. However, in terms
of NGO/new social movement involvement this is a voluntary process and
these actors have no official legal role in international decision-making. In
many ways their legitimacy as international actors in such processes could
also be questioned as these are not democratically elected institutions with a
clearly defined mandate (Jordan & Maloney, 1996). However, it is recognized
that these organizations represent parts of society and public opinion and are
therefore an important addition to the policy process.

These developments show that the liberal and neoliberal approaches to
globalization are very much the hegemonic approach to the global political
economy as they are so much embedded in actual practice and value structure
of the global institutional architecture. But where does that leave the environ-
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ment? Liberal approaches have a strong environmental component but this is
related to wealth creation. For example, the Brundtland report (1987) equates
poverty with environmental degradation and sees the solution to environmen-
tal problems in the increase of wealth within a society, which will then give
society the financial means to put regulatory structures in place. Of course
this approach denies the essential link between environmental degradation
and wealth creation since it is excessive consumption and use of resources
and degrading sinks, i.e., using ecosystems to deposit the wastes of the indus-
trial production process that causes most environmental degradation. Thus
liberalism and an advanced economic society create the financial resources
necessary to manage environmental problems generated by its excessive wealth
generation. Liberal IPE or (global political economy) GPE sees the environ-
ment as a problem of financial input and management rather than as a prob-
lem of resource use and distribution (Young, 1997; Bernstein, 2001; Stevis &
Assetto, 2001). Thus liberalism sees environmental degradation as an eco-
nomic problem rather than as a problem of the interdependence of industrial
society and the environment in which it exists and on which it is dependent.
Therefore, I argue that although there is copious literature on environmental
regimes, environmental management, and liberal environmentalism, this does
not constitute a liberal theory of the environment, even less so a liberal theory
of environmental IPE. To achieve such a theory, liberalism would need to
rethink the relations between environment and society in a fundamental way
that does not see the environment as merely an economic input problem.

These are in direct juxtaposition to the views of most liberals, both on
issues such as justice and economic globalization and the environment.

THE GLOBALIZATION CRITICS

This section is focused on the voluminous and sometimes populist literature
that sees globalization as a force to be resisted. This literature sees globaliza-
tion as the consequence of neoliberal institutions and policies that find their
origins in the political and economic framework set up after the Second
World War.

Ankie Hoogvelt defines neoliberalism in the following way:

At the heart of this ‘neoliberal’ ideology is the idea that private
property and accumulation are sacrosanct and that the prime respon-
sibility of governments is to ensure ‘sound finance’: they must ‘fight
inflation’ and maintain an attractive ‘business climate’ in which,
amongst other things, the power of unions is circumscribed. These
ideas both underpin and are the result of the ‘structural power’ of
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capital that is so internationally mobile that the investment climate
of each country is continually judged by business with reference to
the climate which prevails elsewhere (1997: 135).

The protection and importance of private property is a classic tenant of liberal
thought and its emphasis as such is nothing particularly new and unique to
the process of globalization. However, its overemphasis is the main charac-
teristic of neoliberal globalization and so is the subordination of other liberal
principles to this idea. The changing role of the state in the global economy
is a primary factor in the rise of neoliberalism. Internationalization of produc-
tion in itself is nothing new and is a permanent feature of most forms of
capitalism. States were the accepted guardians of domestic concerns such as
welfare and employment and economic progress. The prevailing liberal ide-
ology was supportive of trade liberalization and of the international move-
ment of capital but states were seen as the main agents in this process; hence
the liberalism of this form of capitalism was called embedded as it was
incorporated into national structures (Ruggie, 1982; Gill & Mittelman, 1997).
The main difference between liberalism and neoliberalism is that under the
process of globalization economic structures are disembedded and the re-
sponsibilities of the state shift from protecting citizens and other agents to
strengthening its place in a competitive world economy, thereby giving its
citizens the protection previously enjoyed in different forms. Thus the state
has become the guardian of capital and production only rather than labor,
welfare, or particular industries. The rise of multilateral institutions and new
social movements within this process have attracted a lot of attention and
have been documented in detail elsewhere (O’Brien et al., 2000).

In this approach, the World Trade Organization is seen as the most ob-
vious manifestation of neoliberalism and of the erosion of the power of the
state. Its establishment in 1995 gave it more legal clout and institutional
status than the GATT. As Colin Hines puts it:

The WTO’s greatest power lies in its dispute settlement body and
its cross-retaliation provisions, both of which enable it to force
nations to comply with WTO rules. The increasing number of
controversial rulings in which the WTO dispute settlement body
has upheld corporate interests over those of people and the envi-
ronment has increased public opposition to the WTO. . . .  Global-
ization is reducing the power of governments to provide what their
populations require all over the world. TNCs and international
capital have become the de facto new world government. Their
increasing control over the global economy is underpinned by their
free trade orthodoxy (2000: 16).
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The advent of the WTO parallels in the economic sphere the institutionaliza-
tion found in the political sphere for the past fifty years. The United Nations
system and the International Court of Justice have similarly institutionalized
procedures for interstate relations in all sorts of spheres and have provided a
dispute-settlement body in the form of the International Court of Justice in
The Hague. The statement that the WTO has more power than states is
dependent on the definition of power used. The concept of state sovereignty
has not changed and states are still the only sovereign actors in the interna-
tional system. Just as with the International Court of Justice where there is
no enforcement mechanism for the legally binding decisions of the Court, the
dispute settlement body of the WTO may be legally binding but there is no
enforcement mechanism apart from trade sanctions. These trade sanctions
may be very harmful and be a de facto limitation of state sovereignty but in
legal terms the WTO is not more powerful than states. So the actual influence
of international economic actors may have increased over time under the
process of globalization but the actual status of states has not changed, or
rather the effects of neoliberalism have not fundamentally altered the institu-
tional structure of the international system.

In the environmental literature, such discourses have been approached
through the conceptualization of non-state actors. The popular global civil
society discourse has become prominent within critical and alternative GPE.
It is mainly concerned with the rise of global environmental movements as
significant actors in the international system who are able to shape global
and local agendas (Lipschutz, 1996; Keck & Sikkink, 1998; Conca, 2001).
A recent example of this are the protests at the 1999 World Trade
Organisation Summit meeting in Seattle or the 2001 G8 summit of the
world’s seven leading economic powers plus Russia in Genoa. Therefore
this body of literature is mainly concerned with the role of agency in the
global system and how agency has been transformed under conditions of
globalization, such as the rise of more transnational actors in the interna-
tional system and the perceived erosion of state sovereignty or the change
in the role of the state in general.

Although it is certainly true that the role or level of activity of global
civil society has either increased dramatically in the past twenty years or
has become more visible, these developments have given many non-state
actors a more prominent role in the international system as policy advisers
and conference participants. However, in legal terms the role of the state
has not changed in this period and nor have international organizations
fundamentally changed their organizational structures. The Rio Summit in
1992 created a precedent by giving many non-state actors a prominent
position in agenda-setting processes and debates but these actors have not
acquired decision-making powers and have remained consultation partners
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rather than equal actors. So, although these new social movements are wide-
spread in the global environmental field, they are not an environmental phe-
nomenon as such as they can equally be found in other policy areas. Therefore
the global civil society literature uses the environment as a case study for its
approach rather than offering an environmental perspective for the globaliza-
tion debate.

Some writers see these new social movements or global civil society as
the main avenue through which political and economic change toward a more
sustainable political economy can be enacted given their belief that the rigid-
ity of institutional frameworks prevents effective policy options from reach-
ing this side (Wapner, 1998; Bryner, 2001). Thus an argument for the
particularly environmental nature of this approach can be made. The actual
role of global civil society in bringing about environmental improvement or
economic change will be discussed in chapters 4–6 and the weight of this
argument assessed.

Another point of departure in the globalization critics’ account of the
process of globalization is the increased power that multinational corpora-
tions seem to enjoy. This is seen as a particularly worrying phenomenon
because it affects the issue of legitimacy in the international system. Multi-
national corporations are primarily accountable to their shareholders and their
profit motive is thus to ensure high ratings on the stock market and high
dividends to shareholders. This means that their investment policies are very
short-term and that economies of flexibility and efficiency are at the forefront
of decision-making strategies rather than the long-term interests of the com-
pany. In addition, companies as economic actors are profit-oriented and do
not have a social or public responsibility toward people or toward the envi-
ronment, a role traditionally carried out by governments. Therefore the in-
creased clout of multinational corporations at the expense of the state means
that such social responsibilities are neglected. The idea that the market as the
primary forum of international relations incorporates social responsibilities
and the fulfillment of basic needs of the weak is questioned by the globaliza-
tion critics (Thomas, 2000, Hines, 2000).

The reason why multinational corporations are doing well in a globaliz-
ing economic climate is because trade liberalization and economies of flexibility
and free flow of capital benefit the ones who already have capital and a large
share in international trade (Thomas, 2000). In this situation existing com-
parative advantages in the international economic system can be used to
further extend the position of multinational corporations to one of dominance
in the market. Because they contribute such a large proportion of gross na-
tional product (GNP), employment figures, corporate taxes, etc. these corpo-
rations are able to influence governments and regional integration organizations
to represent their interests as it will be to everybody’s benefit that the mul-
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tinational corporations are doing well. However, the strong criticisms faced
by these corporations from the globalization critics and the simultaneous
decline of the state can also be seen as exaggerated phenomena. As Herman
Schwartz argues:

Just as states consciously created markets in the first place from
1500 through 1914, states have consciously recreated markets today.
From 1500 to around 1800 those states made markets in agricultural
goods and tried to extend those markets into all agricultural produc-
tion. In the long 19th century they made markets in industrial goods
and this finally did facilitate the extension of markets into agricul-
ture with disastrous results in the 1930s. Today states are making
markets in the service sectors which they had regulated and shel-
tered from the market since the Depression. As in the 19th century,
the re-emergence of markets was planned by market actors and states
that stood to benefit from the destruction or reconfiguration of the
various forms of social protection created in the ‘golden era’ of the
Keynesian welfare state. . . . But the driving force (behind globaliza-
tion) is still conflict between states worried about global market
shares, states reacting to shifts in their relative ability to generate
export streams and attract capital investment (2000: 318).

What Schwartz is saying is that multinational corporations have not taken
power away from the state but have colluded and cooperated with states
to bring about the free market ideology of neoliberalism under which
globalization is thriving. This argument is also valid in the context of the
WTO since the WTO was set up by and for states and the changes in the
political economy that led to the beginning of the globalization process
were also enacted by states. So on the one hand there is an erosion of the
power of the state but on the other the new system benefits those states
that were in a powerful situation when the system was established and
therefore strengthens their position in the international system. Thus some
of the arguments of the globalization critics are overly simplistic although
the fundamental critique that the conditions under globalization are be-
coming less socially aware and more individualistic are certainly true.
Although institutions such as the World Trade Organisation or regional
economic integration organizations certainly do seem to erode the power
of the state and place more emphasis on free markets, economic growth,
and progress rather than on human welfare, the state, or rather the devel-
oped world, have been instrumental in bringing about this new institu-
tional framework and are playing a central role in it. The state has not
been coerced into changing its role.
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CONCLUSION

This chapter has critically examined the concept and processes of a global-
izing political economy in relation to theory and policy practice as well as
relating to environmental and social concerns. Globalization both as a con-
cept and as a process is a contested term—its usage has become generally
accepted but there is no definition of what constitutes globalization and there
is no empirical evidence that it exists on a large scale. Attempts to concep-
tualize or theorize about globalization from an IPE perspective tend to side-
line the environmental and social consequences of globalization as issues in
the intellectual framework within which globalization is analyzed. These is-
sues are usually treated as part of an analysis of global civil society and new
social movements but in this context only transnational actors representing
social and environmental issues are incorporated into the analysis rather than
the structural and systemic forces and constraints within which actors oper-
ate. There is a shortage of literature on this subject and this book aims to
address this gap in the literature by offering a conceptual analysis of the
social relations between the various actors in the global system and the struc-
tural environment in which they operate.

The reason why there is no specifically environmental theory of GPE
is that the social sciences do not generally theorize about the environment
as they are primarily concerned with society. The environment enters social
science either as a problem to be solved by society, a force dominating
society, a force to be dominated by society, or in the form of nature-
society relations. It is the latter concept that is relevant as a theoretical
concept for GPE.

The term eco-holistic is a new concept, denoting the need to merge the
concerns of both holistic and ecocentric approaches. Holistic approaches have
traditionally been focused on traditional social science, incorporating social,
political, and economic factors but have not usually included environmental
criteria. Ecocentric approaches, on the other hand, focus on the ecological
aspect of analysis, thus usually subordinating the social, political and eco-
nomic angle. The term ‘eco-holistic’ emphasizes that analysis needs to be
social, political, economic, and environmental. This chapter has subjected the
core global political economy approaches to a preliminary eco-holistic analy-
sis. Chapters 2–4 of this conceptual part of this book will argue the case for
three main pillars around which an eco-holistic GPE should be based, namely
the historical dimension of environment-society relations, the production/
consumption debate, and equity.
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Chapter 2

Linking Environment and Society

This chapter will investigate the role between environment and society in
the globalizing political economy as well as the social and structural origins
of environmental degradation. This subject has not previously been researched
as such. There are many studies on the various actors in environmental
politics and some studies on environmental ideologies (Laferrière and Stoett,
1999; Peet and Watts, 1996; Escobar, 1996) as well as studies on the
commodification of the environment under modern capitalism (Merchant,
1992). However, there has not been any systematic research in International
Relations (IR) or in any other discipline on the changing relations between
society and environment throughout history and the underlying structural
forces leading to these changes, which would be crucial for an understand-
ing of the relationship between globalization and environmental degrada-
tion. This chapter is an attempt to remedy this shortcoming and sees this
task as the first step toward an environmental or eco-holistic global political
economy approach.

Traditionally, literature focusing on the relationship between nature or
environment and society or culture has taken the rise of modern capitalism
with the associated rises of enlightenment thinking, Newtonian science, and
the industrial revolution as the starting point of disturbed nature-society re-
lations. This view tends to romanticize the environmental impact of pre-
industrial society, or as Luc Ferry puts it, in a different context, ‘it is possible
to denounce the real or imagined misdeeds of liberalism in the name of
nostalgia’ (1995: xxvi). There have been several studies (Ponting, 1991; Chew,
2001) that have demonstrated that pre-industrial or pre-modern capitalist
societies also engaged in practices resulting in widespread environmental
degradation. However, it is often argued, that these degrading practices had
a local or regional rather than global impact and that modern capitalism and its
social relations are the only forms of social organization that actually lead to
global environmental degradation. Not all pollution in modernity is global
pollution but modernity is the only form of social organization that can produce
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global pollution due to its global structures. This argument will be investi-
gated further in this chapter because it is vitally important to establish whether
the actual structures of modern capitalism intrinsically lead to more global
environmental degradation compared with earlier forms of capitalism or if the
increasing global nature of pollution can actually be attributed to technologi-
cal progress rather than to underlying structural forces. This question is cru-
cial for finding the right way to approach the environmental crisis going
beyond a purely management-based approach.

The global nature of environmental degradation can largely be linked to
the rise of the fossil fuel economy and to the decreasing distance of time and
space in the relations between different parts of the globe (Daly, 1996). These
phenomena are intrinsically linked to the rise of modern capitalism. However,
the latter point is part of a longer and larger process that can also be observed
in pre-modernity. The first section of this chapter will be concerned with
exploring this point in detail and discussing the historical origins of contem-
porary nature and society relations.

The chapter will then investigate the particular relationship of environ-
ment and society under the process of globalization. Here, several phenomena
will be studied in detail as they are seen as vital ingredients of this process.
The understanding of time as a social and environmental phenomenon will be
a primary focus of this investigation. This point will be extended to focus on
the phenomenon of time-space distanciation, which is often cited as one of
the primary phenomena of globalization as it is generally associated with the
globalizing of production and communication. However, it is even more
pertinent in relation to the spread and structural origins of environmental
degradation. These issues highlight the historical dimension of environment-
society relations around which this chapter is centered.

Another globalizing field is the study of governance and the increasing
number of global accords regulating the social and economic activities that
lead to environmental degradation. These agreements tend to be de-linked
from the relationship between environment and society and focus on environ-
mental management strategies and damage-limitation exercises rather than
dealing with the structural roots of particular environmental problems.

In this context, the subject of trade and the environment also needs to be
examined given that global trade regimes promote an unsustainable trading
pattern that goes against the grain of resource realities. Trade and the envi-
ronment are issues that have been linked in the academic literature but in
practice trade liberalization and environmental protection are unrelated con-
cepts and environmental considerations are only given lip service in the in-
stitutionalization of trade. The latter issues of governance and trade are seen
as threads that will go through all of the three main concepts I have signposted
as the main pillars of an eco-holistic global political economy—environment-
society relations, production-consumption, and equity.
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LINKING ENVIRONMENT AND POLITICAL ECONOMY

Traditionally, political economy analysis in IR goes back to the beginnings of
modern capitalism and to the social relations that evolve in this period and
then develop and change throughout modernity (Fox, 1998; Gill & Mittelman,
1997; Hoogvelt, 1997). The environment has not formed part of this analysis
although it has entered the field through radical/political/historical ecology
and types of ecological economics analysis (Merchant, 1992; Daly, 1996;
Eckersley, 1995; Dryzek, 1997). These approaches usually define the rise of
modern capitalism as the point in history where society became more alien-
ated from its physical environment than it used to be, a process that became
worse as modern capitalism became more sophisticated. Basically, the rise of
modern capitalism, enlightenment, Newtonian science, and the industrial revo-
lution acted in concert to bring about a change in society-environment rela-
tions as humans in the core economies saw themselves as increasingly
mastering nature rather than being dependent and dominated by it (Merchant,
1992). This in turn led to the perceived notion of decreasing dependency on
the environment that resulted in its neglect through lack of understanding of
ecological processes and their significance for life on the planet.

This view of environmental political economy is a fundamentally
Eurocentric but also technological/economic determinist view of history. First
of all, the notion of the mastering of nature is confined to the industrializing
countries and not a global phenomenon. Even today, nature-society relations
are far from universal and can take different forms and shapes in different
infrastructures even within the same national society. For example, in an
advanced industrial society, people have a relationship with their immediate
local environment if they live in rural areas or a relationship with the coun-
tryside as visited at weekends or during holidays for city dwellers. They also
have a relationship with the physical environment as experienced while trav-
eling and they have images of what nature is and what its role should be in
modern life. This is their immediately experienced relationship and differs
fundamentally from the environment-society relations of a predominantly
agricultural developing country such as flood-ridden Mozambique. Therefore
it is misleading to speak of ‘the’ environment-society relationship as there are
many different such relations in different societies or different segments of
society. Likewise, different nature-society relations are experienced in differ-
ent aspects of people’s lives.

However, nature-society relations that are not consciously experienced
are much more significant in political economy terms. These are experienced
through productive and consumptive relations but the ecological or environ-
mental aspects of these are not perceived by the various actors in the inter-
national system, or domestic systems, and their side effects in terms of
environmental degradation are de-contextualized through the separation of
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environmental from other types of policy. What this means is that social
behavior and actions have a much larger impact on the environment through
the environmental impact of economic activities far removed from the actual
consumer and that these practices are vitally important in shaping environ-
ment-society relations. However, these relations are usually not analyzed in
the type of context suggested here.

Because of the complexity of environment-society relations at the con-
scious and subconscious levels as well as at the local, regional, and global
level it is difficult to integrate this into a global political economy of the
environment. However, because of this diversity of relations, it is also difficult
to make a case for fundamentally changed nature-society relations after the
industrial revolution and the beginning of modern capitalism from a global
perspective. Therefore a theory based on the assumption that there is one
environment-society relationship and that this relationship is fundamentally
different from the pre-modernity relationship is reductionist and cannot be the
basis of a consistent political economy of the environment.

An alternative to this view is the ecological world systems theory ap-
proach (Hornborg, 1998; Chew, 1998, 2001; Goldfrank, Goodman, & Szasz,
1999). The main argumentative thrust of this type of analysis suggests that
the rise and fall of world civilizations can be traced to environmental deg-
radation. Thus, the nature of capitalism can be understood through the
social relations of production, labor, and the environment. Clive Ponting
(1991) in his environmental history of the world advances a similar argu-
ment, however, not couched in theoretical terms. These are views of history
that integrate an environmental or ecological perspective into predominantly
social historical accounts. They are also views that include an account of
environment-society relations as connections are made between productive
and consumptive relations and economic performance as well as the nega-
tive impact of environmental degradation on economic performance. So
from this point of view an ecological world systems approach can offer an
interesting alternative to the historical materialist orthodoxy that points out
the connection between fundamentally changed society-environment rela-
tions and the rise of modern capitalism.

The main argument of Sing Chew’s thesis, for example, is that different
phases in world history and the rise and fall of trading relations can be
analyzed from a historical materialist perspective as done by Wallerstein or
alternatively, by Frank and Gills, and focus on the social relations of produc-
tion. However, these approaches neglect the relationship between nature/natu-
ral resources and the material basis of production. In fact, the demise of most
empires or large powers also coincides with a decline in the natural resource
base through overexploitation or through other exhaustion. In fact, forensic
research suggests that even the two historical periods of dark ages are linked
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to the depletion of the natural resource base and this has been documented
in carbon testing from these areas (Chew, 2001). So, for example, the dark
ages in Germany and Sweden are accompanied by a decline in forestation and
the local economies started to recover once reforestation had taken place.
This type of pattern is reproduced over time and over space and a strong
argument can be made that environmental degradation is a strong factor in
world system formation and decline.

This type of approach integrates the environment into political economy
in a holistic manner integrating social with environmental analysis. It also has
the potential for a holistic account of environment-society relations. The
ecological world systems approach overcomes the difficulties associated with
a narrow account of the structural origins of environmental degradation as the
result of the rise of modern capitalism. It does not narrowly associate the rise
of environmental degradation with a particular mode of production and blames
the mode of accumulation, which can be found in all capitalist systems. It
therefore offers a much wider definition of capitalism based on accumulation
rather than on the specific mode of production found under modern capital-
ism. However, this argument could then be extended to make a case for
traditional forms of capitalism leading to regional and local environmental
degradation. The advanced mode of production related to the industrial revo-
lution and the associated predominance and hegemony of the fossil fuel
economy, on the other hand, leads to the spreading and globalizing of envi-
ronmental degradation through its global reach. So, in fact it is not the chang-
ing relations of production under modern capitalism that lead to dramatically
changed environment-society relations but the technological advances of this
period. These are associated with changed notions of progress and speed of
change. Environmental degradation has always existed under systems of mass
production and modern capitalism is merely a qualitatively different phase of
this problem.

The extension of consumption and thus increased demand leading to
more efficient production methods and the advances in technology and scientific
knowledge are all related to, and constitutive of, the social relations of pro-
duction and consumption. These social relations led to the vast extension of
trade and consumption of resources and to an increasing internationalization
and eventual globalization of the forces of production. This inter- and
transnationalization and eventual globalization of the political economy also
results in an internationalization and globalization of the environmental side
effects of this extended production base. This can explain why modern capi-
talism sees a variety of local, regional, and global environmental degradation
and previous forms of economic organization that were limited to local and
regional environmental effects. Most global environmental effects can be traced
back to the fossil fuel economy, although from a structural point of view, the
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global structure of production can be indirectly used to make a case for
describing local or regional pollution as a global phenomenon.

ENVIRONMENT AND GLOBALIZATION

Having established the historical context in which environment-society re-
lations have evolved and have been analyzed, the cardinal question is whether
any aspect of the globalizing of social relations fundamentally alters envi-
ronment-society relations as compared to pre-globalization forms of eco-
nomic organization.

The process of globalization is characterized by a globalizing of produc-
tion processes, a global division of labor, and the liberalization of trade and
finance (Mittelman, 1997; Paterson, 2001). Although these changing struc-
tures of economic activity obviously draw after themselves environmental
effects, it could be argued that these effects are primarily manifested in in-
creased consumption and increased exploitation of resources and sinks as
well as the exploration of previously unused resources and sinks. Thus, there
is a change in volume of exploitation but not a qualitative or structural change.
Such increased consumption and exploitation is not a new process started
under globalization but the continuation of an increasing and expanding in-
ternational and globalizing economy under modern capitalism as such. So
from this point of view environment-society relations in the age of globaliza-
tion are not fundamentally different from previous periods. However, it can
be argued that there are important changes in environment-society relations
that are not immediately obvious but that are still of vital importance.

These changes can primarily be found in the privatizing of nature/envi-
ronment through the tenets of neoliberal ideology (Peluso & Watts, 2001;
Paterson, 2001). Through the globalizing of production and finance, the regu-
lation of environmental degradation at the local or national level becomes
more difficult because the agents of pollution are not usually located near the
source of pollution, although their economic activities take place there. At the
same time, environment-society relations in the industrialized, consumer
countries are not fundamentally changed while the relations between society
and environment in developing countries are increasingly shaped by the glo-
bal or Northern political economy and increasingly less so by local factors
(Clapp, 2001). This point applies to both industrializing and primarily agri-
cultural countries. So, in global terms globalization has fundamentally changed
environment-society relations although this is not immediately obvious from
the vantage point of the Northern citizen.

Although it is true that even under colonialism the colonies’ environ-
ment-society relations were affected by the colonizer and shaped to fulfill
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demand in the colonizer’s economy, this happened in a structure where the
colonizer had an interest in the continued productivity of the land tilled,
which implied an incentive of stability. Under globalization, this is not the
case. As there is a free or near-free market of resources and sinks, it is
possible to exploit these resources without being interested in their continued
well functioning (unless they are very scarce) as they can be abandoned for
better locations as soon as more efficient production sites elsewhere become
available. Since the ‘exploiter’ does not own the land but only pays to make
use of it, there is no long-term interest and responsibility as the risks and
responsibilities are externalized.

So in effect globalization can be described as a new ecological impe-
rialism. This point will be developed further in section 2 of this book
where it will also be placed in the context of deteriorating social condi-
tions going hand in hand with environmental degradation. What is clear
though is that globalization has more fundamental and far-reaching con-
sequences for environment-society relations in developing countries than it
has for the Northern Hemisphere that has a long history of having benefited
from the exploitation of developing countries, or colonies.

Another aspect of the globalization of the environment is an evolving
global consciousness and global ethics among certain groupings in civil so-
ciety resulting in protests against the neoliberal ideology of economic liber-
alization, privatization, and lack of public responsibility (J. A. Fox, 1998;
Newell, 2001; Lipschutz, 1996; Bryner, 2001). This is seen as a counter-
hegemonic force against the rise of the multinational corporation and the
institutionalization of global economic regimes cementing neoliberal prin-
ciples. Traditionally, such social movements operated primarily at the na-
tional or maybe regional level but recently there has been a proliferation of
coalitions and solidarity movements that take on a transnational and an in-
creasingly global character (Keck & Sikkink, 1998; Bryner, 2001). This build-
ing of civil society or new social movements is a new phenomenon that can
only be compared to the trade union movement that has tended to lose power
with the globalizing of production. It is questionable, however, if these new
social movements can actually be said to have achieved the status of a
counterhegemonic bloc as is often claimed. This phenomenon has received
serious attention by the globalization and also by environmental academics
and policy makers and will not be pursued further here as it has been ana-
lyzed in detail elsewhere.

Rather, this chapter will continue to focus on the more structural as-
pects of globalization and environment. Loosely following Susan Strange’s
taxonomy of dividing the world into structures, this chapter will now exam-
ine different types of structures that are seen as formative in determining
environment-society relations under the process of globalization. These are
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time and time-space distanciation as the underlying principles according to
which local-global linkages are constituted, complemented by the discus-
sion of the liberalization and institutionalization of trade and the topic of
global governance.

TIME

Globalization is mostly analyzed in spatial terms or from a historical perspec-
tive. I will put forward an alternative form of analysis here based on a jux-
taposition of social and ecological time. Such a conceptualization of time is
important for the understanding of the evolution of global political economy
because it provides an eco-holistic understanding of socio-economic develop-
ment but also provides a good understanding of environment-society rela-
tions. Time is a notoriously difficult concept to define and exists at various
levels of differing complexity. Here, I will focus on the relationship between
social and ecological time. Social time is generally regarded as a measure-
ment or as a tool for organization. This is fundamentally different from eco-
logical time that is not a social construct but a complicated natural mechanism
that has to be conceptualized and harmonized with social time. In social
science analysis social time is to be the measurement against which environ-
ment is studied. However, since all social constructs are located in a physical
environment, it is necessary to embed social analysis in a wider understand-
ing of ecological time.

Both time and the environment are frameworks within which social re-
lations occur: they are part of the social framework but at the same time they
are more than that, encompassing social relations. They provide a framework
within which society has to operate and the structures within which society
is located. They impose certain rules on society such as the natural ‘laws’ but
at the same time they are part of a process of social construction. This means
they exist independently of society although they are conceived of through a
process of social construction. Therefore it is useful to make a distinction
between ecological and social rhythms as expressions of time.

Social activity can change environmental rhythms through the interrup-
tion or change of ecological cycles. Social activity impacting on environmen-
tal processes can especially be found in the industrial sector, particularly
mechanical and technological processes. This is one area where society is
estranged from its relationship with the environment. The age of mass pro-
duction and consumption, and the distanciation of the production process
from the resource extraction stage has obscured the link between production,
consumption, and environmental degradation, thus making it difficult to cre-
ate a directly observable link between the accumulation of capital and the
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creation of environmental degradation. This is a problem that can be found
in all forms of capitalism but becomes most acute with the technologies
arising out of the industrial revolution:

An advanced fossil fuel-based economy is very technology-centered
apart from being environmentally degrading. However, ecological
and technological processes do not share the same underlying prin-
ciples according to which they evolve or function. Ecological pro-
cesses are highly interactive, rhythmic, cyclical and ‘renewable’.
Technological processes, on the other hand, are extremely linear (i.e.
non-renewable after their life span expires, and also producing high-
entropy waste). Although some social technological processes can
be interactive and rhythmic, technological products used in the pro-
duction process certainly are not. A machine’s life is mechanical and
non-renewable, i.e. functions according to Newtonian principles
(Adam & Kütting, 1995: 243).

Therefore, two worlds based on opposing principles have to cohabit, namely
the environment and globalizing society based on mass production and con-
sumption. Following the basis of ecological economics arguments, this means
that industrial society is out of tune with the rhythms of nature, or ecosys-
tems, and thus disturbs careful ecological balances by depositing non-renew-
able waste products on the planet, which diminish the available resources, or
energy, on earth (Daly, 1996; Guha & Martinez-Alier, 1997; Martinez-Alier,
1999). This phenomenon can be summarized by distinguishing between
mechanism and organism. Mechanical systems such as machine-based produc-
tion societies draw on Newtonian concepts and assumptions. A mechanical
view of nature implies that nature/environment can be neatly compartmental-
ized into constituent parts and that these parts are not interdependent, or only
interdependent at the clearly observable level. This approach likens its world-
view to a car engine in which a broken part can be fixed and the engine will
work again because the functions of the broken part are clearly visible and
thus repair is easy and straightforward. An organic view of the world, on the
other hand, can be described as focusing on the connections and dependent
relations of nature, thus stressing the holistic aspect. This view also highlights
the cyclical, evolutionary, and irreversible nature of environmental rhythms.
Connections here are not as clearly visible as in the car engine and effects of
a ‘broken part’ can be felt in places and at times that cannot be traced back
in a direct line to the original disturbance.

There is no doubt that human activity brings about environmental change
just as the invasion of sub-Saharan plains by elephants does. As human ac-
tivity has become highly commodified under systems of mass production or
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intense economic activity, this usually takes a toll in changing and degrading
ecological processes. This can have far-reaching consequences as in the case
of the ship-building industry in classical Greece and the resulting deforesta-
tion of the Mediterranean or through the development of a fossil fuel economy
resulting in industrialization. This leads to changes in the ecosystem and the
ecosystem may change as a result. This change does not necessarily consti-
tute (global) environmental degradation although it may lead to some tempo-
rary local degradation. The grouping together of human beings in settlements
will always lead to environmental change. Environmental change in itself
may have deleterious side effects but does not constitute environmental deg-
radation in itself. However, environmental degradation takes place when the
constant amount of energy existing on the planet is transformed into irretriev-
able forms of energy and waste. Such entropic changes are essentially the
result of the overexploitation of renewable resources such as soil or forests or
water, or the result of the use of non-renewable energy and its transformation
into waste such as the burning of fossil fuels (Daly, 1996).

These definitions of the structural origins of environmental degradation
can be supplemented with an understanding of the nature of rhythms. Eco-
logical rhythms are largely a cyclical phenomenon. However, hegemonic social
conceptions of time are linear. Therefore, there seems to be an incompatibil-
ity between social and ecological rhythms of time. Since human beings are
part of nature and the larger physical environment, this clash of concepts
leads to questions on the effect of an ‘unnatural’ (i.e., social) rhythm on the
larger physical environment. However, this identification of two separate
rhythmic phenomena and the isolation of social rhythms from the rhythms of
the larger physical environment mean that mass-producing society has dis-
tanced itself from ecological rhythms, either consciously or as an unintended
consequence of other processes.

This distancing is a phenomenon that can be found both in the social
relations within the hegemonic North as well as in the social relations between
the developed and the developing world. The social, political, and economic
control of the different notions of time, or timescapes as Barbara Adam calls
it (1998), determines the organization of society but also has fundamental
consequences for the relations between environment and society with often
unplanned, unintended, and unforeseeable consequences for society. This also
applies to the globalizing of production where the spatial and temporal relations
under neoliberalism are witness to a new era of finance and property relations.
These new relations in turn lead to a new rhythmicity in the relations between
social and ecological time from a global perspective. A fundamental aspect of
these global temporal social and ecological structures is the issue of time-space
distanciation. This subject has traditionally been analyzed with a social or
economic focus but has a strong environmental dimension as well.
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TIME-SPACE DISTANCIATION

This aspect of the temporal discussion focuses on one of the cornerstones of
globalization debates, namely the concept of time-space distanciation. The
basic idea behind this concept is that under globalization social relations are
spatially removed, creating global-local linkages through economic and cul-
tural practices (Giddens, 1990). At the same time social relations are also
temporally removed in two ways: first of all, events can be experienced si-
multaneously in different places through sophisticated technology and, sec-
ond, the consequences of an action or policy may not be felt in a different
place until sometime after the actual events (temporal distanciation). So, time-
space distanciation is mostly about global-local linkages. A good example of
time-space distanciation is the ozone hole. The current ozone hole over Latin
America, Australia, and Antarctica is caused by the production, consumption,
and resulting release into the atmosphere of ozone-depleting substances pro-
duced and released over thirty years ago in mostly industrialized countries.

Time-space separation disconnects social activity from its particular so-
cial context as can be seen in the field of food production. This distanciation
is manifested in many developing countries by the growing of cash crops for
global markets rather than for the satisfaction of local dietary needs (and the
import of food crops for urban populations). It will become even more mani-
fest when plant life can be patented and indigenous plant genes will be
‘owned’ by commercial enterprises elsewhere in the word (Miller, 2001). In
industrialized countries, spatial distance is best expressed by the seasonally
unaffected diet of consumers as dictated by supermarket shopping. This
distanciation leads to a breakaway from local cultural activities and habits
and a move toward ‘disembedded’ institutions, which can be economic, so-
cial, or cultural. Redclift sees the main effect of time-space distanciation in
the confusion between intention, action, and outcome (1996: 147). This means
that time-space distanciation leads to difficulties in establishing causal links
between actions and their consequences. As David Goodman and Michael
Redclift argue with respect to the international food system: “With the simul-
taneous access to geographically separate production zones, the formation of
the world market freed industrial capitals from the seasonality of individual
national agricultures, approximating the continuous production process char-
acteristic of industry” (1991: 96). The consequences of this phenomenon are
enormous for the understanding of solutions to the problem of environmental
degradation. It shows that economic and regulatory structures are ‘disembedded’
and not equipped, thus not able, to adequately address environmental prob-
lems. It also shows that events or actions in one part of the globe are either
the unintended consequences of actions elsewhere or the deliberate but dis-
connected results of actions elsewhere.
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Second, time-space distanciation provides the foundation for the rise of
what Giddens calls the rationalized organization and that Weber associated with
bureaucracy. However, even more than the inertia criticized by Weber, modern
rational organizations are characterized by a dynamism on the local-global level
that was unthinkable in Weber’s age. This has also been recognized by Paul
Virilio and James Der Derian in their respective discussions of speed (Virilio,
1986; Der Derian, 1992). Not only has the distinction between time and place
decreased in importance but as a related phenomenon the velocity of change
and progress has increased exponentially in the latter half of the twentieth
century. Changes in the global division of labor and in the production structure
leading to ‘just in time’ manufacturing and to the practice of subcontracting in
the production process in order to achieve maximum flexibility vis-à-vis unpre-
dictable consumer demand are cases in point (Klein, 2000).

Third, the notion of history has changed fundamentally with the rise of these
rationalized organizations. Unitary standards of measuring time ensure a univer-
sality of history and with the universal mapping of the planet, ‘time and space are
recombined to form a genuinely world-historical framework of action and expe-
rience” (Giddens, 1990: 21). However, this universalist vision of history is that
of the benefactors of time-space distanciation, namely the enterprises and govern-
ments with the resources to overcome the time-space compression. In addition to
universalizing history, the discussion of time-space distanciation refers to changes
in the production structure of social organization but neglects to study the effects
of this distanciation on the environment. It is especially in the area of environ-
ment-society relations that the time-space distanciation, particularly its temporal
aspects, has changed dramatically with the rise and development of the various
forms of capitalism. An extension of the concept of this distanciation to environ-
mental matters is vital since social organization does not exist in an environmen-
tal vacuum and society is dependent on natural resources and sinks for its survival.
The next section will look at the institutional framework that regulates this
distanciation and other phenomena. Although the structural origins of environ-
mental degradation are the primary concerns of this chapter, it is also important
to look at governance issues managing these problems as they are part of social
structures dealing with environmental degradation. However, governance and trade
issues are seen as a subordinate structure to the three main strands of this book
and will be discussed in the context of each strand in this and chapters 3 and 4
rather than as separate entitites.

GLOBAL GOVERNANCE

Global governance is an umbrella term covering different types of international
or transnational regulation or institutionalization. So, for example, regimes are



Linking Environment and Society 35

seen as a traditional form of global governance and so are international in-
stitutions such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) or the United Nations
(UN). Recently, transnational forms of governance have also been included in
this definition such as global codes of conducts used by multinational corpo-
rations or by the development of norms by global civil society. There is
global political and economic governance. The number of global governance
institutions has risen dramatically in the past thirty years or so and with
increasing trade and financial regulation, these areas have been opened up for
global institutionalization and removed from the domestic arena. As James
Rosenau puts it:

Governance is a more encompassing phenomenon than government.
It embraces governmental institutions but it also subsumes informal,
nongovernmental mechanisms, whereby those persons and organiza-
tions within its purview move ahead, satisfy their needs, and fulfill
their wants. . . . Governance is thus a system of rule that is as depen-
dent on intersubjective meanings as on formally sanctioned consti-
tutions and charters. . . . It is possible to conceive of governance
without government—of regulatory mechanisms in a sphere of activ-
ity which function effectively even though they are not endowed
with formal authority (Rosenau & Czempiel, 1992).

In the environmental field, the number of international environmental agree-
ments and voluntary arrangements is well in the hundreds and covering all
sorts of regional and global issues ranging from the Kyoto Protocol to forest
stewardship councils. However, even more important is the relationship be-
tween economic and environmental governance and the lack of environmental
provisions in the economic sphere or the precedence economic institutions
and regulations take over environmental ones (Conca, 2000; M. Weber, 2001).

In the field of global governance a variety of actors, structures, and
regulations converge and need to be separated for heuristic purposes although
they obviously form a coherent (or not so coherent) whole. There are a
number of global governance organizations that are closely related to global
environmental governance. These are the environmental institutions of the
UN but, more importantly, non-environmental organizations such as the WTO,
the (International Monetary Fund), IMF and the World Bank have a strong
impact on environmental governance through their economic, trade, invest-
ment, and development policies. I will not cover the role of international
environmental agreements that is mostly put into practice through UN agen-
cies here as I have done so in great detail elsewhere and have where I dem-
onstrated that these agreements are fairly marginal to global environmental
governance from an eco-holistic perspective (Kütting, 2000).
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Global economic and political governance, which structurally determines
environmental governance, leads to the sidelining of ecological consider-
ations and a disregard of environment-society relations. This means that glo-
bal governance takes place in the absence of an understanding of social
dependence on ecological foundations. Thus it can be explained that the
absence of environmental priorities in the WTO as the main system of global
economic governance is more indicative of global environmental governance
than the drafting of international environmental agreements on particular is-
sue areas that are negotiated under the constraints of this global institutional
economic framework. Likewise, the structural adjustment policies of the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund have a strong environmental
message through the role that is being apportioned to environmental consid-
erations in this development framework. Although the World Bank has put
environmental policy high on its agenda, this has been done in a sustainable
development framework that assumes unlimited growth and denies the basic
realities of environmental equity and resource access (Williams, 2001; M.
Miller, 1995).

A large part of the academic debate on global governance focuses on the
changing role of the state in the international system and its potential replacement
by other actors and the decline of sovereignty. In the words of Ronnie Lipschutz:

One of the central issues facing human civilization at the end of the
20th century is governance: Who rules? Whose rules? What rules?
What kind of rules? At what level? In what form? Who decides? On
what basis? Many of the problems that give rise to questions such
as these are transnational and transboundary in nature, with the re-
sult that the notion of global ‘management’ has acquired increasing
currency in some circles. This is especially true given that economic
globalization seems to point toward a single integrated world economy
in which the sovereign state appears to be losing much of its author-
ity and control over domestic and foreign affairs (1999: 259).

The debate about the loss of sovereignty of the state is one of the main
cornerstones of globalization studies although from a critical global political
economy perspective, it may make more sense to talk of a transfer of power
or political division of labor. Although it may seem that states are losing
power, they are still the only sovereign actors in the international system and
they are the actors who have put into place (and govern) the very institutions
that are supposed to challenge the power of the state. It seems that rather than
declining, the power of the Northern or industrialized state is actually fortified
through the global economic governance institutions that at the end of the day
represent the interests of the haves against the have-nots. From this point of
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view, plus ça change plus c’est la même chose. It is actually the power of the
developing country state that is being undermined by global governance or
rather prevented from developing as most developing countries have never
been in a position of structural power. Therefore the global economic insti-
tutions can be seen as the exercise of structural power rather than as the
decline of the power of the state.

It is clearly obvious that the global politico-economic framework legiti-
mized by states and global institutions provides a formidable system for the
efficient transfer of resources from the periphery to the core and thus provides
a continuation of more violent or more directly exploitative policies of the
past. At the same time, despite the increasing environmental rhetoric in the
form of the sustainable development discourse (Redclift, 1987), there has
been no real attempt to take onboard the strained nature of environment-
society relations and consequently there has been no real effort to accommo-
date environmental with social needs.

The disillusionment with state policies and international organizations
has led to the rise of transnational protest movements and to the rise of non-
governmental actors in both the civil society and corporate fields (although a
strict definition of civil society includes the corporate sector, modern usage
of the term suggests a distinction). These civil society actors have been busy
creating additional and alternative forms of global governance that have be-
come part of the global network of regulations, norms, and ethics (Schweitz,
2001). In some cases, they contribute to and shape international governance;
in some cases transnational governance exists in addition to international
governance (Keck & Sikkink, 1998; Princen and Finger, 1994).

Global corporate governance takes place on two levels. First of all, the
rise of the multinational corporation has drawn after it the increasing liber-
alization of trade and finance institutionalized through international organiza-
tions (Newell, 2001). These are structural changes leading to a different
corporate climate and can thus be described as a type of corporate governance
although the corporate entity is obviously not the legitimator of this gover-
nance. Second, multinational corporations have set up among themselves
certain rules they abide by as a form of self-governance. There is a multilay-
ered rationale to this self-governance (Hein & Fuchs, 1999). First of all, self-
governance delays or avoids the imposition of other rules, which may be
stricter, compulsory, or less convenient. Second, self-governance facilitates
standardization that is good for expansion but also for monopolization. Third,
self-governance is good for the image. Typical forms of self-governance are,
for example, the International Standards Organization (ISO) is not an inter-
national governmental organization and that develops voluntary standards
such as ISO 9001 and ISO 14001, which are procedural and environmental
procedural standards, respectively. Corporate codes of conducts as found in
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the garment industry and as highlighted by the Gap and Nike are another
form of self-governance. These standards have been introduced as apparel
companies came increasingly under attack for the atrocious working condi-
tions under which their garments were produced, usually by subcontractors.
These voluntary codes of conduct designed by the companies themselves
commit companies to patroling working conditions in the factories where
their garments are made and where the companies themselves are responsible
for their implementation. From this point of view they can be described as the
fox guarding the chicken coop but in the absence of enforceable legislation,
these codes of conduct are at least an admission that these activities need to
be regulated. So, global corporate governance has facilitated the establish-
ment of global markets but has so far avoided the regulation of social and
environmental degradation.

There has been a very strong response to this increasing global corpo-
rate climate and market-based governance from the global civil society
quarters (Lipschutz, 2001b). Global civil society contributes to, and tries to
reform, other forms of governance. The rationale behind this is that the
Northern or Western state has increasingly given up on its social welfare
role and becomes a representative or guardian of the interests of global
markets and therefore the ‘police officer role’ previously fulfilled by states
has been increasingly taken over by non-state actors. Consequently, these
actors are given a role in the international arena. Non-governmental orga-
nizations have an advisory role in the formulation and negotiation of inter-
national environmental agreements and are increasingly included in the
advisory policy-making process of organizations such as the World Bank or
the UN. They also have a role at the national level and feed into the policy
process by advising foreign, development, and environment ministries. Non-
governmental organizations involved in such formal channels are usually
reformist rather than radical organizations. Radical organizations do not
participate in shaping global governance because they believe that there are
fundamental systemic shortcomings and that these cannot be addressed
through a reform of existing forms of global governance. Radical move-
ments can therefore be found outside the policy process in the form of the
landless movement, protests outside WTO ministerial meetings, etc.
(Goldman, 1998). The increasingly vocal nature and huge numbers of people
involved in such movements have led to a questioning of the legitimacy of
some forms of global governance and have thus had a result, albeit not an
immediately tangible one (Conca, 2000).

To conclude, in terms of environment-society relations, the global gov-
ernance process has become more pluralistic as a result of globalization but
this has not necessarily led to increased consideration of environmental ne-
cessities at the global level. Although there are several groups of actors and
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institutions that are working in the environmental arena, this happens in sub-
ordination to the system of global economic governance and thus it can be
said that a system of global environmental management exists but not a
system of global environmental governance.

TRADE

The proliferation of trade is seen as the most visible sign of a globalizing
economy. It is disputed whether the current time or the late nineteenth cen-
tury have seen the largest volume of trade proportionately (Hirst & Thomp-
son, 1996) but in any case, the institutionalization of trade liberalization can
be seen as one of the engines of a globalizing political economy. Trade takes
on an environmental dimension not just as a particular, ever-increasing branch
of production but through the creation of environmental degradation by the
shipping of products and services around the world.

From this perspective, an environmental trade distinction can be made
between those products that are traded because they are not easily available
in some parts of the world such as agricultural produce and those products
that are traded although they are available in many parts of the world. The
first category would, for example, be bananas or cotton or oil and the second
category would be apples or beef or automobiles. These examples show that
contemporary trade has nothing to do with the traditional law of comparative
advantage or efficiency gains but is the result of liberal market ideology and
the struggle for market shares.

More trade and more transport of goods means more economic activity and
thus more profit, more employment, and more competition. This can then result
in such situations as the famous German yogurt whose ingredients had circled
the globe once in terms of miles accumulated until their final destination.
Anomalous situations from an environmental perspective can also be seen in
the import of New Zealand apples to Britain during the British apple season or
the availability of foreign plain yogurts or milk in supermarkets when there is
a farming surplus in the United Kingdom. This raises two questions, first a
question about the compatibility of trade and the environment and second a
normative question about ethics and choice; Where should the line be drawn
between consumer choice and environmental considerations?

These questions cannot be addressed in an intellectual vacuum. In the
age of globalization a commitment to freer trade and trade liberalization is
the framework within which analysis takes place. Although there can be no
question about the fact that the global and international trade institutions
subordinate ecological considerations to the principle of uninhibited trade and
are thus substantial contributors to disturbed environment-society relations,
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trade and the environment need to be analyzed with at least some reference
to this institutional framework (see, e.g., M. Weber, 2001).

As Hemmer puts it, albeit from an environmental management and pre-
WTO perspective:

. . . One may wonder whether trade liberalization within the frame-
work of the GATT [General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade] and
sustainable development are compatible. Trade liberalization is not
necessarily incompatible with the objectives of environmental policy.
On the contrary, if one supposes advanced environmental policies, it
may be argued that sustainable environmental conditions are impos-
sible to achieve without appropriate incentives to enhance the
efficiency of resource use. But sustainable development also implies
that restrictions have to be imposed on the levels and methods of
natural resources exploitation. Thus, trade-offs exist between trade
liberalization and environmental protection. In practice this may lead
to conflicts. Whereas the GATT aims at deregulation of international
trade, national environmental policies use instruments that regulate
trade, such as licenses, product standards, levies and subsidies. . . .
Hence, it may be argued that trade liberalization should follow two
paths simultaneously. One is the removal of trade barriers that
obstruct and distort trade and prevent efficient resource use. The
other is the use of non-distortive environmental and trade instru-
ments that favor sustainable resource use in a non-discriminatory
way (1992: 19).

Hemmer raises an important point here, namely that in certain situations free
trade can actually lead to environmental improvement. Would this then mean
that it makes more sense to have a global environmental framework for trade
instead of national rules and norms? However, the experience of international
environmental agreements shows that a global framework would be one of
the lowest common denominator.

It should not be forgotten that although we live in an age of trade liber-
alization, world trade is far from free. Only a limited range of products and
services enjoy trade liberalization and ironically precisely the agricultural
market, where developing countries can compete with developed countries, is
where trade is still heavily regulated and biased in favor of the heavily sub-
sidized Northern countries, as the case of cotton presented in chapter 6 so
aptly illustrates. Trade in textiles is also a case in point (Cortes, 1997). Pro-
tected markets through regional economic integration organizations and ag-
ricultural subsidies give a distorted picture of agricultural trade. Thus, the
global institutional trade framework seems to be geared toward supplying



Linking Environment and Society 41

consumer elites with a large and favorably priced range of products through
an arbitrary interpretation of the free trade ideology.

Trade per se cannot be seen as an environmental evil except by some
radical ecologists who would rather not produce anything and become hunter-
gatherers again as the least environmentally degrading food procurement
activity. Excessive trade, on the other hand, is a major environmental prob-
lem. The question of when trade becomes excessive trade is an ideological
question and will differ from one perspective to the next. However, it is also
a question that is not asked in the sustainable development or trade liberal-
ization discourses. Trade is also an equity issue that cannot be separated from
the environmental problématique. If a perfect ecologically sound global so-
ciety was one without trade, would that not make it impossible for techno-
logically challenged states to develop the sort of infrastructure to close the
gap? Likewise, without trade most consumer goods could not be made as
their components/ingredients come from all over the world. What would the
implications of this be?

Trade has existed for thousands of years, both in a barter and a monetary
economy. Therefore the classical argument of environmental degradation aris-
ing out of the rise of modern capitalism and the ensuing increase in trade
cannot be correct. Thus, the argument of trade being a major cause of envi-
ronmental degradation would work better in an ecological world systems
theory approach.

However, it can be argued that not trade liberalization per se leads to the
rise of excessive trade but the liberalization of capital and finance that has
then drawn after itself a rise in trade. The free movement of capital and
money has led to the rise of intrafirm trade, which after all makes up 75
percent of global trade (Hirst & Thompson, 1996). Likewise, the increasingly
complex and global capital ownership patterns and the rise of foreign direct
investment are the underlying sources of trade expansion and the developing
institutional trade framework is merely a response to this trend. As such it
does not make any explicit reference to environment and it can be argued that
many of the structural problems in environment-society relations can be traced
back to this issue.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I have analyzed environment-society relations in the period of
a globalizing political economy. Environmental degradation per se is nothing
new and not specific to globalizing tendencies. In fact, forms of environmen-
tal degradation can be found under all fairly sophisticated forms of for-profit
production. However, the achievements of the industrial revolution in terms
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of technological advances and the evolution of a fossil fuel economy and thus
the move from renewable to non-renewable forms of energy have seen a
globalizing of environmental degradation whereas before degrading effects
were largely local or regional.

Thus, on the one hand, the relationship between environment and global-
ization seems to be a continuum of the relationship between capitalism and
the environment as such. On the other hand, at a closer look, important new
distinctions can be drawn out. There are many dimensions to environment-
society relations that are new under a globalizing political economy.

Essentially, environment-society relations under globalization are shaped
by the tenets of neoliberal ideology and by the liberalization of production
and finance. This liberalization and its supporting institutional framework
have led to a new form of ecological imperialism that subjugates resource
extraction and production to market ideology. Although ‘exploitation’ can be
found in previous forms of capitalism and particularly colonialism, there is a
new element to this in globalization as there is a declining interest in looking
after resources for future use since production can move on and exploit an-
other part of the world when one area has been exhausted. This problem is
particularly relevant for developing countries and developed countries tend to
be the recipients and benefactors of this system, having greater consumer
choice and competitive prices.

This disenfranchising of local control is supported by the system of
global governance and trade that has been institutionalized in support of
neoliberal ideology and supports its smooth functioning. There can be no
doubt that the global politico-economic framework legitimized by states and
global institutions provides a formidable system for the efficient transfer of
resources from the periphery to the core and thus provides a continuation of
more violent or more directly exploitative policies of the past. At the same
time, despite the increasing environmental rhetoric in the form of the sustain-
able development discourse, there has been no real attempt to take onboard
the strained nature of environment-society relations and consequently there
has been no real effort to accommodate environmental with social or societal
needs. Although there is a sustainable development discourse, an ever-
increasing number of international environmental agreements and environ-
mental provisions are included in trade agreements, these efforts can at best
be seen as efforts to manage environmental problems, and at worst as eye-
wash supposed to placate those who criticize the hegemonic practices.
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Chapter 3

Cultural versus Political Economy Approaches:
Production and Consumption

This chapter will be concerned with another core type of globalization litera-
ture that has received little attention in the International Relations (IR) field
but nevertheless makes an important contribution to the literature and practice
of globalization. The cultural aspect of globalization has a historical and
material perspective in that transnational cultural influences can be traced
back to the evolution of empires, the spread of organized religion, and forces
such as colonialism, and ideological diffusion. These social forces comple-
ment economic processes of globalization and are intrinsically linked with
them. The nature and form of capitalism is culturally as well as economically
and politically informed. The notion of culture through the institution of
consumption and its influence on the global political economy will be dis-
cussed in this chapter. This debate about production and consumption consti-
tutes the second pillar around which the eco-holistic approach to Global
Political Economy (GPE) is built. The main argument here is that GPE is
production-centric and needs to take more account of the institution of con-
sumption. This is packaged in the wider argument of culture/consumption
versus political economy/production. While discounting the need for more
cultural approaches, the need for a more consumption-aware analysis of GPE
is illustrated here by showing the glaring need for a more consumption-
focused outlook from an eco-holistic perspective.

Culture is a fuzzy concept to define and mainly refers to social practices
and beliefs that are rooted in particular forms of religious, social, economic,
and political practices predominant in a society. It is also a predominantly
Western concept and can be found in Western literature on sociology and
social and political theory. In fact, cultural globalization is often equated with
the spread of Western social and cultural practices at the global level, often
through multinational corporations such as ‘McDonaldization’ or through
the spread of Western media and entertainment culture. However, such a
concept of cultural globalization would not constitute globalization but rather
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Westernization. In fact, in the West/North consumption is seen as a cultural
phenomenon as it is the key instrument through which culture is represented
and reproduced (Miles, 1998: 3; Sklair, 2002: chapters 5 and 7).

Another aspect of cultural globalization is the increasing popularity and
spread of particular fashions that lead to a global consumer class. It is mani-
fested by the spread of brand names that are globally known and recognizable
(Klein, 2000). This is both an economic and a cultural phenomenon and a
form of manufactured culture. By this I mean that it is an attempt to manu-
facture a particular type of ‘global citizen’ that it is desirable to aspire to. This
is not an evolved form of culture but an attempt at artificially creating a
transnational cultural type that is predominantly characterized by the con-
sumption of global brand names and a particular form of news and entertain-
ment (Klein, 2000; Sklair, 2002). However, in fact, again, this is not global
culture but the spread of one particular type of Western consumption pattern.
It is also not a cultural but an economic phenomenon.

Given the intrinsic linkage between political economy and cultural
phenomena, it is very difficult to make a case for either factor as a sin-
gular engine for world development. Since economic, political, and social
practices are culturally informed and as culture is determined by the eco-
nomic and social makeup of a society, the two can only heuristically be
separate. For this reason, many historical materialists or political econo-
mists have tended to ignore the subject of culture as it is seen as being
covered by the focus on political economy. However, there is more to
culture than that and global culture is not the spread of Starbucks coffee
and Nike trainers, the global popularity of Harry Potter, or the use of
English as a global language. Likewise, global culture is not the availabil-
ity of Ethiopian food in U.S. restaurants or the global appeal of reggae or
salsa music. The spread of Western consumer goods cannot be described
as global culture and the use of English as a global language is histori-
cally determined. Culture refers to social practices and how they influence
belief systems and therefore political and economic practices. This is not
how the sociology globalization writers see culture; therefore, a disciplin-
ary distinction needs to be drawn.

Roland Robertson, for example, says that “For the most part, the debate
about culture among sociologists has been expressed along remarkably me-
chanical lines; by which I mean that the debate has continued in terms of
choices between whether culture is more or less determined and whether it
is determinative” (1992: 45). This is not a debate that can be found in the
International Relations/International Political Economy (IPE) field of global-
ization studies. From this perspective, culture is seen as a contributory factor
to the socio-economic determinants of society rather than as a driving force
behind social relations itself.
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An emphasis on culture is predominantly found in reflectivist and par-
ticularly in post-modern approaches to social science rather than in rationalist
theories. These approaches are geared toward exploring the socially con-
structed nature of social practices and are therefore very open toward the
concept of culture as an influential explanatory variable as culture can ideally
explain different social values across spatial or temporal boundaries. Most
political economy approaches, on the other hand, are still firmly entrenched
in the rationalist field although they do take limited account of the nature of
social construction.

On the subject of culture and environment, literature in the field of IR or
IPE/GPE has been extremely limited and the subject has mostly received
attention in a sociological or post-modern/post-structuralist context (Conley,
1997). However, for an environmentally informed study of globalization pro-
cesses, an awareness of the culturally perceived notion of environment is
crucial. A definition of environment, environmental change, and environmen-
tal degradation is culturally dependent as environmental values and environ-
ment-society relations are culturally, historically, and geographically specific.
Likewise, the social construction of environment is not a global but rather a
culturally specific undertaking that is linked to the direct experience of envi-
ronmental degradation. At the moment, both the cultural and environmental
dimensions of global political economy approaches are underdeveloped and
need to be integrated further. However, this also means that the integration of
culture and environment from an environmental GPE perspective is the least
developed of all. Although this shortcoming will be marginally touched upon
in this book, it is not the main focus of the project developed here.

CULTURE AS CONSUMPTION

One way to integrate a more culturally determined perspective into the
political economy of globalization is to use the vehicle of consumption. In
the historical materialist school of thought it is generally accepted that
economic development from all angles is dependent on, and can be traced
back to, production (Wallerstein, 1986, R. Cox, 1996). Globalization is thus
traced back to changes in the production structure, to use Susan Strange’s
useful term (Strange, 1988, 1996, 1998). Consumption is the final destina-
tion of all that is produced. This means that both production and consump-
tion activities today are more pervasive than at any other time because in
the past twenty years world output has nearly trebled and this has obviously
led to unprecedented levels of consumption (World Development Indica-
tors, 2000: 188). The academic literature in global political economy has
concentrated on analyzing production as the driving vehicle of progress and
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explanatory variable of social relations and has seen the activity of con-
sumption as a natural extension of this production structure rather than as
a social force or activity in its own right (Boyer & Drache, 1996; Hoogvelt,
1997; Hirst & Thompson, 1996; Dicken, 1992). This means that the study
of consumption has been neglected and is one of the least understood eco-
nomic activities.

Production and consumption are thus treated as more or less identical
phenomena since we consume what we produce and vice versa. However,
since our consumption volume has increased exponentially over the past 100
to 200 years with the rise of modern capitalism, there must be an origin to
this production/consumption explosion and this has a cultural linkage. This
origin is usually explained through the increased production capability of
changes relating to the industrial revolution and consequently to changing
social configurations. It would be circular to argue that increased production
triggered more consumption or vice versa as demand for more consumer
goods and thus more production must have been triggered by a change in
social relations or by a special event (Campbell, 1987). This is an explanatory
problem that the historical materialist approaches have not considered. How-
ever, it is a question of fundamental importance as the origin of the produc-
tion and consumption increases under early modern capitalism is really the
key to understanding the social behavior underlying the transition of this
historical period and today’s international system as well as the society we
live in.

Consumption as a subject matter has traditionally been left to cultural
studies and to sociology researchers and has not been regarded as a political
economy subject. Consumption is viewed as a natural extension of production
and so closely linked to it that it is considered sufficient to study production
in order to understand larger political economy phenomena as Diane Perrons
argues from this perspective:

Consumption opportunities are profoundly shaped by material well-
being, which in turn remains dependent both on an individual’s
positioning within the social relations of production, including the
gender division of labor, and on their societies’ position within the
international division of labor (1999: 92).

However, such a perspective reduces consumption to the actual consuming of
goods or services and to the consumer’s place in the division of labor rather
than integrating consumption as an integral part of social, political, economic,
and environmental analysis. Consumption is not only the last stage of the
production process but a phenomenon in its own right that influences the
production process in more ways than creating demand. It also raises norma-
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tive questions about the nature of the global political economy and about the
nature of the economic system. It can address many issues such as equity,
social justice, and general North-South issues that are sidelined in traditional
analysis through a lack of conceptual tools adequate for holistic incorpora-
tion. Consumption is a sociological as well as an economic institution (Comor,
1998) and this socio-cultural aspect has direct and salient repercussions on
the global political economy. It could be argued that the global economic
changes that have occurred since the 1970s have coincided with fundamental
changes in the consumer ethic in Western industrialized societies, which in
turn have led to fundamental changes in the global division of labor. These
changes have had negative social consequences as well as further exacerbat-
ing environmental degradation and obscuring nature-society relations. There-
fore it is important to define consumption more widely than just as a natural
extension of the production process or in the context of the international or
global division of labor.

In order to comprehend the origins of these social and environmental
shortcomings in the global political economy, it is necessary to consider the
structure and recent changes in global production methods and global eco-
nomic organization. As Baudrillard argues with reference to poverty rather
than to general and environmental degradation (but equally applicable here):

If poverty and nuisance cannot be eliminated, this is because they
are anywhere but in the poor neighborhoods. They are not in the
slums or shanty-towns but in the socio-economic structure. Yet this
is precisely what has to be concealed, what must not be said and
indeed billions of dollars are spent on hiding the fact (1998: 56).

This point can be extended further to the issue of consumption. It is not just
the nature of production but also the nature of consumption that leads to
economies of flexibility, conceals fundamental inequalities, and perpetuates
patterns of environmental degradation. In a world where 20 percent of the
global population consume 80 percent of the world’s resources (Sachs et al.,
1998: 48ff.) it will not be sufficient to adopt international environmental
norms that provide technical solutions to environmental problems, or that aim
to increase the amount of disposable income among citizens of developing
countries (Kütting, 2000). There exists a fundamental problem about the lim-
ited availability of resources and access to these and this problem is obscured
by the nature of the globalization discourse. By bringing in the phenomenon of
consumption and by raising questions about the ethic of consumption, this
focus can be substantially broadened leading to a more holistic approach. Thus
it is possible to go beyond the narrow analytical passageways provided by the
environmental literature that takes a very functional approach to consumption
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in terms of scarcity of resources and the globalization literature that sees
globalization firmly rooted in the production sector.

THE HISTORY OF PRODUCTION AND CONSUMPTION

As discussed in chapter 1, there are several explanations for the globalizing
of the political economy and they are located in various time frames. All of
these explanations relate to production methods or modes. Especially within
IR, historicist approaches have tended to focus on international commerce as
the motor of development and thus the (domestic) institution of consumption
was not part of analytical frameworks (Agnew, 1993: 23).

There are two notable exceptions to this state of affairs, in the fields of
sociology and history respectively. Colin Campbell (1987) argues that the rise
of a romantic and a Protestant ethic coincides with the evolution of the spirit
of modern consumerism. Neil McKendrick, John Brewer, and J. H. Plumb
(1982) talk about the consumer revolution and the commercialization of eco-
nomics, particularly in the field of fashion. Furthermore, consumption has
obviously been incorporated and quantified—but obviously not qualified—
through the inclusion of ‘demand’ in the supply and demand curve in eco-
nomics. Naturally, consumer preference is analyzed by marketing analysts
and market researchers but these studies are not undertaken in a social con-
text. Thus general social scientific attempts to conceptualize consumption
have not really been a subject of inquiry in the political sciences.

This existing if sparse body of literature suggests that changes in con-
sumerism can be equated with the rise of modern capitalism and that the
evolution of a consumerist ethic contributed to the success of the industrial
revolution and of modern modes of production. Likewise, a definite change
in the ethics of consumption can be discerned in the 1960s and 1970s with
the spread of Fordism, which in turn coincided with what is conceived of as
the rise of globalization. There is no literature on the role of consumption in
earlier forms of capitalism so this dimension cannot be explored in more
detail here but will be explored further in chapter 4 with reference to origins
of environmental degradation and to different types of consumerism as a
possible structural origin.

The rise of modern capitalism has been blamed or used as an explanatory
variable (mostly by historical materialists) for innumerable events, phenom-
ena, social evils, or increases in social well-being through technological in-
novation. Many of these causal linkages do not hold the test of scrutiny,
especially in the light of evidence of other, earlier forms of capitalism dis-
playing many similar evils. However, in the absence of any literature on
earlier periods in history linking consumer ethics/behavior and production
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patterns, this linkage will have to be accepted with the proviso that correla-
tion is not (necessarily) causation. After all, mass production is not a phe-
nomenon exclusive to modern capitalism.

Both Campbell and McKendrick et al. and his colleagues trace changes
in consumption patterns in the late eighteenth century back to a shift in the
nascent middle classes that aspired to emulate the spending behavior of the
rich. The early industrial revolution produced consumer rather than capital
goods and by the eighteenth century most people in Britain had moneyed
income that they tended to spend on consumer goods (Campbell, 1987: 19-
25). Although the phenomena of consumer spending and of emulating higher
classes are not new in history, the changing income structure of early modern
capitalism led to more disposable income in the middle classes. McKendrick
sees the increasing pace of changing fashions as a key contribution to in-
creased consumerism. Up to about 1750 women’s fashion took decades or
longer to change while between 1753 and 1757 fashion changed dramatically
in the course of only four years and between 1776 and 1777 as well in the
course of only one year (1982: 56). The enthusiasm to be in fashion perme-
ated all spheres of society and was carefully manipulated by the fashion
industry. This is a Western phenomenon as fashions in other parts of the
world such as Japan, China, North Africa, or the Muslim countries remained
virtually the same for hundreds of years (1982: 36).

One example where this connection is particularly obvious is in the case of
commodity chain analysis. Although loosely based on world systems theory, this
approach takes a linear view of the production process with consumption ‘tagged
on’. Thus, this approach is production-focused as all historical materialist ap-
proaches are, and by placing consumption at the last stage of the production
process, it denies the interactive linkage between the two and also imposes an
economic determinism on the subject matter. Nevertheless, commodity chains are
a good analytical tool for tracing the global nature of the production process
without which the nature of consumption cannot be understood.

COMMODITY CHAINS AND CONSUMPTION

This section is based on the concept of global commodity chain analysis that
takes a commodity as the starting point for analyzing the political, economic,
social and, to a much lesser extent, ecological linkages between the different
production and consumption stages. Therefore commodity chain analysis is
not exclusively concerned with the different stages of production in the life
of a commodity per se but also places it in a social context.

Terence Hopkins and Immanuel Wallerstein describe commodity chains
as networks ‘of labor and production processes whose end result is a finished
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commodity’ (1986: 159, quoted in Gereffi & Korzeniewicz, 1994). Thus, a
global commodity chain comprises not only the different production processes
from raw material to finished product but also links households, firms, states,
and social actors across spatial and temporal boundaries and analyzes their
relationship with each other. There are producer-driven and consumer-driven
commodity chains. As Gereffi, Korzeniewicz, and Korzeniewicz elaborate:

Specific processes or segments within a commodity chain can be
represented as boxes or nodes linked together in networks. Each
successive node within a commodity chain involves the acquisition
and/or organization of inputs, labor power and consumption. The
analysis of a commodity chain shows how production, distribution
and consumption are shaped by social relations. . . . The global com-
modity chain approach promotes a nuanced analysis of world-
economic spatial inequalities in terms of differential access to mar-
kets and resources (1994: 2).

Commodity chain analysis comprises a strong historical component in that it
sees variances in the production process over time and it is generally a world-
systems approach and can also be seen as a general historical materialist
approach. As such, it obviously places its emphasis on production rather than
on consumption and sees consumption primarily as a spatial issue in the
context of unequal social relations. Another main pillar of commodity chain
analysis is the focus on industry competitiveness and core-periphery rela-
tions. The dynamics of the world-system have to some extent been discussed
in chapter 1 and will be related to the issue of consumption in the section on
ethics and consumption. In general, the role of consumption in commodity
chain analysis (both consumer and producer driven) is underrepresented as
Gereffi, Korzeniewicz & Korzeniewicz argue:

One theoretically relevant category is largely implicit but not
sufficiently developed: households . . . neither of these variables can
be fully addressed without a more substantial discussion of the
organization and composition of households and the changing re-
lationship of households to enterprises and states. At stake is not
merely the issue of households as a source of labor. In the modern
world-economy the organization and composition of households
embodies the construction of consumption as well as processes of
status group formation. Households are a principal site in the con-
struction of identities and a global commodity chain approach must
further elaborate this category to avoid missing a crucial analytical
link (1994: 12).
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Households as the primary venue of consumption are more or less integrated
into commodity chain analysis as the final destination of the product but do
not provide a theoretical input into the analysis itself. Thus commodity chain
analysis takes a linear approach rather than letting the ethic of consumption
through attitude changes, taste, social consciousness, etc. feed back into the
production process. Consumption, or consumers/households are seen as the
last link in the chain rather than as a structural force or agent influencing
production or other social processes. This is one of the problems to be ad-
dressed for integrating consumption into commodity chains. Another problem
closely related to consumption is the environmental or ecological aspect of
commodity chains.

The commodity chain approach traditionally operates without locating
itself in its environmental context. This means that it regards resources as
inputs, disregards waste output, and sidelines the finite nature of resources
and sinks. In short, it does not take account of the fact that the social
construct of an economy is physically located within the global ecosystem
and is dependent on drawing on its resources as well as on putting its waste
into this system. The finite nature of the resources used for production as
well as the fragile nature of the ecosystem as a recipient of waste products
in the form of pollution are complicating factors that need to be incorpo-
rated into commodity chain analysis as they are also part of the chain. Thus
commodity chain analysis needs to be placed in an ecological framework
for holistic analysis.

It could be argued that part of this task is actually fulfilled in a life cycle
analysis (LCA) approach but LCA is an environmental management approach
while the study put forward here is based on an eco-holistic approach. Life
cycle analysis ‘measures the environmental impacts of products over their
entire life cycle from cradle to grave’ (Berkhout, 1997). Environmental man-
agement approaches such as LCA or regime analysis take the management of
an environmental problem within existing institutional frameworks as their
focus of analysis. This means that rather than starting off with the environ-
mental problem and looking at its structural and social origins and the best
possible ways of resolving the problem, these approaches start off with ex-
isting institutional and bureaucratic frameworks and study how these can best
deal with the environmental problem. Therefore they try to fit the environ-
mental problem into bureaucratic frameworks rather than defining the best
way of dealing with the problem as institutional frameworks are too general
to take account of the specific social and structural origins of an environmen-
tal problem (Kütting, 2000). Very often these structural origins can be traced
back to the very institutional frameworks set up to deal with them. Therefore,
environmental management approaches ‘manage’ environmental problems
rather than resolve them.
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Environmental management approaches thus fall into the category of
what Cox refers to as problem-solving theory. In this context, the term
problem-solving theory is misleading to the theoretically unaware as it gives
the impression that it is geared toward solving a particular problem. Ac-
cording to Cox, problem-solving theory reproduces prevailing power and
social relationships with the general aim of problem-solving being ‘to make
these relationships and institutions work smoothly by dealing effectively
with particular sources of trouble’ (1987: 128–129). An ecocentric or rather
eco-holistic approach, on the other hand, goes beyond the study of institu-
tions and critically assesses social practices leading to environmental deg-
radation. Thus an eco-holistic approach could in some ways be described as
a variant of critical theory in that it stands apart from prevailing orders and
structures by not taking institutions and social/power relationships for granted
and as the boundaries within which to think or act. Eco-holism incorporates
the ecosystem within which global society is located as the starting point
rather than studying society as if it was not located in, and dependent on,
its natural environment.

To relate this point back to commodity chain analysis, there has been
little attempt to incorporate this environmental dimension into this approach.
There have been general approaches at ecological world-system theory such
as Sing Chew’s work but this does not look at commodity chains (2001).
Therefore there is a need for a body of literature that brings together a form
of critical life cycle analysis with commodity chain analysis. Such an ap-
proach would also need to incorporate the issue of consumption as the nature
of consumption in the modern world-system and in the ‘tyranny of consump-
tion expectations’ (Maniates, 2001), are clearly not compatible with the real-
ity of a finite ecosystem. Thus the economic determinism of commodity
chains needs to be broadened to include socio-economic and ecological con-
siderations in order to be a truly inclusive analysis of labor and production
networks. However, the transnational nature of commodity chain analysis
offers excellent insights into the larger logic of global restructuring (Conca,
2001: 58).

THE GLOBAL DIVISION OF LABOR AND CONSUMPTION

Consumption is often reduced to the spending power of an individual that
is dependent on their position within the division of labor. Therefore the
increasingly global division of labor spatially distanciates the locations of
production and consumption, meaning that there is no or only a distant
relationship between the production and the consumption process. First I
will discuss the changing division of labor and then I will consider the
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spatial distanciation between production and consumption and relate this
back to changes in labor relations.

One of modern capitalism’s main features is an advanced division of
labor. In the twentieth century, this division of labor has been characterized
by Taylorism, Fordism, and post-Fordism (Lipiètz, 1997: 2). All three models
are based on making consumer goods available to a wider user circle through
a revised wage structure and through mass production, making consumer
goods cheaper.

While Taylorism was mainly about the streamlining of the production
process, there was a more definite consumerist argument to Fordism. The idea
behind Fordism was not only the automation of the production process but
also making mass-produced consumer goods available to a wider base. The
rationale was simple: there was a limited market for capital goods such as
cars and that market would be exhausted fairly soon. Therefore new markets
needed to be created and the logical solution was to make luxury consumer
goods available to workers by reducing the prices through mass production
and by increasing wages. Thus cars became available for much larger seg-
ments of society. In the 1950s and 1960s Fordism was also characterized by
stable jobs for life, wage settlements that meant steadily increasing wages
every year, a general rise in the standard of living, redistributive state policies,
and institutionalized collective bargaining. These conditions secured an outlet
for production and obviously led to drastically increased consumption behav-
ior as households spent their income, as well as leading to vastly increased
expectations in terms of standard of living.

However, this increase in consumption or the standard of living was
limited to the developed world, and mostly to OECD countries. Although
production was becoming internationalized at this stage, the consumer class
was still almost exclusively situated in the North/West. At the end of the
1960s, markets in industrialized countries were slowly becoming saturated
and consumer spending was down and profitability of companies went down
as well (Mittelman, 1997). Logically, the perks of job security and ever-
increasing wages in real terms could not be sustained in this period. Rather
than expanding markets in the search for new consumers, other changes
happened. As Hoogvelt summarizes:

By the late 1960s that distinctive period of mass production and
Fordist accumulation had come to an end. The rigidities of the Fordist
regime showed up with irrepressible frequency. There were many
instances of rigidity at all levels but the most important was un-
doubtedly the deepening global inequalities. These put a limit on the
further expansion of that particular system of mass production. There
was a global demand crisis and thus capitalism had to reconstitute
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itself on an entirely new basis. In a world economy where 20 per
cent of the population has 150 times the spending capacity of the
poorest 20 per cent, clearly a new production system was needed
that could fully exploit consumer demand from the ‘have-lots’ in an
ever fiercer climate of global competition (1997: 93).

Enter the era of post-Fordism that is characterized by economies of flexibility.
As a result of the economic instability of the 1970s workers in industrialized
countries lost many of the perks they had quickly become accustomed to such
as more or less permanent jobs, generous wage settlements, and social benefits.
As Cox puts it: “The new strategies emphasized a weakening of trade union
power, cutting of state budgets (especially for social policy), deregulation,
privatization and priority to international competitiveness” (1996: 22). The
new economic organization was much leaner and was based on maximizing
profits. Ken Conca sees the post-Fordist mode of production to be based on
flexible capital, vertical disintegration, and select markets, i.e., ‘flexible spe-
cialization’ (2001: 61). This was done not so much by broadening the con-
sumer base but by making products cheaper and more easily available for
those who had the spending power.

One crucial aspect of the post-Fordist mode of production is the avail-
ability of a global labor force. This has led to vastly increased insecurity at
the workplace in developed countries, as put forward by Robert O’Brien:
“Relatively secure labor in developed countries has been threatened by glo-
balization as it has led to an undermining of the welfare state and intense
competition from low wage producers” (2000: 538). Lower-wage structures
and lack of costly worker safety or environmental regulations in some parts
of the world can be utilized in order to keep the price of a particular product
down. This means that the work force involved in the production process will
not be able to afford the product it manufactures and has no relationship to
it other than processing or producing it. Hence there is an increasing separa-
tion of the activities of production and consumption. Work forces become
more temporary and in many circumstances there is a race to the bottom in
terms of labor and wage standards and intense competition, particularly in
South East Asia, takes place among the various labor forces for these flexible
jobs in the spirit of ‘it is better to be exploited than not to be exploited at all’.
The demoralizing conditions in, for example, the textile sector in many de-
veloping countries will be treated in detail in section 2 of this book.

The post-Fordist flexible mode of production has not only led to a sepa-
ration of the activities of production and consumption with the consequence
that consumers are not aware of the ethical and environmental conditions
under which the product they consume was made. It has also led to a further
globalizing of production that is not matched by a globalized consumption
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pattern. This means that there is further polarization between different parts
of the world with the high-earning jobs and consumption taking place in one
place while production under flexible conditions has become global in many
sectors. It can also be said that the production structure is set up in order to
feed Northern/Western consumption patterns rather than to aim at increasing
global consumption except for a transnational elite. Thus, the practicalities of
an increasingly global division of labor show clearly that there now is an
analytical distinction between production and consumption.

However, at the same time global institutions such as the World Bank,
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Trade Organization (WTO)
and also the United Nations, etc. work toward achieving wealth for everybody
through liberal and neoliberal policies and market dynamics. There seems to
be a fundamental incompatibility between these two phenomena (see also
Luke, 1998). The actual structure and practicality of the global institutional
economic structure suggest that it serves the transnational elite as well as the
Northern consumer; however, the rhetoric of such institutions calls for in-
creased wealth for everybody.

CONSUMPTION AS AN ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUE

The environmental side of consumption is a major consideration for several
reasons. First of all, the social and structural origins of environmental deg-
radation can be found in the excessive consumption of the planet’s re-
sources. Second, the dominant neoliberal or even liberal approach in global
management institutions is based on the assumption that the current stan-
dard of living enjoyed by the richest 20 per cent of the world population
can be extended to the whole globe. In terms of resource availability, this
is clearly a myth and leads to serious environmental and equity questioning.
Third, consumption is not the last stage in the production chain; rather the
last stage is disposal of the product consumed. Waste is a serious environ-
mental problem not just for local authorities but globally and it affects the
earth’s capacity to act as a sink. All of these points will be developed in
detail in the following section.

The argument that excessive consumption leads to environmental degra-
dation is not a new argument and dates back to the late 1960s and early 1970s
and to the beginnings of the environmental movement and to the ‘Limits to
Growth’ report by the Club of Rome, a global think tank composed of sci-
entists, economists, business people and heads of state. It is based on the
‘need not want’ philosophy. The early environmental movement in the 1970s
questioned the ideology of consumerism in the period of unlimited expecta-
tions of the late 1960s and argued that the ideology of wanting more and
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more was fundamentally flawed and would lead to the ecological collapse of
the planet. Rather, there should be an ideological shift to considering what
people actually needed for a fulfilled life rather than wanted, i.e., a question-
ing of the ideology of unlimited economic growth and of an expected rise in
the standard of living of those who had already achieved a high level. This
movement coincided with the first oil crisis and with the first UN Conference
for the Human Environment in Stockholm in 1972. The idea that there are
insufficient resources has often been discredited with the discovery of new oil
fields and with the introduction of more energy-efficient technologies that
have pushed away the date when oil will run out from a predicted twenty
years from the time of their writing to somewhere in the middle of the
twenty-first century. Apart from the oil resources problem, there have been
various predictions of disasters or shortages that have not come true. Gary
Hardin’s tragedy of the commons has not happened (1968) and the idea that
an increasing world population cannot be fed with the agricultural resources
of the planet has been discredited, thus also denying the need for genetically
manipulated/modified crops. These are problems of distribution and access to
resources rather than availability. Therefore the concern about running out of
resources and the need not want campaign have lost their immediate urgency
and have fizzled out

Alternative forms of creating energy have been developed and existing
resources are being recycled. Technological advancements make it possible to
find replacements for materials when the need arises. However, all of this
does not change the fundamental truth that there is only a fixed amount of
resources on this planet and although we are not in danger of running out just
yet, these resources are being used up at an unsustainable rate by only a small
part of the world population. What is more, it is not only a question of using
up resources but also of degrading sinks, i.e., using ecosystems to deposit the
wastes of the industrial production process.

The neoliberal economic order like its preceding economic orders treats
the natural environment as if there was an unlimited supply of natural re-
sources. The goods and services provided by the planet are not costed, unlike
capital goods and resources owned by a supplier, and therefore they are
externalized by economists and taken for granted in economic valuations.
Environmental economists such as David Pearce have overcome this short-
coming by integrating previously ‘free’ goods into the economic system through
price mechanisms but in essence this still does not change the fundamental
paradox of externalizing the resource or energy supply that underlies social
survival (Pearce, 1989, et al.). In addition, by pricing environmental goods
they can become luxury goods and therefore only be available to those who
can afford them. That often makes environmental quality a preserve of the
rich rather than a human right and again raises questions of equity and access.
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To come back to the subject of consumption and environment, no inhab-
itant of this planet has not been exposed to some form of environmental
degradation and suffered a decline in conditions of living because of it and
is therefore aware of the limited capacity of the planet to cope with the rate
of extraction of resources and depositing of waste. Therefore the need for
creating a careful balance between environmental and societal needs are
abundantly clear and the link between an individual’s pattern of consumption
and environmental decline needs to be highlighted more, leading back to
consumption, agency, and responsibility. However, even more important is
the issue of environmental equity or environmental justice.

Environmental equity is a subject that has first made an appearance in the
context of intergenerational equity meaning that each generation should pass
on to the next generation a planet that can generate the means for survival.
However, environmental equity is more than that. It is not just a question of
equity over time but also equity across space. Under prevailing concepts of
human rights based on a liberal consensus, all humans are equal and have an
equal right to a decent standard of living. In practice, this cannot be realized
although the principles of embedded liberalism imply that global institutions
are in place to achieve an increase in the standard of living of the global poor.
However, it has to be recognized that equal access to resources is a myth and
will not happen without reconfigurations of power structures, or through market
economics for that matter, and could only be achieved through a rethinking
of approaches to environmental equity and justice.

As Fen Osler Hampson and Judith Reppy argue:

We can conclude that the demands of social justice are inseparable
from our responses to environmental change and our respect for the
ecosystem: attention to one necessarily implicated the other. There
is a general consensus . . . that traditional liberal theory is an imper-
fect framework for evaluating competing moral claims that arise in
the context of environmental change. . . . A concern for social justice
for individuals does not suffice when the cultural identity of the
group is threatened. This is not to argue that the interests of the
community or group should automatically trump the moral claims of
the individual but simply to call for a theory of justice that allows
communal values and future generations to be considered alongside
the rights of the individuals living today (1996: 249).

The main thrust of this critique of liberal theory is that the overemphasis on the
individual neglects the rights of groups such as indigenous communities or
other societies. The emphasis on market instruments as the form of emancipa-
tion for the individual makes it difficult to consider group rights, especially in
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the case of indigenous communities. However, it has to be emphasized that
classical liberalism had a strong moral component that safeguarded the rights
of the weaker members of society. In the neoliberalism of the post-war world
order these moral components are still intrinsically present but are employed
in such a way that they are in fact ineffectual. For example, policies to
integrate developing countries into the world economy are geared toward
creating a middle (consumer) class in these countries through trade, FDI, etc.
Such policies would then lead to a trickle down of the investment. So these
policies are directed at benefiting individuals that would then create economic
circumstances that would benefit society at large. No large-scale poverty
alleviation is integrated into economic packages such as structural adjustment
programs and IMF debt relief programs. The old argument of the relative
versus the absolute benefit still applies and is very much relevant for the
practical considerations of such policies.

The arguments made in favor of collective or societal responsibility and
their equal status compared to the rights of the individual are points also
made by Mike Maniates (2001). Maniates feels that the individualization of
environmental responsibility is detrimental to the development of social insti-
tutions tackling the issue: “When responsibility for environmental problems
is individualized, there is little room to ponder institutions, the nature and
exercise of political power, or ways of collectively changing the distribution
of power and influence in society—to, in other words, ‘think institutionally’ ”
(2001: 33). This may be a problem at the national level and the main problem
here is the individualization of environmental problems at the expense of
collective political responsibility of society. My argument operates at a dif-
ferent level and is in no way a call for the privatization of moral responsibility
of the consumer. Rather, the argument for including the consumer as an actor
in the global political economy and as a power entity is to be taken as an
analytical and moral necessity for eco-holistic political economy research. A
privatization of policy resulting in the sole responsibility on the consumer is
neither desirable nor feasible as a consumer’s choices are constrained by
economic production frameworks. On the other hand, the sidelining of per-
sonal responsibility altogether as being practiced by IPE/GPE discourses is
equally undesirable and that is why a political economy analysis of both
productive and consumptive relations is necessary.

The argument that the issues of social justice and environmental degra-
dation cannot be separated means that there are serious implications for the
uneven pattern of consumption globally. If the current pattern of consumption
in developed countries cannot be extended, at least hypothetically, to the
global population, then clearly a redistribution of income is called for in order
to share the existing resources more equitably in order to be in harmony with
the principles of embedded liberalism. However, for debates on this subject
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to become pertinent, the myths of unlimited economic growth and of wealth
for all need to be discredited first.

Last, not only is there a problem with uneven levels of consumption but
also with the clearing up of excessive consumption. Consumer goods have a
limited life span and then need to be disposed of by the consumer, in addition
to the waste products that are unintended consequences of the production
process. Commodity chain analysis or traditional environmental auditing
undertaken by producers mostly does not take account of this last stage of the
production/consumption process. Therefore the environmental cost of a prod-
uct often does not reflect the whole ecological impact.

A veritable economy of waste has developed, especially in the field of
toxic or nuclear waste. This trade in waste removes the unwanted by-products
of excessive consumption away from the consumer and further alienates the
consumer from the social and environmental impact of their actions. As a
result the consumer is detached from the social and structural origins of their
patterns of behavior. First, the manufacturing process of the product to be
consumed is something the consumer is only vaguely aware of, and second
the waste removal is also something that is not immediately obvious to the
consumer. Such distanciation also disconnects the consumer from their social
and environmental responsibilities.

As I have demonstrated elsewhere, the changing nature-society relations
of late modern capitalism means that the awareness of dependence on ecosys-
tems and on the natural environment for the survival of society has been lost
with enlightenment philosophy and with the discourse of the mastery of
nature (Kütting, 2000; Merchant, 1992). There are three counts on which the
nature-society relationship is disturbed: changed rhythmicity through the
imposition of mechanical onto ecological rhythms, Newtonian rationality based
on studying parts rather than wholes, and disregard for the concept of en-
tropy. All three counts can be found in the workings of the modern Western/
Northern consumer ethic and will be treated in more detail in the next section.

Although most of the problems associated with excessive and uneven
consumption find their structural origins in the production process and in the
social relations between state and firm, it is not possible to absolve the con-
sumer from their responsibility in this process and therefore the consumer or
consumption cannot be reduced to just being the last stage of production.
Consumers are dependent on the supply chain in their choices of products
and therefore constrained in their actions as they cannot themselves dictate
supply except by indicating through their purchasing choices what is wanted.
However, consumers are able to exert choices within a limited framework and
they are also able to exert the choice of not consuming if it is not possible
to consume ethically or in a more sustainable fashion. It is not convincing to
take the consumer out of the equation by arguing that they are the unwitting
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victims of the production process or victims of the capitalist ethic of con-
sumption. They are actors in their own right and as such vastly underresearched
as a social, rather than marketing, phenomenon in global civil society.

CONSUMPTION AND EQUITY

This section will explore several ethical and/or equity aspects of consump-
tion. First, it will look in more detail at the spirit behind modern consumerism
and the underlying ethics of this approach. Then it will pursue a different
ethical angle, namely the angle of unequal distribution of wealth in the global
political economy and the consequences for consumption in that field.

Modern capitalism is accompanied by a fundamental mystery of con-
sumption that goes beyond the natural human desire for more or new or better
goods in the shape of ‘keeping up with the Joneses.’ As Campbell argues, ‘the
most characteristic feature of modern consumption is its insatiability’ (1987:
37). Again, insatiability in itself is nothing new or extraordinary in histori-
cal terms but what is special about it in modern capitalism is that it is an
insatiability across-the-board, a plethora of wants rather than a single-focus
insatiability for one particular thing. Modern consumption is based on a tyr-
anny of expectations, the expectation being that the material comfort of life
will be qualitatively increased in a linear form, i.e., life will become materi-
ally better year after year. This linear expectation of progress and change for
the better is a social by-product of the Enlightenment and creates what can
only be termed a tyranny of expectations of life, not only in the consumption
field but in general (Maniates, 2001). Society generally expects that its chil-
dren have a better life, better jobs, better health, and better standard of living
than the preceding generation. This is as good as considered an unspoken
fundamental (Western) human right despite the fact that there is no logical or
moral foundation for this assumption. Although some sections of society have
taken a more post-materialist approach, notably the downsizers, the green
movement, or certain religious groupings, the vast majority of the population
in the North/West is deeply engaged in fulfilling insatiable wants as far as
they can afford it.

In fact, the global economy is not only organized in order to achieve the
cheapest/most efficient possible production process but also to guarantee the
inflow of consumer goods to the consuming elite of the planet. Although
neoliberalism pushes the policy of free trade, for example, the areas where
trade liberalization has largely been achieved are those that benefit Northern/
Western consumers such as capital goods. In the textiles sector, for example,
where freer trade could lead to increased market access for developing coun-
tries, trade liberalization has not been forthcoming until very recently and the
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steps toward integrating textiles into the WTO framework have been hesitant
and extremely gradual. This protects the Northern/Western industries. As many
jobs have been lost in this fashion, there are strong fears in industrialized
countries that further relocation of production facilities will occur. Hence,
protective tendencies in non-liberalized sectors can be discerned. The issue of
subsidies is another matter discussed in detail in chapter 6. However, non-
globalizing industries’ work forces in Northern states tend to be more em-
powered than their Southern counterparts despite movements to the contrary.
In fact, the structural basis of the current trade regime is geared toward
supplying industrialized countries’ markets to the most efficient and cheapest
extent. Such policies can even be found in the policy advice given to appli-
cants for structural adjustment policies as they are advised to grow cash crops
that then leads to depressed prices for developed countries’ consumers, if
applied across-the-board.

CONCLUSION

The social and power relations underlying the structure of the global political
economy are a very important subject that affects and are implicit in every
sub-subject of this book. There is no question that there is a globalizing
production economy in many (but not all) economic sectors but this is not
matched by a global consumption economy. There is also no question that the
global division of labor and global production aim to make production pro-
cesses as cost-efficient as possible. This means that labor costs are kept as
low as possible in many economic sectors and labor, health, and environmen-
tal provisions are discouraged by the producers as far as possible in order to
keep prices down. As a result global production benefits the producer by
increasing profit margins but also consumers by making the product as com-
petitive as possible. The breakdown of the Fordist model led to production
being geared not toward a wider base of consumers (trying to open up new
markets for new consumers) but toward the existing consumer base.

This means that post-Fordist forms of economic organization have had
two consequences for the Northern/Western citizen. On the one hand, she has
become part of economies of flexibility and the ensuing fundamental changes
in labor relations. Any citizen in the world, if participating in the global
economy, has to suffer the worries of job insecurity and as a Northerner/
Westerner having to take increasingly more responsibility for their own wel-
fare in terms of pension or health provisions, etc.—or as a Southerner seeing
the chances of such perks as far removed as ever. This is one side of the
globalized world. On the other hand, though, the Western/Northern consumer
who is the same person as the participant in the economy on the production



62 Globalization and the Environment

side, has benefited in terms of steadily declining prices for consumer goods
and for a wider choice of goods. Here, there is a fundamental difference in
status between citizens in developing and developed countries. They share the
insecurities and disadvantages of globalization but they most certainly do not
share the benefits in terms of ‘better’ markets.

This argument in itself is nothing new and is intrinsic in many debates
that focus primarily on production. However, a dimension of this problématique
that has been the subject of much debate is the role of agency in this. Con-
sumers are mostly portrayed as passive victims of the ever-evolving ‘jugger-
naut’ of modern capitalism who, because of their dependency on ‘the system’
for jobs and for survival and because of their natural propensity to want more,
are the machinery that drives the economy either unwittingly or out of eco-
nomic coercion. This is fundamentally a misleading picture and one that
absolves the consumer of the ‘sins’ of the capitalist mode of distribution
because the consumer is not seen in any role of active agency, nor as a
‘holder’ of structural power for that matter. In many ways this is true; how-
ever, consumers are aware of the fact that they can influence production
processes through their purchasing power and boycotts and they have used
this power successfully in the past. One only needs to remember the Brent
Spar oil platform incident or South Africa. The power of the deviant con-
sumer is as big as or, in my opinion, potentially bigger than the power of the
resistance movements of global civil society that are generally seen as the
‘saviors of the world in the face of corporate takeover’ by global civil society
researchers. It is true that consumer power remains a largely untapped power
and a power that quickly subsides when media attention goes elsewhere because
of its politically disorganized and non-institutionalized nature. Nevertheless,
it is a potentially huge structural power. The point here is not so much
consumer power per se but the issue of consumer responsibility. It is not
sufficient to assign blame for an uneven distribution of wealth on the globe
to the WTO, the IMF, the World Bank, or the multinational corporations
without implicating the consumer as well. The consumer may not have the
choice to opt out of the existing forms of social or economic organization but
he/she has a choice in consuming or even not consuming and thus sending
strong signals to the market. Ignoring this unused structural power is akin to
the protester in Seattle in 1999 we all saw on our TV screens who trashed a
McDonald’s restaurant wearing a Nike sweater and sports shoes—it ignores
structural linkages.

This becomes even more important in an environmental setting and when
the issues of consumption and equity are highlighted. This theme will be
continued in chapter 4 with a focus on equity and in the empirical section
where consumption and equity become a key focus.
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Chapter 4

Equity, Environment, and Global Political Economy

This chapter will explore some of the issues raised in chapters 1–3 and relate
them to an equity dimension as the third pillar around which the argument in
this book is organized. This is particularly pertinent with respect to the link-
ing of environmental and social studies, as the analysis of environmental
degradation is often carried out in the absence of any regard for the social and
equity dimension. As global political economy is a topic intrinsically linked
to equity and distribution issues, this topic is of prime importance both to
environment and to wider global political economy (GPE) issues.

The connection between equity and environmental dimensions of inter-
national relations is rarely made as the environment in International Relations
(IR) or in global political economy is generally treated from a strictly scientific
perspective or as a purely regulatory matter (see, e.g., the regime literature).
Thus, the environment is seen as a subject determined by cause-and-effect
relationships and their effects on the running of international affairs need to
be understood and managed. From this point of view seeing the environment
as subordinate to the international system, it is as good as impossible to
perceive of environmental values as such. However, there are many questions
relating to the status of the environment and to how it relates to social status
that are being addressed in other academic disciplines (Dobson, 1990; Little,
1999). This conceptualizing process also needs to be incorporated into IR or
into global political economy.

There is no need to repeat the theoretical debates on ecocentric versus
anthropocentric worldviews or deep versus shallow ecology in this context.
However, some discussion needs to take place first of all on the intrinsic value
of environmental resources and sinks but also on the distribution among
global society of these resources and sinks as well as access to them. There
can be no question that well-functioning ecosystems are needed for the sur-
vival of the human race and that therefore environmental protection in general
is not a luxury but a necessity. Deforestation and desertification have a very real
impact on livelihoods and also on global factors such as climate. Atmospheric
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problems such as global warming, ozone depletion, or acid rain are other
examples of environmental degradation playing a major role for human sur-
vival but also for economic and political functioning. These problems and
issues are generally agreed to have a significant social dimension and as such
are important policy issues. However, the same cannot be said about, for
example, species conservation as in the case of the tiger or the panda bear.
These are not generally perceived to be vital issues. Although linkages in
ecosystems are not well understood and therefore caution is advisable, it
seems that these animals do not fulfill a role without which substantial dam-
age leading to a threat for human survival might ensue. What role, then,
should their conservation take? Is this a luxury or do we have a moral obli-
gation to preserve species for future generations or do we even have an
obligation to the species themselves? Should their preservation take prece-
dence over the eradication of hunger or disease? Should it take precedence
over the principle of state sovereignty, i.e., should states be allowed to ‘inter-
fere’ in the internal affairs of another state when it comes to environmental
conservation? What about the temporal dimension and intergenerational eq-
uity? These are questions that are not the direct focus of global political
economy but nevertheless have a vital impact on our understanding of both
political economy and environmental degradation. The first half of this chap-
ter is dedicated to a more conceptual discussion of the terms of environmental
ethics, equity, and justice and to how they relate to global society. The second
half will link these concepts more explicitly to GPE and to the arguments
of this book.

Critics of globalization argue vehemently that its processes lead to a
downward spiral in terms of social justice and many of the arguments brought
forward in this book so far support this claim. This argument is corroborated
in this chapter and it is further argued that globalization also leads to a
downward spiral in terms of environmental and not only social equity. Thus
the second half of this chapter is dedicated almost exclusively to the issue and
concept of social and environmental equity under globalization.

ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS

The subject of environmental ethics can be neatly divided into two issue
areas. The first is about the intrinsic value of nature/environment/ecology
itself and how that relates to social relations. The second is about the value
of nature/environment/ecology among societies both in spatial and temporal
terms, i.e. a question of intra- and intergenerational equity.

The first issue to be discussed is the intrinsic value of ecosystems or the
environment for society as such. Here, a distinction needs to be made be-
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tween nature, environment, and ecosystems as these terms all have different
meanings but are often used interchangeably in the social science literature
dealing with the environment. In addition, all of these terms are highly value-
laden, culturally specific, and socially constructed. Ronnie Lipschutz, for
example, distinguishes between nature and Nature, the latter being a social
construct (2001a: 72). To give another example, William Cronon’s writings
on wilderness serve as an effective illustration of this point:

For many Americans, wilderness stands as the last remaining place
where civilization, that all too human disease, has not fully infected
the earth. . . .

The more one knows of its own peculiar history, the more one re-
alizes that wilderness is not quite what it seems. Far from being the
one place on earth that stands apart from humanity, it is quite pro-
foundly a human creation—indeed, the creation of very particular
human cultures at very particular moments in human history. It is
not a pristine sanctuary where the last remnant of an untouched,
endangered but still transcendent nature can for at least a little while
longer be encountered without the contaminating taint of civiliza-
tion. Instead, it is a product of that civilization, and could hardly be
contaminated by the very stuff of which it is made (1996: 69).

In common parlance, nature is usually referred to as something pristine or as
something that has not been ‘interfered with’ by human or social practices.
Given this definition, there is not a lot of nature left at the beginning of the
twentieth century and using these strict definitions, ‘nature’ is more or less
extinct. With global environmental degradation, there is arguably no area left
that is unaffected by ozone depletion, global warming, atmospheric air pol-
lution, marine pollution, or the existence of PCBs or endocrine disrupters.
Penguins in Antarctica have chemical residues in their fatty tissues just as fish
in deep oceans have been in contact with, and have been affected by, residues
of oil pollution or ship paints. Thus strictly speaking nature is an obsolete
term (although there are still wilderness areas) and is used more or less
interchangeably with environment these days. Environment is a term whose
etymology suggests the things that are ‘around us.’ Therefore it could refer to
the built environment or the natural environment. Environment does not have
to be pristine; it can be something that has been ‘altered’ by individuals or
by society. So, a landscape that has been changed by agricultural patterns is
part of the environment although it has not ‘naturally’ been transformed to this
state. In fact, most environments today clearly have a human imprint on them
ranging as far back as the early hunter and gatherer societies. Historically,
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different environments have existed in the same localities and therefore it is
difficult to define a natural environment as environmental change is an impor-
tant part of history. In addition, humans are not ‘unnatural’ and it is therefore
difficult to draw the line where environmental change is seen as degrading
and undesirable. The term ecosystem refers to the interplay between the
various living organisms in a particular location and how they sustain life and
the well-functioning of life-enhancing functions. Both ecosystems and the
environment can be humanly altered as well as changed through other exter-
nal influences. Neither environment nor ecosystems are static and it needs to
be stressed that environmental change in itself is not a problem. There can
even be ‘natural’ environmental degradation through volcanic eruptions or
through naturally occurring forest fires, for example. These can lead to fun-
damental changes in ecosystems but they do not lead to permanent environ-
mental degradation. Thus a distinction has to be made between environmental
change and environmental degradation with the latter being of a more sys-
temic and large-scale and irreversible nature than the former. This poses
many definitional problems as Paul Little has argued:

Ecological researchers must confront enormous methodological
difficulties if they are to understand the historical conjunction of
geological, biological and cultural temporalities, which have tempo-
ral scales that range from billions of years in the first case, to mil-
lions in the second, and thousands in the third. For example, the
dynamics of frontier expansion in Ecuadorian Amazonia that involve
oil development, colonization, deforestation, and conservation ac-
tivities include at once the geological time frame of the formation of
underground oil deposits, the biological time frame of the establish-
ment of word-record levels of plant and animal diversity, and the
cultural time frame of developmentalist frontier expansion, and have
generated such responses as the depletion of oil deposits, reduction
of biological diversity, and social stratification (1999: 262).

Thus the problem is not environmental change per se but rather the speed and
nature of cultural change in recent times. Although environmental degrada-
tion is a condition that has afflicted all mass production, or capitalist, soci-
eties, massive global or time-space distanciated change has only happened
with the rise of the fossil fuel economy. The economic tools used under
modern capitalism and especially the production and financial patterns prac-
ticed under globalization have a large-scale systemic and often irreversible
impact on the environment leading to probing questions on the ethics of such
practices in environmental (and of course also social) terms. Under globaliza-
tion the increasing time-space distanciation of rights and responsibilities for
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environmental degradation through the dependence on participation in the
global political economy is unique. One example of this is the role of indig-
enous knowledge and use of indigenous plants for economic purposes:

The rights to environmental knowledge developed and used by in-
digenous peoples and rural farmers have become a highly contested
issue as a result of the growth of multinational biotechnology firms
and their search for scientifically unknown, highly valuable plants,
which has taken them to remote parts of the globe and placed them
in contact with the local people. One response by local groups has
been to issue calls for payment of royalties for use of their knowl-
edge, and a more anthropological one has called into question the
clash of cosmovisions whereby Western legal concepts of originality
and innovation embedded in intellectual property law are not only
sharply at odds with their indigenous counterparts, but are primed to
serve the interests of biocolonialism (Little, 1999: 267).

Traditionally, governments have taken over the role of safeguarding natural
resources, sinks, and protecting their citizens from environmental harm.
Nationally this happens through the rule of law. Internationally, this has been
effected through the role of international environmental agreements and through
other more private forms of regulation. As governments are the appropriate
legal channels through which such interests can be represented at the inter-
national level, there does not seem to be an ethical problem with this form
of organization. However, under globalization there have been practical (but
not de jure) changes in the role of governments at the international level.
First, neoliberal practice suggests that market ideology and the market as a
regulatory mechanism are the most efficient ways of dealing with social
(including environmental) problems (Dryzek, 1987; Low & Gleeson, 1998).
Thus governments have begun to participate in a division of labor resulting
in a changing role. States now increasingly become the custodian of neoliberal
ideology and push for well functioning markets. This has become their prime
responsibility/task and it is assumed that the other tasks traditionally carried
out will be adjusted through the market mechanism. Thus the traditional roles
of the state have in many ways been transferred to private hands such as
voluntary regulations but also many tasks have been out-sourced to private
organizations, be they companies, research institutes, or civil society. It needs
to be examined if there is an ethical problem with these dimensions as indeed
Dryzek and also Low and Gleeson argue. At the least, there is a legitimacy
and a temporal problem as out-sourcing or ‘subcontracting’ of traditional
state roles do not guarantee their continued existence. Privatized responsibil-
ity is heavily dependent on continued support and funding and can more
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easily fall prey to discontinuation pressures than an established and acknowl-
edged state responsibility.

One major ethical problem related to this is of course that the definition
of what is in the public interest has changed. If the public interest gets
narrowed down to issues of market efficiency, then clearly this has serious
ethical but also equity repercussions. The shortcoming of liberal and neoliberal
understandings of the public benefit are well known to be relative over abso-
lute gains and it is generally acknowledged that this means that poverty gaps
can and actually do widen. Implicitly, the ethical repercussions of this posi-
tion have been accepted although this has not been publicly acknowledged.
Given the dependence of society on a well-functioning environment for its
survival, environmental protection is clearly an important issue and very much
in the public interest. In many cases, it may interfere with other public inter-
ests such as the eradication of poverty leading to increased consumption but
it nevertheless is a high-priority issue on the public interest agenda. If the
public interest is now defined in terms of market efficiency, then the public
interest does not reflect the moral responsibilities of classical liberal democ-
racy. This is predominantly a problem in the North as a geographical unit
where such issues as the public interest have long been enshrined in political
culture and are now being eroded. In other parts of the world where the
concept of a public interest is not part of political culture or formulated
differently, there is also an ethical problem in that there is not even a definition
of public interest as such. The equity dimension of this will be discussed in
the next section.

Another problem associated with this debate is the question of envi-
ronmental ethics over time. When the ethics of environmental protection
and access are discussed, they are often placed in a strictly contemporary
and space-dependent context. However, all of these debates have a spatial and
temporal component. The spatial component refers to effects across different
societies and the temporal component refers to the impact that actions and
behavior will have for future generations. Do we have moral responsibilities
toward future generations or toward people in other parts of the world? General
practice and humanitarian discourse seem to suggest that we have at least
some moral duties toward people who are our contemporaries. This can be
seen in the case of humanitarian intervention and humanitarian aid although
this moral responsibility is not so acute when it comes to evening out
structural inequalities or exploitative practices. However, in the case of
intergenerational equity, the case is less clear-cut. Although international
documents on human rights and international environmental treaties suggest
that we do indeed have a duty toward future generations, this principle is
more difficult to interpret and enforce. What would it entail—merely the
clearing up of pollution or the actual preservation of resources for future
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societies? Although the principle has been enunciated in public discourse,
there is no effective debate on this subject.

These points suggest that environmental ethics is a topic that has been
neglected for two main reasons: on the one hand the culturally specific notion
of what is ethical is problematic. On the other, the problem is the difficulty
that ‘the environment’ cannot represent itself and demand to be treated ethi-
cally (and if it could, it would obviously not be one environment but many).
These problems have been in existence throughout history and are not global-
ization-specific. However, under globalization and under the evolution of
neoliberalism these problems have become more acute than ever.

ENVIRONMENTAL EQUITY

Unlike environmental ethics, the subject of environmental equity has a more
anthropocentric focus. It is about control over, and access to, environmental
resources and a clean living environment as well as distribution of resources.
At the national level, research has shown quite clearly that it is especially
people at the lower end of the social strata who are more exposed to environ-
mental degradation and suffer from health and deprivation problems. The
reason for this phenomenon is that socially marginalized people cannot afford
to live in areas unaffected by pollution and often have to live near industrial
estates with pollution problems (Economic and Social Research Council
[ESRC] Global Environmental Change Programme Special Briefing No. 7).
In addition, they are less able to overcome environmental restraints through
the purchase of healthier goods or filtering devices. In many ways, these
findings can be extrapolated to the global level.

Of the various types of environmental problems, the North’s are typically
associated with industrialization while those of the South are associated with
the more immediate environment such as deforestation, desertification, and
polluted drinking water. (Porter, Brown, & Chasek, 2001). Urban problems
are associated with both North and South. Global problems are structural and
affect both North and South, albeit in different ways. It is obvious that of the
more immediate environmental problems affecting one’s living environment
more directly, there is definitely an income gap as the higher-income groups
in any society are able to buy themselves access to a clean living environ-
ment. Therefore it is no accident that slums or lower-income housing are
often situated in the more polluted parts of town or closer to industrial estates.
This has an effect on health but also on access to environmental ‘goods’.
Therefore there can be no misunderstanding about a close connection be-
tween income and environmental quality of life. This is not a new argument,
however, and does not need to be pursued further here.
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Nevertheless, this argument can be extended to the international and the
global in that wealthier states can increase their environmental quality by, for
example, getting rid of their toxic waste or by out-sourcing certain dangerous
practices (Clapp, 2001). Trade in waste is a reality and it is also well-known
that capital flight occurs in areas where there are less stringent environmental
regulations. Thus there is a definite issue of environmental equity as not all
citizens of the world have access to the same environmental rights and these
discrepancies are used for profit in the organization of the global political
economy. Although some inequity can be found in the environmental condi-
tions of different geographical locations in the world as they are obviously
not the same, these are inequalities generated by the structural constraints of
the global economic system. An inhabitant of a mountain village in the deso-
late ranges of the Bolivian Andes obviously has different food access than an
inhabitant of the lower Pyrenees in France. This is not a question of environ-
mental equity. However, both inhabitants’ ability to be in control of their
respective environment is a question of environmental equity.

Another equity issue is the evolution of a global division of labor and the
equity dimensions associated with this process. In this global division of
labor some regions have clearly been relegated to an agricultural role in the
global economy while others have the role of cheap labor supplier. Through
the intrinsic connections between the various parts of the global economy
these roles are not of choice but are dictated by global pressures. Thus envi-
ronmental access and equity in terms of consumer goods, availability, etc. are
pre-programmed with no realistic way out of this equity deficit. Again, this
is a structural constraint of the global political economy and one that has
existed throughout history in various forms of colonialism. What is different
today, however, is that through the privatization of control, the interest in the
continued well-being of a particular agricultural area or other economic re-
gion is not part of the political setup any more. Once one region is depleted
in environmental or social terms, another region will take its place. Colonial
masters were interested in the continued profitability of their land. There is
a fundamental difference between the two.

Thus, different levels at which environmental equity is a problem at the
international/global level can be discerned. First, there is the agenda-setting
power of the various states of the world when it comes to environmental
degradation. Second, there is their position in the world economy. Third,
there is the issue of purchasing power and consumption.

The agenda-setting power of various actors in the international system is
a fundamental environmental equity issue and is also a structural issue. In the
field of global governance, it is particularly obvious in the phrasing of the
climate change debate (Harris, 2001). There is a rift between different coun-
tries that can be superficially described as a rift between developed and de-
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veloping countries although this distinction is simplistic and does not take
account of the various energy-producing roles and the way in which different
states will be affected by global warming. However, it can be argued that the
debate has been framed by developed countries, who want this issue to be
treated as a contemporary and future problem. Many developing countries see
climate change as a historical problem and want past emissions to be incor-
porated into possible emission reduction strategies. This idea is not some-
thing that is discussed seriously in the diplomatic channels used for progressing
on climate change. However, at the same time developed countries are quite
serious that future emissions should be taken into consideration. The debate
is clearly framed in such a way that ‘today’ is the baseline from which
discussions on equity start but anything that happened before today is not part
of the debate. This seems to be an example of agenda-setting power as there
clearly is a temporal dimension to the debate concerned with today and the
future. As temporality is an issue, it does not seem logical that it is not
applied in both directions, i.e., past and future. However, this would dramati-
cally change the whole responsibility and commitment and power dimension
of the negotiations. Therefore equity takes on a very subjective meaning
determined by the social and power relations of the interplay between devel-
oped and developing countries. Although the climate change example is a
particularly dramatic case, it is by no means atypical. Thus agenda-setting
power is a major determinant in environmental equity relations.

Agenda-setting power is an indirect, structural type of power but equity
concerns are by no means limited to structural power. Equity problems can
also be found in direct power relations between North and South or between
any social groupings. Although coercion by violent means is a relatively rare
phenomenon in the international system given the number of actors in it, the
number of violent conflicts with an environmental or resource dimension is
rising (Diehl and Gleditsch, 2001). In addition, there is financial and political
coercion, which is a historical phenomenon and has become especially obvi-
ous through colonialism and through modern forms of colonialism. Although
politically most states are independent and sovereign, through their economic
position in the global political economy, which is a direct consequence of
historical social relations, they are not. Power can also be exercised by the
refusal to participate in problem resolution exercises as the withdrawal of the
United States from the climate change negotiations demonstrates. Further-
more, the exercise of direct power through global economic institutions de-
termines the way in which environmental resources and sinks are used.

This point relates directly to the issue of consumption. Environmental
degradation is not only a problem related to production but equally, if not
more, to consumption. Thus a phrasing of the sustainable development debate
or of common but differentiated responsibilities is focused on production but
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ignores the consumption side. If the consumption side of the global political
economy was included in economic analysis of environmental degradation, a
different picture of responsibility and duty would arise. The exclusion of the
consumption argument thus seems to draw after itself serious equity repercus-
sions that have been neglected in traditional accounts of globalization and
environment or even in standard development discourse.

Thus it seems that environmental equity is a subject that needs to be
more at the forefront of both environmental and global political economy
discourses. It is highly relevant to policy discourses as well as to issues of
environmental ethics as well as to social justice. It is also an issue that has
been taken up by social movements that pursue the question of global in-
equality and inequity very seriously, often using vocabulary such as social
and environmental justice. However, equity and justice are not interchange-
able terms and thus a distinction needs to be made.

SOCIAL AND ECOLOGICAL JUSTICE

The main distinction in this context between equity and justice is that equity
is only concerned with a small part of justice and is a more measurable term
than justice. Equity is similar to fairness but fairness and justice are not the
same. Justice is dependent on the legal or moral code in existence and there-
fore is more embedded in certain principles. Justice is a Western concept.
Equity is also a Western ideological concept but as it is based on a more
narrow definition, it is more easily applicable and better understood as a
neutralized term of equal distribution of resources or rights. However, the
social science literature in this field has tended to focus more on social and
ecological justice rather than on equity and the arguments of this literature
will be discussed in this chapter. However, equity is a preferable term as it
can be more easily appropriated in a universal sense.

Justice is a concept firmly embedded in notions of law and politics. Thus
it is a tangible as well as a conceptual tool. It is also a social construct and
as such can be used to impose intrinsically cultural notions of justice on to
other societies. Therefore a global or rather universal concept of justice is
inherently fraught with difficulties, even more so than general notions of
social and cultural justice. As Nicholas Low and Brendan Gleeson put it,

Ultimately, political and environmental ethics must address this ‘big
picture’ because so many ecological and social problems have a
systemic or structural basis. We need political-ethical frameworks
which can help humanity to address those threats which it faces
collectively. Nevertheless, if the struggle for justice is a real world
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process then we must make clear how abstract conceptions are con-
nected with real world events. Threats to the environment, however
global, are manifested in specific places and local contexts. If soci-
ety is to change to accommodate new conceptions of justice, it is
necessary to demonstrate in an immediate and concrete way why the
existing means of dealing with environmental conflicts are inad-
equate. Social change on the scale which may well be necessary for
global society to carry on the task of finding and delivering justice
in and to the environment is likely to proceed in a somewhat piece-
meal and incremental way (1998: 3).

Although the argument that environmental change or degradation is mani-
fested in particular places rather than in a global abstract is absolutely true,
it can also be argued that manifestation and structural origin of the problem
very often do not come together on a spatial level. The origin and the actual
location of a problem may be far removed and this is a question of responsi-
bility and agency and how these issues can be approached. It also leads to the
questions raised here that are concerned with particular notions of environment-
related justice. In order to decide on what is ‘just’ one needs to have an idea
of what intrinsic value nature and environment have to global society but also
to specific locales and whether it is necessary to have a universal concept of
the value of nature. Discussions of social and ecological justice echo many
of the arguments about anthropocentrism versus ecocentrism. Dimitris Stevis
summarizes this as follows:

Subscribing to ecocentric or environmental justice visions of nature
is both liberating and dangerous. Ecocentric visions are liberating
because they disrupt the imperial parameters of anthropocentrism;
they are dangerous because they can suggest that we are all equally
implicated in harming nature. Environmental justice visions are lib-
erating in that they deliver us from scientistic and naturalistic views
of nature; they are dangerous because they can suggest that nature
is nothing but another distribution issue (2000: 63).

This fundamentally reflects divisions of what environment-related justice
entails and that it requires choices. For discourses or even policies on this
subject, it is therefore necessary to develop an environmental ethic on which
decisions of environmental, social, or ecological justice can then be based.
In a way such an ethic exists with the sustainable development framework
of rhetoric, literature, institutions and international agreements. However,
this ethic is part of neoliberal discourse and ideology and as such not a
coherent body of socio-political thought on environmental matters. As part
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of neoliberal ‘speak,’ it has neither a coherent theory of the environment nor
a consistent structural basis.

No political ideology as such contains an environmental component as an
original part of the body of thought and environmental thought has been added
to liberalism, socialism, conservatism, and other ideologies. As such, it has a
very anthropocentric content since ecological or environmental thought did not
evolve organically as part of the ideology. Thus, contents of environmental or
ecological justice will be informed by a mainstream ideology. As concepts of
social justice are traditionally located in socialist thought, the linkage of social
and environmental justice usually takes places from an ecosocialist perspective.
This means that concepts of social justice usually embedded in socialist or
social-democratic principles are extended to include environmental justice in
terms of equity and conditions of living. At the international level and in IR
theory terms, concepts of social justice (or equity) can be found, for example,
in the core-periphery analysis of world systems theory or in structural historical
materialist accounts of the world. Including an environmental or ecological
perspective within these approaches would typically include an analysis of
access to, and property relations with, environmental resources and sinks.

Concepts of ecological justice coming from an ecocentric perspective
can add to this conceptualization of justice. To quote Stevis again at length:

The fact that ecological politics and ecological justice require choices
is well understood by various ecocentrists. Nonetheless, some of
them also imply that social choice will be minimized because some-
thing outside of us is involved, i.e. nature. Most environmental jus-
tice advocates. . . . do not deny the objective existence of nature.
Nonetheless, many of them act as if taking nature into account com-
plicates the distribution of justice, obscuring the possibility that the
same causes are injurious to both nature and people. I believe that
we ought to be critical of those ecocentrists and environmental jus-
tice advocates that do not make explicit the political economy/ecol-
ogy that undergirds their social and natural choices. This is not a
simple process, however, because it is not the case [that] the
ecocentrists need only [to] bring in society or that environmental
justice advocates need only [to] bring in nature.

It stands to reason that questions of social and natural choices are
apparent with respect to most environmental issues, whether we are
referring to resource use, pollution, spatial planning, parks and other
natural reserves or museums. The issue, therefore, is the kinds of
choices we are confronted with when dealing with nature, as con-
ventionally understood (2000: 65).
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Thus there is an understanding of the potential dichotomy between social and
environmental justice that can only be overcome by an enlightened understand-
ing of environment-society relations. Any perspective that is too focused on
society or too focused on nature/environment neglects the relations between the
two. Thus, a clear understanding of justice, or equity, must be based on the
connection and interdependence between environment and society, making a
holistic analysis the framework for any concept of justice. Interdependence here
also needs to be seen in the context of historical environmental change and how
social change has invariably led to environmental change and that the two are
now interconnected and some traditional ‘environmental’ activities are now
carried out by social agents. An example of this would be managed forest fires
to take the role of naturally occurring forest fires. Thus human intervention as
such is not seen as undesirable but it needs to be carried out in an ecologically
aware context. The remainder of this section will now be concerned with an
analysis of how liberal thought and concepts of sustainable development incor-
porate this understanding of environment-society relations.

There is a long tradition of liberal thought in designing the international
system and it is thus the hegemonic ideology that is gradually being comple-
mented and even replaced by neoliberal thought. However, in the field of
ethics and justice, liberal theories of democracy are still predominant as
neoliberalism prefers to ‘deal with’ these issues through market mechanisms
and thus does not have to say much on the matter.

There are many different types of liberalism and the one that is most
appropriate in this context is cosmopolitan liberalism as this most effectively
reflects the global parameters of the subject matter. This type of liberalism is
not based on national thought and has a global worldview encompassing a
concept of universal human rights. Cosmopolitan liberalism and its ideal
theory address the topic of inequality very directly:

Rawls’ ideal theory still addresses human needs and global poverty
along two different routes. The first is by the ideal conception of the
society of peoples as consisting of well-ordered societies. This gives
rise, according to Rawls, to duties and obligations of assistance to
societies burdened by unfavorable conditions. So every society now
burdened by unfavorable conditions should be raised to or assisted
toward conditions that make a well-ordered society possible. Be-
cause of the ideal conception of the society of peoples as consisting
of well-ordered societies there is no need for a liberal principle of
distributive justice (Langhelle, 2000: 302).

According to this argument, the very notion that societies generate order
within and among themselves means that some type of social contract and
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social responsibility toward each other exists. Without going into the analyti-
cal details of this train of thought, it is possible to see this way of thinking
applied through principles such as humanitarian aid or development projects.
However, this analytical perspective does not raise the question of the very
structures giving rise to inequality and how these structures are kept in place
through unequal power relations that are being exploited. Therefore there is
no questioning of the underlying reasons for ‘unfavorable’ conditions for
some societies. Thus this liberal principle is based on a rather shallow inter-
pretation of justice, however well-meaning and responsible it looks. It does
not want to tamper with existing social and property relations and leads to
increased equality through the according of political rights without touching
the economic structures that give rise to inequality in the first place. Thus it
is a purely problem-solving approach.

Another way liberal thought deals with the issue of cosmopolitan or
global justice is through the concept of basic human rights. John Rawls sees
as basic human rights the rights to life and security, to personal property, to
a basic rule of law, to a certain liberty of consciousness, to freedom of
association, to the right to emigration and to a minimum amount of economic
security in terms of access to food (Langhelle, 2000: 302).

For (Charles) Beitz, a global session in the original position would
lead to the acceptance of a resource redistribution principle that
would give every society a fair chance to develop just political in-
stitutions and an economy capable of satisfying basic human needs.
This principle would function as a global difference principle and
provide resource-poor societies with the economic means necessary
to support just social institutions and to protect human rights
(Langhelle, 2000: 303).

Again, these concepts of universal human rights look tempting but leaving
aside the issue of universal desirability, the question remains: How can these
political and moral rights be enforced and implemented and how do they tie
in with the global political economy? Being resource-poor due to geographi-
cal location is insignificant in terms of social and environmental justice and
equity. In addition, these liberal concepts of human rights and justice do not
tie in with the reality of environment-society relations. The main idea behind
liberal thought is that social institutions are needed to deal with problems of
justice and that help is needed in establishing these institutions and once
every society has got them, global justice can be achieved. The assumption
is that once political rights are realized, economic rights will follow by
definition. However, the arguments put forward in this book suggest that this
is clearly not the case. In addition, there is no conceptualization of the rela-
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tionship between environment and society in this school of liberal thought
and this is highly problematic. This point will be explored in more detail in
the following section.

GLOBALIZATION AND EQUITY/SOCIAL JUSTICE

In the global political economy, equity and social justice as an issue can be
found in the formation of what Mittelman calls the global division of labor
and power. These are threads that have already been taken up in chapters 1
and 3 in this book and can be identified as the main structural and social
forces behind globalization. Under neoliberal forms of labor and power orga-
nization, equity and social justice are not concepts that are explicitly included
in the definition of the main principles of this ideology. Neoliberal institu-
tions such as the World Bank or the International Monetary Fund (IMF) are
committed to the alleviation of poverty and environmental degradation. How-
ever, there is an unspoken assumption that this can be done without structural
change (I do not count structural adjustment policies as structural change). In
fact, social justice and equity are quite deliberately not a major issue in
neoliberal circles because of the importance of the competition angle. It could
well be argued that an excessive pursuit of equity or social justice could be
perceived as a hindrance to the balancing force of competition and thus the
compatibility between these aims would be called into question.
As Mittelman put it:

Hence the contradictory nature of globalization: It offers major
benefits, including gains in productivity, technological advances,
higher standards of living, more jobs, broader access to consumer
products at lower cost, widespread dissemination of information and
knowledge, reductions in poverty in some parts of the world, and a
release from long-standing social hierarchies in many countries. Yet
there is a price for integrating this global framework and adopting its
practices. Expressed or tacit acceptance of being encompassed in
globalization entails a lessening, or in some cases a negating, of the
quantum of political control exercised by the encompassed, espe-
cially in the least powerful and poorest zones of the global political
economy (2000: 5).

The least powerful and poorest zones of the global political economy that
Mittelman refers to need not be geographical zones but can be economic sec-
tors or social groups. They do not necessarily exist in separation from other
social forms and often coexist in the same places. In essence, globalization
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works well for those who are in control of their destiny while it works less
well for those who are not. Thus the reference to the global division of labor
and power since the division of labor in itself is an important tool of power
and very determinative of where state and non-state power lies in the global
political economy. For example, in the apparel industry sector, the global
division of labor and power is very obvious in that major players sit in the
Triad countries (North America, Europe, Pacific Rim) where company man-
agement and consumption takes place while garment processing is subcon-
tracted to cheap labor countries that have no control over the production
process. Nascent indigenous industries in developing countries are hindered in
their development by the quota system of the Multi Fiber Arrangement as the
World Trade Organization (WTO) is only beginning to take on board gradual
textile trade liberalization. Wage competition between developing countries is
used as an efficiency gain for producers who rarely use the same textile factory
for more than three months before moving on to the next subcontractor. Under
these conditions, environmental and health and safety or labor rights would be
serious impediments to competitiveness and thus to efficiency. Thus, there is a
global division of labor with a flexible and constant flux in developing countries
with a downward spiral in terms of wages and workers rights while the power
over decisions and the power of ownership remains firmly in the Triad states
with no transfer of power or capital and no ‘globalizing’ of power. Thus the
relationship between the various state and company actors in the global politi-
cal economy does not change. The gap between haves and have-nots is not
closed and no upward move by the have-nots can be discerned. This situation
is being reinforced and perpetuated by global economic institutions despite
their rhetoric to the contrary. So, the globalizing of production in fact leads to
a perpetuation of the equity deficit between rich and poor.

However, this fact in itself is not a phenomenon exclusively associated
with globalization but with most forms of economic organization and can be
found through various if not all phases of history. The exercise of power to
one’s own benefit is not limited to liberalism or neoliberalism but rather is
endemic in all power-holders. Likewise, this equity deficit can be found at the
local, national, regional, and international level and is thus a phenomenon
both between and within societies. The reason why this phenomenon is prob-
lematic is not because these are unprecedented events but because globaliza-
tion rhetoric is about freedom, global citizenship, and increased choice. This
neglects to point out that this freedom and increased choice are available to
an increasingly smaller segment of society (albeit the actual numbers of
beneficiaries have increased in industrialized countries).

There is an analytical argument for the separation of economic and po-
litical rights. Clearly, under globalization processes and with the rise of the
United Nations, progress has been made toward universal human rights. These
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may be based on liberal ideology and not reflect the cultural heritage of
global citizenry but nevertheless they constitute an attempt at introducing a
notion of equity and basic democracy. One should not forget that the notion
of equity and social justice in itself is a Western concept arising out of liberal
roots. These are political rights that are meant to apply to every individual on this
planet but of course there is an implementation deficit and the implementation
deficit in this context is not found at the national but at the global level. However,
the basic assumption enshrined in the UN charter of human rights, which stipu-
lates that all people are equal and have a right to be treated with dignity, whether
actually implemented or not, has severe repercussions in the way equity concerns
need to be weighted in the organization of the global political economy. This is
where economic rights come in. Given the existence of these political rights, they
also need to be reflected in economic reality and cannot be seen as non-applicable
in this sphere. Thus an organization of the global political economy in which non-
competitive elements are expected to drop out at the bottom and become non-
participants in the game, can be seen as socially unjust and inequitable both in
terms of a moral aspect but also in the face of the universal ethical code of
conduct that the very same actors work by. So even by their own rules, there
is an equity deficit although this is not acknowledged.

This equity and social justice deficit can be found in the policies of the
World Bank, the IMF, the World Trade Organization, and even in the UN. The
global division of labor and power overrules or arbitrarily applies the very
same ethical or moral code of conduct stipulated by these institutions—it
provides the structural base from which power is exercised. This is a funda-
mental, severe, and grave consequence of globalization and a fundamental
intrinsic contradiction in the global neoliberal rhetoric. Rights are related to
power and property; they are not something every individual is practically
entitled to. It applies in the social field just as much as in the environmental
field. This equity and justice deficit has been criticized by many actors and
many social movements are deeply involved in a struggle to counteract this
disenfranchising by global forces. The remainder of this section will now
look at how concerns of social justice and equity have been taken up by
various actors concerned with these transgressions.

GLOBALIZATION AND ENVIRONMENTAL EQUITY

As has been established in detail in this and in chapter 3, there is a serious
environmental equity deficit in the process of globalization that goes hand in
hand with environmental degradation per se. In fact, it could actually be
argued that the root of environmental degradation is the existence of a lack
of social justice and equity.



80 Globalization and the Environment

The perpetuation and active pursuit of an acceleration and worsening of
this process by the major actors in the international system has led to the
establishment of a resistance force that has taken up the cause of social
justice in the social and environmental field. It pursues the aim of either
fighting for social justice by fulfilling a reform role within the existing
system or by sabotaging and disrupting the workings of the international
system with protest movements that do not want to be co-opted into the
policy process. These are reformist non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
willing to cooperate with the powers that be in order to bring about change
and the radical protest movements aiming to disrupt these policy processes
respectively. Both strategies have had remarkable success in the near past
and have attracted huge attention by the media, academia, and policy mak-
ers alike. Global civil society actors are now routinely part of the policy
process and at the same time the ‘unruly’ protest element has been success-
ful. Their success can be measured by the fact that there are major forces
at play that try to undermine the potential power of these movements be-
cause of their disruptive power. Trying to avoid these protests have led
policy makers to work hard on the margins of what is democratically ‘legal’
with new legislation on the right to assemble, E-mail surveillance, moving
meeting to places where there is no legal right for mass public assembly,
etc. In addition, the media attention these protests have received have seen
backing by public opinion that has led to an erosion of perceived legitimacy
of actors, most prominently the WTO.

Both global civil society strategies have had a political impact. However,
it could be argued that this political impact has not led to an environmental
impact. Although environmental groups are being consulted by the World
Bank, this policy change has not really had time to ‘bite’. Hence it is too
early to come to any conclusion on whether global civil society involvement
in policy-making will actually lead to structural changes in policy. Experience
from social policy such as gender issues tends to suggest that the influence
will be rather marginal. This may be related to the type of movement admit-
ted to the negotiation table as there is a highly selective process. Many en-
vironmental organizations can be deeply conservative and not interested in
structural change at all. In addition, other organizations such as the IMF or
the World Trade Organization have not opened up (yet) to such participatory
pressures—although the corridors of power are open for other non-state ac-
tors such as multinational corporations. This is clearly perceived of as a
democratic deficit by the general public. On the other hand, the UN has a
long history of NGO involvement but due to the nature of the international
system this involvement is largely of a consultative nature and thus dependent
on the goodwill of the main actors and related to issue areas. The number of
NGOs involved in the Rio or Johannesburg summits or climate change nego-
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tiations may be impressive but their main influence is in the sphere of infor-
mation production and dissemination.

There are several social justice and equity arguments associated with
global civil society actors. Among the most important are the way in which
these actors can bring social justice issues onto the global agenda but also
whether these actors are legitimate agents in the international system and
should be given a wider role. States are still the only sovereign actors in the
international system and the only legal representatives in international orga-
nizations. Even the European Union (EU) as another legal actor is composed
of states. Many international organizations and indeed many governments
give NGOs official consultation status but this is as far as their legitimacy
goes. Active input into policy processes is limited to information dissemina-
tion and no active participation in decision-making is on the cards. However,
in terms of structural power rather than legal power or legal status, an NGO
can play a substantial role in global governance. Research organizations
such as the Institute of International Applied Systems Analysis in Vienna or
the International Union for Conservation and Nature in Geneva are impor-
tant organizations in determining the validity of scientific evidence or in
shaping public or expert opinion. So, although an organization may not
have the same legal status state actors have, they can exercise power and
influence through other channels. Thus they can act as a source of expertise
or as a public conscience.

In addition, there are many unofficial and voluntary regulation develop-
ments in the global political economy and NGOs play a major influence in
this field. This is the privatization of global governance referred to earlier.
Here, global civil society can play a much larger role. Lipschutz accounts for
this with reference to the textile industry:

Much of this action and activism has come to be focused not on
politics, however, but on markets. By this I mean that a growing
number of campaigns seeking global social regulation are utilizing
consumer pressure on capital and ‘corporate accountability’ as a
means of improving labor conditions in factories, reducing environ-
mental externalities from industry, and controlling production and
shipment of various kinds of goods in cross-border commodity chains.
Many of these campaigns have been highly successful, but only up
to a point (2001b: 5).

Social justice or equity issues are generally seen as legitimate concerns by
public opinion in general and thus global civil society organizations are gen-
erally seen as ‘the good guys’. However, this is not necessarily so and there-
fore the question of legitimacy continues to loom large as a major concern in
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global governance. First of all, there is a question of representation and office.
Civil society actors have not been elected to represent a certain cause and
although membership in an organization by large numbers of people does
indeed accord a certain amount of legitimacy, this is uncertain territory. Like-
wise, a general viewing of civil society as ‘the good guys’ is also problematic
as organizations representing patently undemocratic values such as racism are
also civil society actors and may indeed have a sizable membership. In ad-
dition, many economic actors are also civil society actors and this is an issue
of definition. Even if civil society is taken to mean ‘social’ actors and
specifically excludes companies, it still includes employer federations or in-
dustry federations. Therefore there needs to be a yardstick by which the
legitimacy of a cause can be measured and thus the legitimacy of the actor
representing this cause. The only organization or actor who could indeed
introduce such a yardstick must be a currently legitimate actor that leads us
back to states and international organizations as the guardians of social jus-
tice, equity, and environmental values.

Thus the question of environmental ethics in globalization remains a
difficult one and it can only be argued that there is an agency and legitimacy
problem surrounding this issue. Global civil society adds the voice of the
disillusioned and disenfranchised to the global political and corporate canon
and this is an important voice but it cannot be listened to uncritically. How-
ever, it seems to be the only voice that actively speaks up for environmental
and social equity as the main concern.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has explored the concepts of environmental ethics, equity, and
social and ecological justice. Rather than putting forward a particular position
on these issues or developing an environmental ethic, the problématique
underlying the social construction of nature and the various constructions
existing in different cultural and temporal settings have been touched upon.
It has been argued that both concepts of equity and of social/environmental/
ecological justice arise out of a liberal framework but that they nevertheless
have universal validity because they extend the same basic rights to all people
and to ecosystems. In order to approach equity and social justice in an envi-
ronmental context, structural conditions of the global political economy need
to be studied and analyzed.

The global economy and economic theory in general in the twenty-first
century is based on a concept of market forces and unlimited resources.
Scarcity can be dealt with through market and price mechanisms but is not
a ‘real’ problem, only a problem of supply regulation. For globalization and
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the environment this means that the supply of the global market is the most
important task to be fulfilled and looking after the resources and sinks that
make this supply chain possible has been externalized from the system. Thus,
if a ‘supplier’ takes measures to prevent environmental degradation, conserve
resources, etc. the extra cost of these activities leads to decreased efficiency
and competitiveness and the ‘supplier’ thus makes themselves uneconomical.
This is a serious environmental equity and social justice problem as it leads
to the social and environmental degradation of those in the global division of
labor who do not have choices to do otherwise. At the same time, the North-
ern consumer has increased consumption choice. This economic reality is in
stark contradiction to the rhetoric of multilateral economic institutions such
as the World Bank and the World Trade Organization that argue that increased
market liberalization and efficiency will lead to the eradication of poverty and
environmental degradation.
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Chapter 5

The Political Economy of Garments,
Especially Cotton

In this section, the issues and concepts raised and discussed in chapters 1–4 will
be reconsidered and looked at from a more empirical perspective. Cotton and
garments have been selected as an illustrative case study because the garment
industry is a globalizing industry to which all of the issues and concepts dis-
cussed previously pertain. They are both underresearched and at the same time
some of the most socially and environmentally degrading industries in exist-
ence. This chapter will study the global political economy of cotton production
and garment consumption from a historical perspective and trace the social and
structural origins of degradation in a globalizing political economy.

The textile industry is one of the most important industries globally with
over twenty million jobs depending on it both in developed and developing
countries (Nunnenkamp, 1995). The cotton section of the textile industry still
constitutes about 50 per cent of the world textile needs (Pesticides Trust, 1990;
Dicken, 1992) although synthetics are catching up. As the major non-food crop,
cotton is a major source of pesticide problems, especially in developing coun-
tries (Pesticides News, June 1995). In addition to the negative health and en-
vironmental effects of pesticides use, the development of insect pest resistance
arising from the excessive and inappropriate use of pesticides is a serious threat
to production in many countries (ibid.). Within cotton production, it is possible
to identify the use of toxic substances from the agricultural production stage
through to the final product. They affect the health of workers in all stages of
production, lead to allergies in consumers, and degrade the environments of
residents near cotton plantations. In spatial terms, there is local as well as
global degradation through global production methods and consumption.

THE HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF COTTON AND TEXTILES

The history of cotton and textiles is inextricably linked to the history of
modern capitalism. However, it is not the aim of this book to retrace this
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history of the rise of the British Empire on the back of the textile industry and
all that it entails. Histories of these events can be found elsewhere (Dodge,
1984). Clothing and garments are a sign of civilization and all societies have
been engaged in some form of garment production, be it weaving or the
preparation of bear hides. In some cases, these endeavors may be called
industries; in others they may have taken place at the household level. A
dramatic rise in the production and consumption of garments took place after
1750 with the evolution of a fashion industry in the industrialized countries.
During the same period, between 1760 and 1850, the amount of unprocessed
cotton transformed in the British textile economy went up from 2 to 366
million pounds (Braudel, 1993: 382). The scope of this fashion and consumer
society has increased steadily since, dramatically picking up in speed in the
1970s. However, this is not a global phenomenon. In many non-Western
societies, fashions are longer lasting and the turnover rates of garments are
also much slower as a consequence.

The historical linkages between different parts of the globe in terms
of cotton and garment production and consumption will be discussed in
this chapter with special reference to Africa in order to tie in with the
contemporary illustrative case study of chapter 6. Although historically
the social and environmental dimension of such analyses has been ne-
glected, it will nevertheless be possible to at least ascertain their
significance. To recap very briefly, with the rise of modern capitalism and
the industrial revolution, countries such as Great Britain became major
garment producers, not just in the wool but also in the cotton sector. As
cotton does not grow in North Western Europe, the import of cotton was
obviously a major determinant of global economic relations and an impor-
tant policy issue:

Manufacturers had no local supplies to draw on but had to reach
thousands of kilometers away to secure steady supplies of cheap raw
material to produce inexpensive commodities. By the mid-nineteenth
century the vast amount of cotton circulating on the world market
demonstrated the power of capitalist manufacturing to call forth the
raw materials . . . [that are] required. But looking at the supply of
cotton on the world market does not demonstrate the antagonistic
and contradictory aspects of its development or how interdependent
and heterogeneous were the systems of production and marketing
throughout the world. French efforts to develop cotton in the West
African colonies must be understood as part of world-wide engage-
ment between globally structured markets, the expansion and peri-
odic crises in capitalist production and dynamic local processes (R.
Roberts, 1996: 6).
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It transformed the economic landscapes in both developing and industrialized
countries and encapsulated all the socio-economic changes of the period in a
nutshell: colonialism, technological innovation, scientism, capital accumula-
tion, and a new mode of production. It can also be seen as an argument for
ecological world systems theory’s explanation of the origins of environmental
degradation. It shows that it is surely the mode of accumulation and mass
production, rather than the mode of production per se, which is responsible
for the degrading aspects of the political economy of cotton. The same goes
for social degradation.

The relationship between core and periphery in the global political
economy of cotton is illustrated well by Allen Isaacman and Richard Roberts:

European efforts to promote African cotton production have a long
history. It is a history that is intimately connected to the develop-
ment and maturation of the world economy in the same period.
Indeed, European interest in African cotton waxed and waned in
direct relationship to the complex set of factors integral to the mak-
ing of the world economy in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
to the changing place of European nation states in that system, and
to the changing political economies of European nation states. The
cotton textile industry was a central consumer production sector in
all of the European nations that scrambled to control African terri-
tories in the late nineteenth century. Not surprisingly, cotton held a
primary place in European colonial agricultural policies throughout
Africa . . . European efforts to promote cotton production in Africa
were linked to the development of industrial capitalism and to im-
perfections in the world supply of raw materials (1995: 1).

The tug and pull in the social relations of colonial cotton production are a
clear reflection of the market supply interests of colonizers and guarding of
self-interest by the colonized’s peasantry. Technological innovation in the
textile processing sector led to Britain ousting India from the largest cloth/
garment producer position by 1780 that in turn led to vastly increased de-
mand for the raw material cotton. This was largely fulfilled by the burgeoning
American market but the American Civil War and the boll weavil plague in
the late nineteenth/early twentieth centuries showed the necessity for other
markets. Africa had a long history of cotton production and an image of
tropical abundance ideal for cotton production. Hence there was a strong
interest by the colonial powers to expand cotton production in Africa and they
undertook moves in this direction.

For African peasants and local merchants however, the infrastructural
changes undertaken to promote cotton production were often used for other
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purposes. Preference was given to other crops such as groundnuts that brought
the peasant a higher rate of return. There was also an issue of food security
as this 1941 report in a Mozambican newspaper shows:

The expansion of cotton production . . . and of other forced cultures
have had a prejudicial effect on corn and peanuts which are indis-
pensable to the Africans’ diet and no less profitable to the producers
than cotton. It is excellent, even magnificent that cotton production
has increased . . . but it does not make sense for the colonial economy
that this expansion should come at the expense of corn (Noticias,
19.7.1941 in Isaacman, 1996: 159).

Isaacman continues:

In a confidential report to the president of the Cotton Board six
years later, a senior agronomist concluded that ‘it is becoming
increasingly more appropriate to attribute food shortages to cot-
ton’. The situation had not improved by 1950 when the bishop of
Beira expressed outrage that in one of his parishes which had been
a rich granary producing an abundance of food . . . the introduction
of cotton had left the people living in the region suffering from
hunger (1996: 159).

In some cases food production was interrupted through the destruction of
crops and through the forceful introduction of cotton crops. In general,
colonialists tried to promote cotton growing through the removal of local
layers of bureaucracy and a guaranteed maximum price. Despite these efforts
African cotton still found it difficult to be competitive on the world market
as U.S. cotton was easier to process and the United States had a more sophis-
ticated and cheaper transport system for bringing the cotton to the textile
mills. In addition, excessive cotton growing in African areas often led not
only to food shortages but also to environmental problems as laborers were
forced to work the plantations that led to soil and labor shortages for food-
based agriculture. So, overall historically the use of large-scale cotton pro-
duction in Africa is an outside-driven process. Although there has always
been a domestic cotton industry, this was geared toward satisfying local de-
mand and thus operated on a much smaller scale.

To relate this back to the history of the global political cotton economy,
colonial attempts to establish an African supply network of cotton were only
partially successful and other world regions became more prominent cotton
producers. After 1945, officials realized that for cotton production to be suc-
cessful, prices had to be competitive for farmers and cotton needed to fetch



The Political Economy of Garments 91

as good or better a price as other crops (Isaacman & Roberts, 1995: 11). In
response to this wisdom and to the numerous food crises, Africa tended to
produce largely for regional consumption up to the mid-1990s. The largest
post-war cotton producers are the United States and many Asian countries.

The historical context of cotton production shows that with the rise of
colonialism and the ensuing social relations, technological innovation and
increases in world trade were evermore directed at ensuring the maximum
supply and efficiency at minimum price for the colonizing countries. Thus
cotton and colonialism are intrinsically linked in the African experience.
However, the use of African land for European cotton mill supplies was not
an unproblematic one as these experiences show. Although African farmers
were bound into global production and power structures, their ways of resis-
tance to the cotton regime were manifold and influenced colonial cotton
policy. The modern situation of cotton as a cash crop to pay off debt can in
many ways be compared to the colonial situation in terms of global produc-
tion and power structures. The fact that cotton has emerged as a major cash
crop in West Africa is an undeniable consequence of the colonial experience.

COTTON AND TEXTILES TODAY—
FROM PRODUCTION TO CONSUMPTION

Production

Today, cotton is grown in over eighty countries under a variety of social and
geographical conditions (UNCTAD, 1996). The five largest cotton producers
are China, the United States, India, Pakistan, and the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS) while the biggest per capita garment consumers are
located in the United States, Switzerland, and Germany. Although the United
States is the world’s second largest cotton producer, the majority of cotton
growers are located in developing countries. Ownership patterns range from
large corporate plantations to small-scale farming. The textile industry is one
of the most important industries globally with fifteen million jobs depending
on it both in developed and developing countries, as well as a further eight
million in the clothing sector (Dicken, 1992: 234). The cotton sector of the
textile industry still constitutes about 50 percent of the world textile needs
although synthetics are catching up fast (Pesticides Trust, 1990). This trend
is fashion-dependent and cyclical.

Only about one third of cotton fiber produced finds its way onto the
international market and the rest is consumed domestically (UNCTAD, 1996).
However, even if a country’s share of the world cotton market is small in
percentage terms, this share may still constitute a large amount of their export
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earnings. For example, cotton is the most important export earner for African
countries such as Chad, Burkina Faso, Benin, and Mali constituting more
than 40 percent of their export earnings while contributing less than 5 percent
to the global total cotton production share (Financial Times, January 30,
2002: 9). Some states such as China and Pakistan tend to export cotton in
processed and manufactured form rather than cotton fiber. That makes it
difficult to determine the export share of global cotton production. This also
means that the global cotton chain is subject to varying practices and that it
is difficult to generalize production patterns.

The last few decades have seen drastic changes in production methods
and trade in this sector and the rise of developing countries as major produc-
ers. However, world trade is still dominated by developed states’ output
(Dicken, 1992: 239). Cotton crops are bought by cotton commodity traders
who operate in a largely oligarchic market (Clairmonte & Cavanagh, 1981;
Dicken, 1992). These cotton commodity traders sell the raw material cotton
to the textile industry. The next link in the textile chain is the processing of
the cotton into yarn and then cloth. A variety of large and small companies
operate in these businesses. A large, concentrated market exists at the end of
the textile chain, when the textiles become garments (although only about 50
percent of textiles are processed into garments) (Dicken, 1992: 234). The
largest share of the cotton crop ends up in the developed world’s shopping
malls (in the US) and High Streets (in Europe), which are dominated by
relatively few large retailers in most countries.

World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) policies encourage
the growing of cash crops for the world markets in order to alleviate the
problems of the debt crisis in developing countries. This is also the case in
West Africa. At the same time, there is resistance to opening up markets for
textiles. As Taring Banuri argues:

Because of shifting comparative advantage, there has been a rapid
expansion of the textile industry in the South, especially among
cotton growing countries. Textile production has traditionally been
the first industrial sector of many developing countries and has paved
the way for broad scale industrialization and economic expansion.

[A] stylized fact of the market for cotton and cotton products is the
existence of special trade barriers against southern industrial prod-
ucts. Textiles are a labor-intensive industry and provide a compara-
tive advantage to southern producers. However, the shift of the
industry to the south has been slowed down, and the interests of
traditional northern manufacturers protected under various unilat-
eral, bilateral and multilateral agreements (1998: 7).
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I will further emphasize this point by outlining the existing political frame-
work for the trade aspects of the global cotton chain. This global production
process is currently regulated by the Multi-Fiber Arrangement (MFA) which
is in the process of being phased out. Textile trade is slowly being incorpo-
rated into the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade/World Trade Organi-
zation (GATT/WTO) framework. However, this type of international regulation
is solely concerned with barriers to trade and tariffs and quotas. There are a
multitude of studies of the MFA and power relations concerning the textile
trade (Schott, 1990; Yang, 1994; Hale, 2002). It is particularly noteworthy
that the textile industry has until recently been excluded from the trade lib-
eralization moves of the post-war period and is one of the most heavily
regulated trade areas that imposes hefty trade restrictions on developing coun-
tries. The studies on trade regulation through the MFA provide insightful
analyses of the trade aspect of the textile industry and on the discourse of free
trade in general but they ignore the environmental as well as the social as-
pects relating to the global political textile economy. Graham Harrison (2001)
summarizes the situation by showing that the IMF and the World Bank effec-
tively make economic policy in Africa in general, thus also influencing cash
crop policy decisions. However, textile issues are of minor relevance to West
Africa as the textile industry does not play an important role in most coun-
tries’ export figures despite many tariff exemptions (Mshomba, 2000).

In the absence of international regulation, attempts to mobilize against
the problems in the cotton chain have largely been initiated by civil society.
These efforts have so far largely focused on introducing codes of conduct for
social rather than environmental standards. The large retailers have been singled
out for cooperation by the social movements. It has not been investigated yet
how interested the clothing multinationals are in introducing environmental
standards or codes of conduct in the garment sector and how fruitful an
approach based on voluntary code of conducts might be. This point is also
relevant with regard to the increased share of genetically modified (GM)
cotton. However, the focus of the new social movements on clothing multi-
nationals shows quite clearly that there are strong linkages between the local
and the global and that some locals have more influence over the global than
others. It also shows that the focus is on production and that the role of
consumption in this economic activity tends to be marginalized.

Consumption

As discussed earlier, the origins of the consumer society can be traced back
to the industrial revolution and it is generally agreed that the first consumer
society had emerged by 1800 (Campbell, 1987: 6). According to Neil
McKendrick, the speed with which fashion changed increased quite remarkably
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between 1750 and 1800 (1982: 56) and Campbell argues that “The emergence
of the modern fashion pattern is thus the crucial ingredient in any explanation
of why either emulation on the part of consumers or manipulation on the part
of producers should have begun to take such novel and dynamic forms in the
eighteenth century” (1987: 22). Consumption is thus culturally as well as
economically informed as the idea of a consumer ethic suggests and the
cultural/social side has been underrepresented in political economy accounts.
Mike Featherstone (1991) distinguishes between three main perspectives on
consumer culture. First, consumer culture has developed alongside the expan-
sion of capitalist commodity production that has provided the opportunity for
accumulating vast amounts of consumer goods and has made this hoarding
desirable. Second, consumption is used as a way of asserting social bonds or
distinctions, or affirming or transcending one’s class status. Third, the emo-
tional pleasures of consumption and the concept of aestheticism associated
with it have a powerful hold on industrial society, or even on what can loosely
be termed human nature. The latter two points can also be seen in conjunction
with the ever-rising importance of symbols in the legitimation of social orga-
nization (Sulkunen, 1997: 10).

When these three perspectives are applied to the consumption of textiles,
or specifically to garments in the fashion industry, it can be observed how the
concept of consumption has changed over time. Even as recently as the 1950s,
consumers in Northern industrialized states usually possessed only one good
suit/dress that was supposed to last for many years and was not subjected to
the fierce fashion dictate known in the 1990s and early twenty-first century.
One reason for increasing consumption is the steadily declining price of
clothing that obviously provides the opportunity for consuming more. Even
between 1987 and 1997 the price of clothing fell quite dramatically so there
is a steady downward trend. Second, clothes are not just something we put
on to keep warm or to express our feelings for a certain social occasion; they
make a statement about our values and our class status or the class status we
aspire to. Clothes have become not only image statements but primary indi-
cators of a person’s personality. Third, the ever-changing fashions require that
our wardrobes are updated continuously to fit in with what is required aes-
thetically in order to be taken seriously in our professional or social fields.

Naomi Klein takes this argument even further in her book about branding:

The scaling-up of the logo’s role has been so dramatic that it has
become a change in substance. Over the past decade and a half,
logos have grown so dominant that they have essentially transformed
the clothing on which they appear into empty carriers for the brands
they represent. The metaphorical alligator, in other words, has risen
up and swallowed the literal shirt.
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. . . Advertising and sponsorship have always been about using im-
agery to equate products with positive cultural or social experiences.
What makes nineties-style branding different is that it increasingly
seeks to take these associations out of the representational realm and
make them a lived reality (2000: 28–29).

Thus fashion, and clothing as a substantial part of it, has a profound impact
on the consumption patterns of the consuming elites. This fashion revolu-
tion starting in the 1960s has affected both producers and consumers by
fundamentally changing consumers’ attitudes toward the volume and type
of clothes they wear throughout the year and by exponentially increasing
the demand for natural and synthetic fibers. Fashion is described as a post-
Fordist industry (S. Miles, 1998: 94) which is highly flexible and responsive
to consumer demand. Thus, fashion is seen as consumer rather than pro-
ducer driven, supposedly giving the consumer more input into a previously
producer-dominated product chain. This is not always the case however.
Although certain logos fall from grace rather suddenly and are thus depen-
dent on the consumer’s whims, the political economy of fashion in many
ways effectively steers demand through advertising, through use of media,
and through personality cults around movie stars or other fashion icons de-
termining consumption output. This leads to questions about power relations
in the fashion industry. First of all, power in the fashion industry is concen-
trated in the hands of relatively few large retailers who have effectively ousted
or radically reduced the market share of smaller manufacturers (S. Miles,
1998: 95). Second, as Miles, argues,

In effect, the fashion industry is not as flexible as it might seem on
the surface. It would be naive to contest the idea that changes have
taken place in the economy. Common sense tells us that there are
more products on the market. But there could equally be an argu-
ment for suggesting that such choice is largely illusory. There may
well be hundreds of different versions of the classic pair of jeans but
essentially each of those jeans offers the consumer the same thing.
The choice that is available is not only unnecessary but barely con-
stitutes a choice in the first place because it so often amounts to little
more than a very slight variation on a mass produced theme. In
effect, consumer choice in the realm of fashion is inherently artificial
(1998: 95).

Third, and intrinsically related to point two, choice for the consumer is inher-
ently limited to choice within a particular fashion paradigm, i.e., what prod-
ucts are considered to be in vogue in any particular season. A consumer will
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find it impossible to purchase a garment that does not conform to the stan-
dards of what is considered fashionable during that season. Therefore con-
sumers may have increased choice and influence on the production process
but this choice only exists within certain clearly delineated boundaries—the
premise on which neoliberal ideology is based. Effective advertising and the
social standing of appropriate clothing intrinsically link the participation in
the fashion dictate to social success, thus giving enormous social and eco-
nomic power to the multinational clothing retailers. So, rather than consumers
dictating to the fashion industry, the momentum works actually the other way
around. Consumer power lies in the choice not to buy or to buy selectively.
Occasionally it happens that the consumer eschews certain fashions and the
producer or retailer is not able to sell them. So the consumer’s influence on
the production process lies mainly in the ability to reject what is offered
rather than to influence production in the first place although, of course,
rejection of certain types of fashion will lead to the producers taking these
rejections into consideration for the next season. In addition, a large part of
clothing fashion production is based on the just-in-time method that means
that consumers can respond even in the same season. Still, it is also clear that
consumer power is potentially enormous as argued before but in practice is
not being harnessed. Given the substantial advertising budgets that have to
persuade consumers to keep up their consumption habits, it becomes clear
that the structural power of consumption is being suppressed.

The emerging spiraling pattern of consumption draws after it spiraling
production to feed the demands of consumption (but with the producers more
or less guiding what is being consumed). This is where the environmental
angle on consumption is particularly important. Again, the consumer is re-
moved or alienated from the production process and also from the disposal
process of the clothes consumed. Most consumers are unaware of the dra-
matic social and environmental consequences of the production process of
their clothes but also do not respond dramatically when certain malpractices
are highlighted. However, although environmental degradation can be found
in the production process, it would be limiting to find the solutions to this
form of environmental degradation solely in the production process.

The demand for cotton in industrialized countries increased exponen-
tially from the 1960s onward when the increased wages of the Fordist mode
of production coupled with a changing set of values putting fashion or
trendiness above quality led to a huge increase in clothing consumption both
in Europe and North America. The majority of the population has subjected,
and continues to subject itself to, an increasing degree to this fashion dictate.
This has obviously led to vastly increased consumption that then impacts
back on developing countries through vastly increased demand for raw ma-
terials but also in the form of cheap labor for the manufacturing of these
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clothes. The annual average new garment consumption in Europe is around
10 kg (22 pounds) and whatever discussions there are on the environmental
consequences of textile production, they rarely focus on consumption. There
are debates on the comparative sustainability of natural versus synthetic fibers,
the viability of organic cotton, the possibility of hemp as a major fabric, etc.
but the volume and nature of consumption is not a part of this discourse. Only
the German NGO (non-governmental organization) BUND (Bund für Natur-
und Umweltschutz Deutschland) has raised the issue of consumption in its
debate on the textile sector. Thus it seems that it is not the actual volume of
production that is being questioned by globalization critics but rather the
nature of production. In addition, the problem is constructed in terms of a
problem with economic organization that has to be solved at the macrolevel
alone. The role of consumption and the ‘collusion’ of the consumer in all this
is a subject that tends to be ignored by both policy makers (for obvious
reasons) and by civil society.

The existence of sweatshops as a sign of the globalization era and the
role of clothing multinationals has been the focus of many campaigns, press
campaigns, TV documentaries, and consumer boycotts. However, the nature
of the fashion economy is not an issue in these reports or campaigns. Rather,
the analytical framework of the problem remains restricted to the relationship
between manufacturer and sweatshop worker, the call for the recognition of
labor unions, and the abolition of debt for developing countries so that they
can introduce a fairer wage policy. These debates are surely timely and ad-
dress important issues; however, they neglect the nature of the system itself.

There is also a social and cultural dimension to this argument. Fashion
is not only determined by the industrialized countries; this social and cultural
dominance is further reinforced (a) by spreading this fashion globally through
cultural leadership and hand-me-downs and (b) by perpetuating the position
of the ‘poor relative’ recipient. To explain this further, there are usually two
types of fashion or dress styles in many developing countries, Western and
local dress. Through the destruction or competition for local industries and
the relative price competitiveness and popularity of the second-hand clothing
market, a market for Western goods is created and the local product under-
mined (Hansen, 1999). This is globalization in a different sense as the one put
forward by the cultural globalization writers as the structural origins of cul-
tural homogenization are not a move toward a global village but rather toward
the economics of the political economy of textiles.

Furthermore, this second-hand clothing market symbolizes the relative
positions of the developed and developing world in the global political
economy. The developing countries supply raw materials and cheap labor for
assembly; the developed countries consume at low prices and then dispose of
the garments in order to buy more products at cheap prices in the latest
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fashion. The disposed garments are then used either by the lowest income
groups in developed nations or back in developing countries where the sec-
ond-hand clothing market undermines local industries that would be a step on
the way out of the dependent position of developing countries in the world
economy. Thus the cycle is closed and the relative positions in the world
economy reinforced.

The textile and garment sector is one of the most obvious economic
sectors for observing the trend of Western consumption and Southern produc-
tion. The main reason for this is the importance of fashion and fashion as a
primary vehicle of advanced capitalism. This is one dimension of capitalism
that is underresearched and neglected, mainly because most research in this
field is either economic determinist or culturally determinist but rarely takes
account of both.

One extreme illustration of this point is the culture of branding as de-
scribed in detail in Naomi Klein’s No logo (2000). Branding is an advertising
gimmick that leads to more conspicuous consumption and to the determina-
tion of one’s personality through the brands one consumes. Brands become
lifestyles. The most famous examples of this type of branding are the cases
of Nike and the Gap that have been widely quoted. However, branding goes
through all layers of society and is not just a middle class phenomenon. Even
ethical consumption often takes place through branded products, here Patagonia
replaces Nike, or Ecover replaces Lever Sunlicht. Branding also absolves the
consumer from the necessity to think. Once the consumer has chosen what
sort of image they would like to project, they only need to shop in the right
places. Thus slowly the consumer is alienated from the ability to think and
judge for themselves about what constitutes good taste and/or common sense.
By projecting and selling an image, a brand can now create all sorts of
behavioral norms. For example, the ever-increasing turnaround of fashions
and the need to keep up with them as well as the increasing lack of quality
of garments are phenomena that are not questioned by consumers and are
fully accepted as entirely normal and even desirable. Although these are
producer-led trends, they need the full cooperation of the consumer in order
to carry off trends such as branding or fashion. These trends play on the
insecurities of human beings to be an acceptable member of their chosen
group, to fit in while still being individualistic and competitive, and they also
buy heavily into the beauty myth, selling an image of beauty that again is
fashion dependent and that demands an aestheticism in a beauty-addicted
society. Thus the consumer is an integral part of the machinery of garment
production as one of the main beauty and style industries. Many social
movements have realized the potential of consumer power and the intrinsic
complicitness of the consumer in the practices of the global political economy.
They have called for more openness about the production processes and more
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input into the policy-making processes. However, they have rarely called into
question the nature of consumption per se unless they come from an environ-
mental perspective. Even church groups have neglected to highlight the rela-
tionship between Northern consumption and Southern production in ethical
terms. Rather, most civil society involvement in this field has concentrated on
the conditions of production in developing countries in the textile sector.

THE SOCIAL SIDE OF PRODUCTION

The social and working conditions of textile and garment manufacturing in
developing countries, particularly in the economic exporting zones (EEZs) in
South East Asia have often been described as one of the most visible signs
of globalization. They are also seen by many as a sign of economic takeoff
as the sweatshops of nineteenth-century Britain are inextricably linked with
the rise of capitalism. Therefore, the argument goes, the reproduction of these
conditions in developing countries means ‘going through stages’ on the linear
path to development. Such an argument is of course erroneous as it is based
on the assumption that conditions for takeoff now and in the nineteenth
century were the same and that Britain then and the developing countries now
were in comparable situations economically, politically, and socially. Britain
was not in the world’s periphery when it underwent the industrial revolution
unlike the developing countries today. Furthermore, it is based on a linear
view of time in which development will come to all once they have gone
through the right stages or jumped through the right hoops.

This section will highlight and put into perspective the social conditions
of garment manufacturing. In the past twenty years profound changes have
taken place in the geographical location of garment production. It has often
been said that garment production has shifted from the developed to the
developing world as an aspect of the post-Fordist mode of production. This
is not entirely accurate. Industrialized states are still garment producers;
however, their efforts are concentrated at niche markets or at the upper end
of the garment market. For example, designer products or high-quality mer-
chandise or specialist products are still produced in industrialized countries.
However, the lower end of the market and a lot of high-fashion items depend-
ing on just-in-time manufacturing have indeed been out-sourced to develop-
ing countries and it is here that scandalous working conditions have often
grabbed the headline news (CAFOD, 1998).

There are several aspects to this kind of production practice. First of all,
there are the actual working conditions. Workers often have to work at a
minimum wage that is not a living wage. As production takes place in low-
wage countries whose main advantage in the global labor market is exactly
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the low-wage economy, this competitive advantage has to be exploited to the
fullest extent possible. If the wage structure gets revised, other countries may
offer cheaper labor and the employment opportunity may go another way
(CAFOD, 1998). This has often happened and therefore the interplay between
state, company, and worker is a difficult and fraught one. The developing
state has to argue that low-wage labor is better than no work at all for its
citizens and furthermore that the usual local wage is usually no higher than
the one offered by the international textile company. The worker cannot sur-
vive on the wages offered but without these jobs, the situation would be even
worse. The winner all-round is the company that gets its products manufac-
tured with the cheapest labor cost. It can play off one state against the next
in getting the best deal. However, some writers argue that there is no empiri-
cal evidence for the lowering of labor standards and that conditions have
actually improved under globalization (Drezner, 2001: 66). This may be true
but certainly the existence of below living wage standards have been used to
advantage in the global economy at the expense of jobs that were paying
living wages or that were subject to labor standards.

Another point of grievance is the conditions under which textile produc-
tion takes place. The term sweatshop conjuring up conditions from another
era is used to describe what is going on in garment factories, particularly in
South East Asia and in Latin America but often also in industrialized states
such as the United States or the United Kingdom. In particular, forced over-
time, no breaks, child labor, and inhumane work environments with no win-
dows and no ventilation are the main issues. These conditions have been
documented elsewhere in much detail; suffice to give one example of another
aspect that has not received so much attention. Kitty Krupat in Andrew Ross’s
no sweat describes a monitoring visit to a textile factory in Honduras:

August 1995, San Pedro Suala, Honduras—At 6.30 a.m. workers
arrive at the gate of Orion Apparel, a Korean-owned factory in San
Pedro Suala that produces Gitano shirts and sportswear for other
American manufacturers. Each worker is searched as she goes through
the door. Standing in line with them are Charles Kernaghan and
Barbara Briggs of the National Labor Committee Education Fund in
Support of Worker and Human Rights in Central America. Dressed
as American business executives, they walk through the door un-
questioned. With them is a camera crew, filming the line as it passes
into the factory. Once inside, Kernaghan and Briggs begin asking
questions: How old are the workers? What do they earn? How are
they treated? One fifteen-year-old tells them she works till 8.30 most
nights. She is the sole support of eight people in her family. She
earns 38 cents an hour. The same girl tells Briggs that supervisors
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yell at the girls and hit them. Another says workers are forced to take
birth-control pills in the presence of plant supervisors. . . . That night,
Kernaghan, Briggs and their camera crew are escorted to a factory
garbage dump by Lesly Rodriquez, a fourteen-year-old Orion worker.
The camera surveys piles of garbage, zooming in on hundreds of
aluminium packets that once contained birth-control pills (1997: 51).

This report by a (U.S.) National Labor Committee official also describes
problems that have not received as much attention such as physical abuse.

The vast majority of garment workers are women and often young girls.
In some countries they tend to be married women but in many countries they
are girls sold or forced into the apparel industry as an alternative to prosti-
tution. This type of work can only be done for a few years before the body
is worn out and the women are then often seen as outcasts by their own
societies. At the same time, their families are dependent on the income the
garment factory work raises for them, inadequate as the pay may be. Because
of the social position of the garment workers, sexual intimidation and harass-
ment can be carried out without punishment.

The response to these catastrophic conditions in the apparel sector has of
course been collective organization through unionization. However, many
factories have outlawed unions in order to keep up Victorian conditions. Here
the fear goes in two directions. On the one hand, they fear the demands of
a collectivized work force and the cut in profits a work force with labor rights
will lead to. On the other hand, a collectivized work force cannot remain
competitive at the international level and in such a fast-moving environment,
a loss of profitability and price competitiveness will more than likely lead to
the closure of the factory and thus to the loss of the jobs involved.

This point is not just an idle threat of factory owners. Production mostly
takes place in economic export processing zones that are exempt from interna-
tional import and export restrictions. These zones are incentive areas for attract-
ing foreign investment and are thus highly competitive. In fact, in the garment
industry, production facilities used by the large multinationals usually change
every three months or so, always in search of the cheapest labor force.

The international and global aspects of the organization of garment produc-
tion shows quite clearly that international solutions are required for these prob-
lems. National legislation is not really an answer as the political economy of
textiles is currently structured in such a way as to play off the needs for foreign
investment by the various developing countries involved in garment production.
Therefore there is a race to the bottom in terms of low wages, workers’ rights,
and environment regulations as these interfere with price competitiveness.

This is a problem that has been recognized more by industrialized states
than by developing ones. In the true spirit of ‘it is better to be exploited than
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not to be exploited at all’ the exploitation of work forces are not a primary
concern of developing countries’ governments as they know that without this
their work force may well be unemployed that would be even worse. Thus the
resistance at Seattle in 1999 during the infamous WTO ministerial round by
developing countries to global labor and environmental standards has to be seen
in this light. Global standards would take away their competitive advantage in
terms of offering the cheapest (and by implication most exploited) labor.

So, ironically there is a tacit alliance between clothing manufacturers
exploiting the competition for garment production facilities and developing
countries suffering from the abuse of the situation but still being dependent
on this type of investment. This makes the tackling of these problems particu-
larly difficult and it also raises questions of agency and legitimacy. Since
many developing countries are clearly against global standards, who will then
speak out for the exploited labor force’s plight? And furthermore, those actors
that have taken on this cause such as NGOs and even some consumers work
very hard to improve the situation through corporate responsibility awaken-
ing, etc. However, questions remain as to whether they are legitimate actors
and how qualified they are to speak on behalf of the garment work force.

THE ENVIRONMENTAL SIDE OF
PRODUCTION AND ITS REGULATIONS

Continuing the list of problems in the political economy of textiles, this
section looks at the international/global political economy of textiles in rela-
tion to the environment. This includes a discussion of international efforts to
regulate environmental problems relating to textile production.

In terms of cotton agriculture, the intensification of agricultural produc-
tion methods has resulted in a worldwide increase in pesticide use. There are
several adverse effects of pesticides on humans and on the environment:
Excessive or inappropriate use leads to pesticide poisoning with severe health
effects such as allergies, liver, and kidney damage; cancer; or male sterility.
Local pesticide residues affect air and water quality. Due to their mobility in
air and water, they also affect ecosystems far removed as well as people. The
existence of pesticides in breastfeeding mothers’ milk is a case in point. As
Doug Murray summarizes with reference to Latin America:

Pesticides contributed mightily to the increase in wealth and produc-
tivity in Central America, but so too did they contribute to the in-
crease in misery in the region. Hidden within the ecological
transformations that allowed cotton farming to thrive was an eco-
logical crisis that played a significant role in the demise of the cotton
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sector. Degraded land and water, escalating pest problems, resur-
gence of malaria and other diseases, all combined with high rates of
pesticide poisoning do seriously affect the well-being of rural soci-
ety in the cotton-growing region (1994: 54).

About 11 percent of global pesticide sales and 24 per cent of insecticides
can be attributed to cotton production (Myers & Stolton, 1999). The World
Bank cites price factors and lack of local knowledge or the misinformation
of farmers as the main factors leading to excessive or inappropriate pesti-
cide use (Farah, 1994). Doug Murray and Peter Taylor (2000), for example,
show quite conclusively that campaigns for the safe use of pesticides (paid
for and run by pesticide industries) are clearly constructed around the idea
that persistent and high-level pesticide use are necessary and desirable, thus
shaping the problem in a particular framework.

The processing of cotton into garments is also riddled with environmen-
tal problems. The cotton is treated with various chemicals to facilitate the
processing stage and the bleaching and dyeing of the cloth or garment also
leads to exposure to carcinogenic substances by both product and worker. The
textile dyeing industry labor force is routinely exposed to carcinogenic sub-
stances (Michaelowa & Michaelowa, 1996: 52).

Another environmental problem associated with textile/cotton production
is water pollution. Plantations may require higher rates of irrigation than
water available in the region. Further down in the production chain, during
the processing and dyeing stage, water will be discharged into rivers or streams
and thus also affect drinking water. These problems will be discussed in more
detail in relation to West Africa in chapter 6.

In many ways, the environmental problems associated with garments are
worst at the individual household level as the production process is only
about a relatively small part of the environmental burden. As Kate Fletcher
and her colleagues argue in Dorothy Myers and Sue Stolton:

The use stage [of textiles] has major environmental impacts. A lifecycle
study by the American Fiber Manufacturers Association of a synthetic
fiber blouse showed that as much as 88 per cent of atmospheric
emissions, 86 per cent of energy and 68 per cent of solid waste attrib-
utable to the total textile lifecycle are massed during washing and
drying. These results, however, should be placed in context. Only
garments were studied and results could be significantly affected by
a change in laundering habits. If the garment is washed at cold
temperatures and dried on a line, total energy consumption is re-
duced by 78 per cent and the bulk of the environmental impacts
would be in production rather than in use (Fletcher et al., 1999: 46).
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This point again raises issues about the analytical distinction between produc-
tion and consumption in the global political economy and the need for the
inclusion of consumption as a field of study. It also shows that some activities
cannot be regulated as they are social practices not open to regulation. For
example, people’s laundry habits cannot be subjected to legal patterns regard-
less of their environmental impact. They can only be influenced through
waste water charges. There is a public-private distinction in this field.

In any case, the environmental regulation in the political economy of
textiles cannot be focused in textiles or in cotton itself. Rather, it has to take
place through agricultural regulation and through the regulation of certain
chemicals involved in the process, etc.; the global cotton garment or textile
chain in general has not been controlled or regulated at the international or
global level. However, some national or regional regulations have an effect on
the global textile chain. For example, Banuri reports that the German govern-
ment has outlawed garments containing azo dyes (1998: III/5). This means
that a flouting of this legislation may lead to shipments being burned at the
manufacturer’s expense. Other European states have followed suit with simi-
lar legislation. Since European consumers make up a significant share of
global textile consumption, such regional legislation obviously has an impact
on production patterns elsewhere. However, it has to be admitted that a sub-
stantial share of textile imports to Germany still contain azo dyes and that the
laws are not strictly enforced. Although these measures have a limited suc-
cess, the German ban on azo dyes still has implications for the nature of the
textile trade and for the working of the international political economy be-
cause of the market clout of such a measure. Therefore, this strategy has at
least some success and makes a case for ‘unilateral action’.

There are no specific attempts to regulate the pesticide use in the garment
sector at the international level. In the food sector, the Food and Agricultural
Organization (FAO) and the World Health Organization (WHO) have estab-
lished the Codex Alimentarius Commission that has commented on and recom-
mended ‘safe’ pesticide levels since 1966. However, the Codex’s primary goal
is to harmonize legislation between different states rather than to introduce
health and safety or environmental regulations. In addition, it deals only with
food-related agricultural problems, not other agricultural fields. There are other
problems relating to this organization that cannot be discussed here (Sklair,
2002: 144). A major problem with this organization and with other FAO and
OECD working groups on pesticides is that the chemical industry is heavily
represented in these working groups and has a strong influence in shaping
pesticide control policy. This approach, therefore, provides a limited scope for
the introduction of environmental concerns into an economic framework.

Pesticides are an issue in Agenda 21 of the Rio Conference. Agenda 21
is calling for the reduction of pesticide use and for integrated pest manage-
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ment. However, the term integrated pest management can be interpreted as
ranging from conventional pest management to ecological farming methods.
Although Agenda 21 does not specifically mention pesticides in textile pro-
duction, it refers to agricultural, not only food, production in general.

Another approach to controlling the environmental consequences of the
global textile trade has been through eco-labeling. This policy has been par-
ticularly popular on the European continent. It implies that a product under-
goes certain tests stipulated by the national regulatory authority or by another
named institution and if the product fulfills these conditions, it will be awarded
the specific eco-label. The most well-known eco-label is the Blue Angel in
Europe. Eco-labeling has been criticized because the criteria used for reward-
ing the label have been controversial. In the textile sector, eco-labeling prod-
ucts has been limited to awarding azo-dye free products with a label or
products that do not contain certain named chemicals (but are not chemical-
free). Therefore this approach is limited and has not had any real impact on
the global textile chain as it is a voluntary code that has a limited value. Even
supranational voluntary codes have been of limited effect unless their mes-
sage gets taken up by consumers in a big way. This has not been the case with
eco-labeled textiles which, in addition, are not widely available. Again, this
is an unpromising approach.

An analysis of these existing forms of regulation or lack thereof suggests
that in some areas of the textile chain a global regulatory ‘regime’ is not
necessarily essential and would not effectively deal with any problems that
would arise. The case of the azo dyes shows that regional regulatory efforts
can have an impact on the global textile chain. However, in the case of
pesticide pollution, such a scheme would not work. In this case a state-based
regulatory approach does not seem very promising. Therefore different prob-
lems in the cotton garment chain require different solutions.

CONCLUSION

Global change in the textile industry and the manifestation of global change
at the local level are characterized by the intended and unintended conse-
quences of this production chain. Environmental degradation is largely an
unintended consequence of changes in the global political economy. The
degradation in working conditions and labor rights in the garment sector are
direct responses to post-Fordist developments toward economies of flexibility.
As such the consumer is alienated from the production process and not aware
of the deteriorating health and safety and working conditions in textile pro-
cessing. However, the nature of the distribution of purchasing power and
concept of Western human rights and equality mean that consumer demand
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for cheaper clothing has to be countered with ethical and moral concerns that
consumers need to be confronted with.

This chapter has tried to establish some connections between local socio-
cultural practices in the North and production processes in developing coun-
tries. It has been argued that the global political economy has evolved in this
direction; however, such terminology denies the existence of agency in this
process. Attempts to deal with environmental degradation in the global textile
economy need to take account of the social and structural origins of this
degradation as well as the agents involved.
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Chapter 6

The Case of West Africa

In this chapter, the subject matter of cotton and textiles will be looked at from
the angle of a particular region, West Africa. West Africa has seen a recent
drastic increase in cotton production in the past decade and is also seen as a
region that has very much dropped out of the bottom of the global economy.
The quantity of cotton lint production for the whole region of Western Africa
increased from 510,873 tons in 1990 to 887,419 tons in 2001, the last year
for which figures are available (FAOSTAT, 2002). However, at the same time
the value of cotton lint exports decreased from $544,811,000 in 1990 to
$487,781,000 in 2000 despite this huge increase. This chapter will show that
West Africa is very much part of a globalizing political economy, if not in the
same way as the Tiger states or the industrialized West.

First, a brief overview of the history of West Africa and its position in
the international system over time will provide the necessary background
introduction to understanding its position today. This overview will be fol-
lowed by an analysis of the political economy of West Africa today. West
Africa is here referred to as a coherent unit of analysis although this is
obviously not necessarily the case. The subregions within West Africa can
differ substantially from each other in varying issue areas; this will be pointed
out when relevant.

No analysis of the political economy of developing countries can be
complete without relating it to the debt crisis and global institutional policy.
This will be the focus of the next section that investigates the impact of the
debt crisis and the role of structural adjustment policies in this part of the
world. Then a link will be made between structural adjustment and general
economic policy and linking this to social and environmental degradation in
the region. The aim here is not to establish some sort of causality between
slave labor or environmental degradation and the demands/pressures of the
global political economy but rather seeing what sort of mechanisms underlie
all of these phenomena.

The second half of the chapter will be exclusively dedicated to the study
of the global political textile economy in West Africa, particularly cotton.
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Rather than focusing on the microlevel, the aim will be to outline and under-
stand the linkages between globalizing trends and local phenomena. Thus
there is a microlevel element in this analysis bringing together local and
global linkages.

BACKGROUND

The African and by extension naturally the West African political economies
are heavily influenced by their colonial experiences. The dependence on, and
the influence of, cotton in the West African colonies was discussed in chapter
5, which showed the historical significance of cotton for the region, the power
relations between colonized and colonizer, and the effects this has had on
agricultural and thus on social patterns and life forms. In effect, even the
slave trade that dominated Africa’s external relations from about 1500 to
1800 was linked to cash crop agriculture. The trade in slaves delayed and also
discouraged the use of African soil for cash crops as this would have a
negative impact on the availability of slaves for trade, the future slaves being
tied up in plantations in Africa (Wallerstein, 1986: 14). With decolonization
the French and British political systems of representation were copied and
used for African states. Thus it is possible to talk of African political econo-
mies while at the same time acknowledging that the economic and socio-
cultural makeup of West African societies are fundamentally quite different.
At first sight oil-rich Nigeria and resource-poor Mali do not seem to have all
that much in common. Not all West African states are Francophone and the
different colonial experiences influence life today. The common ground be-
tween Western African states is mostly found in issue areas that can be
painted with a broad brush: colonial experience, agricultural economies, debt
servicing, structural adjustment programs, multi-ethnic/tribal societies, and
peripheral status in the world economy to name but a few.

Decolonization took place in the 1950s and 1960s and provided the basis
for the post-colonial state. Chazan et al. summarize this situation:

Although colonial governments retained many indigenous social
institutions and brought about redefinition of others, colonial rule
superimposed a new administrative structure on these social and
political orders. This colonial apparatus of power operated within
newly delineated boundaries. Even the French federal structures of
French West Africa and French Equatorial Africa clearly distinguished
between component territories (later to become the independent
French-speaking states of Africa) on a geographic basis, thus super-
imposing physical definitions of frontiers on indigenous (and still
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widely held) African perceptions of boundaries as belts of separation
between social units (Chazan et al., 1999: 42).

The post-colonial world included administrative hierarchies based on the
colonial civil service that was essentially a military-administrative unit (Chazan
et al., 1999: 43). Thus, ‘the formal agencies transferred to African hands were
alien in derivation, functionally conceived, bureaucratically designed, authori-
tarian in nature and primarily concerned with issues of domination rather than
legitimacy’ (ibid.: 43). This had major consequences for domestic and foreign
politics as Hoogvelt posits:

Nation-statism was a colonial legacy with shallow roots in Africa’s
own history. In the absence of a home-grown capitalist bourgeoisie
and strong civil society traditions, the bureaucratic state was fash-
ioned and bankrolled to perform a welfare and accumulation role by
an international policy consensus that cared more about land access
than the promotion of democracy. As intermediaries between their
peoples and financial resource flows from abroad, these states be-
came the main source of income and the control of the state became
a matter of survival. Whether one characterizes the African post-
colonial state as weak, patrimonial, clientelist or merely inefficient
and corrupt, the fact remains that these states imploded when the
international community, led by the IMF [International Monetary
Fund] and World Bank, called in their loans and rolled out a new
agenda for Africa (1997: 317).

This shows the contradictory role of the state in contemporary Africa. On the
one hand, there are very strong bureaucratic organizations that can be seen in
the agricultural sector with its marketing boards, agricultural societies, and
strong parastatal presence. On the other hand, all this is increasingly anach-
ronistic in a liberalized and privatized global economy that frowns upon these
constraints and controls. So, the African state cannot provide the type of
governance expected by international economic governance but at the same
time provides other forms of governance that are not really in harmony with
global economic structures. This inherent contradiction makes itself known in
the form of disorganization and lack of connection to global trends other than
those imposed by the multilateral economic institutions. This is manifested,
for example, in the lack of the development of a textile industry to comple-
ment the agricultural importance of cotton agriculture (Mshomba, 2000), the
decoupling of the local cotton market from the global cotton market through
the intermediary role of the cotton companies/marketing boards, and thus the
precedence of bureaucratic structures over free market economics. While these
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structures have undeniable advantages for the population and farmers, they
also give the civil service an inordinate amount of leverage over agricultural
markets, which is often not supported by an understanding of, or interest in,
the farming community. For countries largely dependent on agriculture for
export earnings, such a situation can be potentially disastrous.

West African countries, with the exception of Ghana, can be found to-
ward the bottom of the Human Development Index. They are largely primary
commodity producers and are agricultural rather than industrial economies.
About two hundred million people live in the region of ECOWAS, the re-
gional economic integration organization for West Africa. The Francophone
part of the region has a common currency, the CFA Franc (West African
currency) that gives the region some form of common economic identity and
a common market. One trend is the increasing formal economic integration
of the different African regions. The perceived advantages of integration are
the uneven spread of resources and facilitated access through integration,
securing markets for domestic manufactured goods, increased bargaining
position at the global level, and joint mobilization of resources. One may
notice that these are all economic aims and that the social and cultural inte-
gration so prevalent in, for example, Europe is not a major aim. For example,

The areas in which ECOWAS seeks to promote cooperation and
development among member states are industry, transport, telecom-
munications and energy, agriculture, natural resources, commerce,
monetary and financial matters as well as social and cultural affairs.
The goal of all this is to raise the living standards of the people of
the sub-region (Aryeetey & Oduro, 1996: 24).

There are many practical obstacles to this integration approach. For example,
civil servants do not seem to be well-informed about the trade agreements in
place and therefore cannot implement them. The agreements tend to be ne-
gotiated at the state level without the usual lobbying from non-state actors
that can be found elsewhere. As Sam Asante comments:

Another feature is the poor participation of the private sector in
African economic organization. In fact, when it comes to integration
in Africa we consider this a governmental affair. So the private sec-
tor is not involved in the drafting of the various protocols and their
implementation.

The lack of commitment of the ruling classes is another important
problem. . . . African countries are generally very poor countries and
when you ask for their commitment, you adopt a type of integration
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approach which compels them to sacrifice the little that they have,
before they can derive any benefit from it (1996: 52).

What Asante refers to here is the foregone income from customs duty, import
taxes etc. These are much valued incomes in the era of structural adjustment
programs that take away other sources of revenue for the state. On the other
hand, markets rather than states are the foremost principles of social and eco-
nomic organization in West Africa (Diawara, 1998: 116). Thus, there is a com-
plicated relationship between states and markets quite unique to the region.

DEBT AND STRUCTURAL ADJUSTMENT

West Africa is not immune to the problems that most developing countries are
plagued with in terms of being bound into the global economy through the
vagaries of the debt crisis. As a consequence, it is now engaged in repayment
programs and structural adjustment situations. Thus West Africa is as firmly
a part of the global market and subject to privatization and liberalization
strategies in other parts of the world. Given the strong presence of the state
in West African economic organization, this obviously causes problems of
compatibility of approaches. Some argue that the major incompatibility lies
in the fact that structural adjustment programs effect change at the level of
economic organization without touching the fundamental structures of the
economy (Ndegwa, 1997: 318). For example, more than fifty developing
countries depend on three or fewer commodities for more than half their
export earnings (Financial Times, October 16, 2001). This applies especially
to the cotton-growing regions of West Africa. Thus structural adjustment
programs are essentially economic management approaches rather than struc-
tural approaches per se. They look at how the economic resources of a par-
ticular country can be used most efficiently to produce economic gain on the
global market and thus create wealth and debt repayment capital for the
country in question. In the case of most African countries, the structural
adjustment remedy is the export of primary commodities. However, such a
policy does not offer any opportunity for the primary commodity exporter to
alter its structural position in the global economy.

For example, here is an excerpt from the IMF report on Burkina Faso:

Executive directors commended the authorities for their continued sound
economic policies, and noted, in particular, the prudent management
of the cotton sector in the face of low international prices, with the
bumper cotton crop contributing to poverty reduction and a rebound
in the rate of economic growth. Directors stressed that further efforts
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to liberalize the cotton sector, lower the cost of energy, promote good
governance and judiciary reform, and develop human capital will be
essential to maintain steady and rapid growth, strengthen the external
position and achieve durable poverty reduction. It will be important
that these efforts are supported by good coordination of donor assis-
tance (IMF Public Information Notice No. 02/49, May 1, 2002).

Here, no acknowledgment is given that Burkina Faso’s performance is actu-
ally dependent on external factors such as international cotton prices, which
in turn are dependent on supply and demand. The answer to the price predica-
ment is increased production which, in turn, if all cotton producers follow
that path, will lead to hugely inflated supply and thus further drive prices
down. Particularly ironic is the recommendation to further liberalize the cot-
ton sector at a time where the international cotton price has halved over the
period of several months due to oversupply on global markets. In addition,
West African cotton has to compete with heavily subsidized cotton from the
United States, which means that in effect there is no liberalized commodity
market for cotton. Thus although Burkina Faso may improve its economic
position by increasing cotton production (although this seems unlikely in the
current situation), it cannot alter its structural position in the world economy.
The IMF has recognized this dilemma in connection with other West African
cotton producers but has made no qualitative statement regarding the situation:

Directors considered that, given the cotton sector’s crucial role in
the economy, the reforms in this sector will be critical to Mali’s
medium-term economic prospects, as these constitute a key compo-
nent of the structural reform. They therefore regretted the delay in
undertaking key reforms in this sector, and urged the authorities to
complete these reforms as quickly as possible in early 2002. In this
regard, they were encouraged by the authorities’ efforts to continue
building consensus on the need to liberalize the cotton sector, espe-
cially since this would help ensure that the reform agenda is adopted
by the post-election administration in 2002. Some directors noted
that price supports and cotton subsidies in developed countries have
tended to amplify the decline in cotton prices. The view also was
held that other factors such as the decline in global demand and the
demand for cotton specifically as a result of technological change
have contributed to the difficulties in the sector (IMF Public Infor-
mation Notice No. 02/2, January 9, 2002).

Brett argues that the failure of structural adjustment programs to lead to
increased wealth for the inhabitants of developing countries is down to the
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fact that primary commodity producers (mostly farmers) are not paid a fair
price for their merchandise (1997: 323). Thus the long arm of the state and
the civil service (created by colonialism) are to blame for the lack of success
of structural adjustment programs in bringing about increased wealth.

Brett’s argument refers to the organization of the domestic economy while
Stephen Ndegwa focuses on a developing country’s position within the global
economy. Both points go to the heart of the main problems associated with
structural adjustment programs. The role of state bureaucracies in post-colonial
West Africa clearly hinders the introduction of free markets and private enter-
prise. However, these state bureaucracies also prevent the evolution of fair
prices for agricultural producers rather than looking after its population and
ensuring a certain standard of welfare. Essentially, post-colonial bureaucracies
take on the role of self-serving elites rather than social responsibilities.

This is one feature the post-colonial civil service has in common with the
international economic institutions: the preservation of the status quo. Just as
structural adjustment programs from a global perspective ensure the contin-
ued supply of primary commodities at cheap prices, they also make sure that
primary commodity-producing states cannot really move away from the bot-
tom of the food chain. Thus, structural adjustment policies do not deal with
the structures of underdevelopment that the World Bank itself identifies as
partly rooted in Africa’s socio-economic and cultural history and partly rooted
in Africa’s position in the global economy (Ndegwa, 1997: 319). Structural
adjustment may lead to more trade and go hand in hand with other trade
liberalization moves but the classical critique of the free trade paradigm still
holds: free trade and economic liberalization may lead to competitive advan-
tages being fully used but at the end relative gains can make you absolutely
worse off. The distinction between relative and absolute gains still applies
and if one looks at overall world economic growth figures over several de-
cades, then the gap between rich and poor has increased substantially while
everybody is relatively better off than before.

Another very acute problem for West Africa is the extremely skewed
nature of the world trade rules and regulations. Developing countries had high
hopes for the liberalization of agriculture after the Uruguay Round but the
existence of subsidies, and particularly export subsidies, means that West
African agricultural products suffer both on the world market with low prices
but also from subsidized imports that undercut local agriculture. Again, the
root of the problem lies in West Africa’s structural position in the world
economy but also in the lack of understanding of the problems of farming
communities in the local civil service.

All of the economic problems in West Africa cannot be blamed on struc-
tural adjustment programs. Indeed, many of the austerity programs are a
reaction to public debt rather than to structural adjustment although the two
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are obviously related. One of the biggest blows to the West African econo-
mies and one that led directly to the increase of cotton production is in the
foreign currency field rather than traditional structural adjustment. The 1994
devaluation of the CFA Franc (West African currency) had dramatic repercus-
sions on the regional economy (Diawara, 1998: 104).

Although it is undoubtedly true that this reduction in price of West
African goods and services made them more competitive on the global mar-
ket, it also decreased profit margins and income from the goods and services
offered. Thus a substantially higher amount needs to be sold in order to
achieve the same level of income as before.

Thus, new ways of creating foreign exchange and of recuperating the lost
profits needed to be found. This is where the dramatic increase in cotton
production since the mid-1990s fits in. Cotton is a primary commodity for
which there is high demand on global markets with its ever-increasing amount
of consumption—but also decreasing prices. Although domestic demand for
cotton has been increasing in West Africa as well and some of the increases
can be explained with this increased domestic demand, the majority of the
new cotton plantations’ outputs are destined for export markets.

Another aspect of structural adjustment policies in Africa is the call for
state-building by the international economic institutions and the ensuing need
for efficient public institutions. However, Michael Kevane and Pierre Englebert
argue: “A country like Burkina Faso might not be in dire need of more state
capacity. Indeed, there is such a thing as too much capacity so that the state
drains the very best human resources away from wealth-creating activities
and into a status-laden administrative hierarchy” (1999: 262). In a compara-
tive study of the West African and Sahelian region, Kevane and Englebert
conclude that there are significant differences between the various states of
the region and that general policies on state building valid for all states will
not be institutionally effective. However, dependence on agricultural exports
and among cotton production as one of the most important export commodi-
ties is a common defining element of the region and thus the region can be
defined as sharing economic problems but being diverse in political and socio-
cultural infrastructure. This has a partial effect on the cotton industry.

THE COTTON SECTOR

Most cotton production in West Africa, as in the rest of Africa, is regulated
through cotton marketing boards, called cotton companies in some states,
which are parastatal organizations taking over most of the commercial roles
relating to cotton production, such as purchase and distribution of seeds and
fertilizers as well as pesticides, direct purchasing of cotton from the farmer,
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and determination of price (Sonapra in Benin, about to be privatized;
Sofitex in Burkina Faso owned a third each by the state, the farmer’s
union, and the Compagnie Française pour le Développment des Textiles
and the Compagnie Malienne pour le Développment des Textiles in Mali).
Thus these boards play a major role in cotton production in West Africa
although the IMF is increasing pressure to achieve more liberalization in
the sector. The existence of these boards is said to be inefficient and to
create high costs as well as low prices for producers (Gibbon, 1999: 129)
but on the other hand, they are guaranteed markets for farmers and give
stability from that perspective. So, although farmers are exposed to the
price fluctuations of the global commodity markets, they are protected
from the immediate supply and demand fluctuations that would affect
their ability to sell.

As it is, the fluctuations are in production itself with its dependence on
environmental factors for yield. For example, adverse weather conditions
affected yields in Francophone Africa in 1998 and 1999 (www.clickforcotton
.com/production.html). The following indicates the importance of cotton in
the region:

Benin and Chad were the only two countries in Francophone Africa
which increased cotton production in 1999/2000. Production in Benin
rose by 8,000 tons to 150,000 tons in 1999/2000 while cotton output
in Chad increased by 19 per cent to 76,000 tons. Chad’s economy
is dominated by the agricultural sector. Cotton, the major cash crop,
accounted for 59 per cent of Chad’s exports in 1998. Due to record
cotton production in 1997/98, Chad’s real gross domestic product
increased by 8.1 per cent in 1998. In 1998/99, a decline in the return
of the cotton sector led to a 1.1 per cent decline in real GDP in 1999.
Despite the increase in cotton output in 1999/2000, the revenue from
the cotton sector is not expected to recover substantially due to low
international prices.

Cotton production in Mali declined by 12 per cent to 190,000 tons in
1999/2000, while rainy weather deteriorated cotton quality. Cotton is
Mali’s main cash crop, accounting for about 10 per cent of its GDP
and 50 per cent of its total export receipts. Mali is the leading pro-
ducer and exporter of cotton in Sub-Saharan Africa. Cotton is pro-
duced in an area inhabited by about 2.5 million people with 96 per
cent of the population engaged in production. Given the importance of
the cotton sector in Mali, it is expected that the dramatic decline in
cotton production during 1999/2000 will have a significant impact on
the overall economy (www.clickforcotton.com/production.html).
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These figures illustrate the importance of cotton production for countries like
Mali and other West African countries while at the same time showing how
much these agricultural sectors are bound into the global economy. The de-
clining world cotton price (responding to supply but also to fashion) as well
as the weather can decide on the economic performance of a whole region or
country. For example, in 2001 economic growth slowed substantially in Mali
as a result of the crisis in the cotton sector and lower rainfall (IMF News
Brief No 02/78, July 26, 2002). In Benin the sharp decrease in world cotton
prices had limited effect in 2001 because most exports had been realized in
the first half of the year before the cotton prices depressed (IMF Public
Information Notice No. 02/79, August 5, 2002).

It is pertinent here to compare the relative cotton dependence of the
various West African states. Rather than just using production figures, export
figures are also used as they indicate the role of cotton in a country’s external
relations rather than home use.

These figures show that those countries that rely heavily on cotton pro-
duction increased their export production as a result of the 1994 currency
devaluation. On the other hand, not all countries put their eggs in one basket.
This is dependent on the geographical conditions and choices open to the
countries as well as recommendations by agricultural marketing boards and
international organizations.

Overall, Western Africa increased its cotton production by roughly 750,000
tons between 1990 and 2000. Benin, Burkina Faso, Guinea, Mali, and Togo

Cotton Lint Production Figures

Cotton lint production
Qty (mt) 1990 1994 1998 2000 2001

Western Africa 510,873 584,037 898,065 807,421 887,419
Benin 59,210 103,209 150,069 152,000 141,000
Burkina Faso 77,318 66,594 136,314 109,000 114,000
Côte d'Ivoire 107,494 115,591 114,059 177,150 124,500
Gambia 654 1,200 220 230 230
Ghana 5,015 9,340 18,300 19,000 20,000
Guinea 2,070 6,607 15,844 29,600 29,600
Guinea-Bissau 1,000 600 900 1,200 1,200
Mali 114,645 128,096 219,216 100,800 230,000
Niger 920 3,200 1,400 6,442 6,889
Nigeria 95,000 80,000 135,000 145,000 145,000
Senegal 14,000 18,800 4,811 8,899 15,000
Togo 33,547 50,800 69,104 58,100 60,000

Source: FAOSTAT, 2002.
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substantially increased their production and in some cases more than doubled
it. On the other hand, countries such as Gambia, Ghana, Nigeria, and Senegal
only marginally increased their production or even decreased it. However, all
of the major cotton producers substantially increased production.

In terms of exports, overall Western Africa increased its exports by about
217,000 tons between 1990 and 2000. However, the value of cotton lint
exports decreased from $544,811,000 in 1990 to $487,781,000 in 2000 as a
result of the decline in cotton prices (FAOSTAT, 2002). The value of exports
decreased quite dramatically between 1998 and 1999 although production
was more or less the same. However, less cotton was exported, which can be
attributed to a fall in prices on world cotton markets. The West African
Common Market and the CFA common currency zone also account for cross-
border traffic and some figure distortion.

The conclusions that can be drawn from these data are that cotton has
taken over an increasingly large part of many of the Western African states’
agricultures and this has obviously had repercussions on all sorts of other
areas of the social and economic sphere. First, cotton producers are not only
dependent on world commodity prices but also on such a whimsical concept
as fashion. Western fashions move from cotton to synthetic fibers and back
again and these have repercussions on prices and demand. The past few years
have seen the comeback of synthetic fibers as well as linen for many gar-
ments while cotton was extremely fashionable in the early 1990s, thus fueling
demand for the 1990s.

Second, as larger areas of agricultural land are given over to cotton, this
decreases crop diversity, crop rotation, and spreading of risk. Such a policy
increases vulnerability to world market prices but also to pest attacks, adverse
weather conditions, and crop diversity. The environmental consequences will
be discussed in a separate section.

Third, there are questions of human and food security. Again, the prob-
lems relating to environmental issues and human security will be discussed
in the next section. As in colonial times, increased land use for cotton can
take land away that was originally reserved for food production, thus neces-
sitating the import of foodstuffs. However, Tobias Reichert seems to suggest
that this is not such a serious problem as it is perceived to be with the
possible exception of Benin (2000: 6).

THE TEXTILES AND GARMENT SECTOR

Unlike South East Asia and Latin America, the textiles and garment sectors
are not very well developed in Western Africa and are also not geared for
export production. Most production is for local consumption. Therefore the
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discussion on the social conditions of garment production discussed in chap-
ter 5 does not apply to West Africa. The development of a textiles industry
is generally seen as a higher stage of development and one that Western
Africa, or most of Africa in general, has not reached yet. The IMF has
recommended, for example, that the Mali government undertakes steps to
diversify its economic base by developing a textile industry (Public Informa-
tion Notice No. 02/2, January 9, 2002).

The phasing out of the Multi Fiber Arrangement and the subsuming of
the textiles trade under World Trade Organization (WTO) rules need not
necessarily have strong consequences for the region. As most textile produc-
tion is not geared for export, it remains unaffected by these rules. In addition,
West African states enjoy preferential treatment through the Lomé convention
with the European Union. Given the cheap labor and the availability of local
cotton in West Africa, it would lend itself as a primary location for an export
textile industry. However,

These two factors alone are not sufficient to develop a viable and
competitive textiles and apparel industry. To develop such an indus-
try also takes political and macroeconomic stabilities, good infra-
structure, skilled labor and management, and policies that encourage
and protect investment. These have been identified to be the key
elements that have contributed to the Mauritian success (Mshomba,
2000: 131).

Most of the production for local use takes place in the informal sector for
which there are no data. However, the existing if unreliable data sets seem to
suggest that Ghana and Nigeria have the larger (formal) textile sectors com-
pared with the other states in the region (Reichert, 2000: B4). These are two
states without a well-developed cotton-growing industry.

Another issue suppressing the development of local or export-oriented
textile and garment industries is the existence of second-hand clothing markets
that are the main source of garment supply. The rural population is in large part
dependent on cheap second-hand clothing imports for their garment needs.

There are effectively two types of garments on sale for the general public
in Africa, the indigenous type of clothing and the second-hand clothing from
mostly the United States and Western Europe. The indigenous clothing indus-
tries for everyday wear is mostly not able to compete with imports or second-
hand clothing on grounds of quality, style, or price.

Karen Hansen, an anthropologist, reports that second-hand clothing, which
used to be for the very poor and frowned upon in the past, has become
extremely popular for all segments of society as a source of style, fashion,
and individuality (1999). It is an affordable form of clothing and also appeals
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to popular taste. There is no shame involved in wearing these clothes and
constructions about North-South divide, cultural imperialism, etc. are sub-
jects that are not discussed in Africa (1999: 345). Furthermore,

The recent rapid growth of the international second-hand clothing
trade is a product of ongoing unequal economic integration on a
global scale. Yet the directions of the commodity flows that comprise
this trade cut across conventional North-South and urban-rural di-
vides, giving rise to new distinctions. Although the trade in second-
hand clothing has a long history, its economic power and global
scope were never as vast as they have been since the early 1990s in
the wake of the liberalisation of many Third World economies and
following the sudden rise in demand from former Eastern bloc coun-
tries. Worldwide second-hand clothing exports increased sixfold
between 1980 and 1995. Sub-Saharan African countries are among
the world’s largest importers, with consumption of second-hand cloth-
ing exceeding that of all other regions (Hansen, 1999: 347).

It seems that everybody is content with this production-consumption cycle.
The recipients of the second-hand clothes are happy because it gives them
access to affordable Western-style clothes while the individual donors are
happy that they can refill their wardrobes at regular intervals without feeling
guilty about the waste or excessive consumption as their clothes will serve a
charitable cause. Therefore concerns about the ethical nature of this trade
seems to be a concern mostly of globalization critics and environmentalists.

Nevertheless, regardless of one’s ideological persuasion, it remains a fact that
it has become socially acceptable that one part of the world does the consuming
and that the poorer, or less powerful, part of the world then gets the ‘leftovers.’
As the demands of the poor are lower, they are happy with the leftovers. This
setup is indicative of serious equity problems and although everybody is happy
in a pragmatic sense in the face of reality, this does not imply that everybody is
equally happy about the structural inequality perpetuated by second-hand cloth-
ing markets, especially as they stifle indigenous industries. This point makes it
very clear again that the issue and concept of consumption is very much at the
forefront of contemporary practical and theoretical international political economy
(IPE) and thus is part of a holistic approach.

THE ENVIRONMENTAL DIMENSION

The environmental dimension of cotton production in West Africa is woefully
underresearched as are most cotton production areas. However, there are
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certain general environmental problems with cotton production and these can
also be found in West Africa. The main problems are as follows.

Water supply and irrigation are particular problems in areas that are
not naturally suited for cotton production and do not have the rainfall
patterns or irrigation systems that are desirable for high-quality cotton
production. Globally, about two thirds of all cotton is produced with ir-
rigation systems and the yield of such methods is much higher than the
rainfall-dependent crops. Irrigated cotton is mainly grown in arid climates
where freshwater is not always easily available. Therefore, irrigation has
a strong impact on the local water situation and especially on the supply
of, and availability and state of, local or regional freshwater resources.
Freshwater may be diverted away from other irrigation projects for cotton
crops, thus affecting local food security. Likewise, demand for water may
constrain cotton production.

There are several water-related pollution problems. For example, water
withdrawal for extensive irrigation often leads to falling water tables and thus
to the depletion of a valuable resource. In addition, taking water out of rivers
can lead to supply shortages further along the river run. Ecosystems alongside
the river area will alter with changing water tables and this will affect soil
quality, water availability, local climate, as well as biodiversity. Likewise,
extensive irrigation in dry climates can result in a direct salinization of soil
(Soth, 1999: 6). Cotton is in the list of the top three most irrigation-intensive
crops together with rice and wheat. As cotton needs an arid and hot climate
for growth as well as a high level of irrigation, these conditions are rarely
fulfilled without extensive manipulation of local water supplies. For example,
in Mali water is taken out of the river Niger for cotton irrigation purposes as
such intensive agriculture would not be possible otherwise. However, in gen-
eral the vast majority of West African cotton is grown as a purely rain-fed
crop. For example, there are no irrigated cotton plantations in Burkina Faso.
Although this clearly limits the effects of irrigation-related environmental
degradation, it makes the farms more dependent on weather conditions for a
high yield and good quality crop.

In general, there are relatively simple solutions for the reduction of water
usage in agricultural irrigation. As a WWF report states:

From a technical perspective, new irrigation methods like drip irri-
gation or deficit irrigation promise a simple solution to increase
water efficiency. However, the implementation of such technology
runs into several obstacles. Firstly, drip or sprinkler irrigation sys-
tems need investment, energy and technical know-how in order to
maintain and run, whereas flood irrigation needs only manual labour.
Secondly, in countries with a long history of irrigation, traditional
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flood or furrow irrigation systems are an integral part of their cultural
system of values, habits and traditions (Soth, 1999: 12).

Thus there are relatively simple solutions for managing the environmental
impact of irrigation projects by reducing the amount of water used. This
addresses part of the problem but does not go to the root of the problem that
is the use of soil for an agricultural crop that is not really suited for that type
of soil.

Another problem is that of agricultural chemicals. Related to this point,
agricultural runoff in the form of pesticides, fertilizers, and other chemicals
contaminate rivers, lakes, wetlands, and other freshwater resources. Thus,
these pollutants can influence or destroy biodiversity and ecosystem health
either through direct toxic impact or through accumulation in the system. As
it is, the unsuitability of most cotton growing areas for this crop means that
cotton crops are particularly vulnerable to pests and in need of more pesti-
cides and fertilizers, thus creating a much higher demand for these sub-
stances. In fact, in the smallholder farms of Burkina Faso, for example, maize
and cotton are the only crops on which pesticides are used.

The problems with agrochemicals are manifold reaching from the acute
to long-term loss of soil fertility as well as to water pollution. In addition,
prolonged use of pesticides eventually leads to pest resistance that also has
implications for food-based agriculture. However, the most widely cited prob-
lem of pesticides are seen as health-related:

Information gathering in cotton-producing countries as diverse as
Egypt, Senegal, Sudan, India, Nicaragua and the USA by Pesticides
Action Network (PAN) indicates that acutely toxic organophosphates
are much in use on the cotton crop and that their use has been
reported to cause health and environmental risks. Problems easily
arise in conditions where people are illiterate or unaware of dangers,
where proper equipment is unavailable or too expensive, clean water
is absent or in short supply and where medical help is remote and
costly. Figures for poisoning and deaths related to pesticide use reflect
these problems. In developing countries, up to 14 per cent of all
occupational injuries in the agricultural sector and 10 per cent of all
fatal injuries can be attributed to pesticides (Myers and Stolton,
1999: 13).

Other figures suggest that most pesticide poisoning is actually caused by
inappropriate use of pesticides and likewise that pesticide runoff is also caused
by inappropriate and excessive use of pesticides. For example, during the
1999–2000 season at least thirty-seven people died of pesticide poisoning in
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Benin (Pesticides News, March 2000: 74). As cotton pesticides are virtually
the only pesticides available in the cotton-growing regions of Benin and the
only ones delivered on a credit loan basis, they are also used on food crops,
with often devastating and sometimes lethal consequences. The UNPCB
(national union of cotton producers in Burkina Faso) also acknowledges
that accidents with pesticides happen due to inexpert use but finds that more
risks are involved with the use of herbicides but their use is not as wide-
spread. Thus in the West African case, one can see a role for the parastatal
cotton boards and farmers unions in this situation. As the suppliers of cot-
ton seeds, fertilizers, pesticides, etc. they can and often do play an educa-
tional role in alerting to the dangers of the substances provided and their
appropriate use. Given that the neoliberal principles of unfettered market
forces do not apply in the domestic management of the agricultural sector
in West Africa, there is actually room for training and also for economical
use of these substances. Financial constraints already mean that farmers are
economical in their use of pesticides. Poverty prevents farmers (and the
environment) from excessive pesticide exposure. Thus West Africa is actu-
ally in a potentially (but not actually) better position than many of the
farmers in, for example, India who are fully co-opted into the agrochemical
circuit. It can safely be argued that West Africa is one region where the
power of the agrochemical sector over local actors is still relatively minor.
On the other hand, Doug Murray and Peter Taylor warn of the dangers of
leaving training to parastatal organizations as this leaves pesticide produc-
ers ‘off the hook’ and puts the onus and responsibility for safe use solely
and squarely on the farmers (2000).

Thus, the situation of the West African cotton industry cannot be easily
compared with other cotton-producing regions because of the predominance
of the smallholder farmer model. Cotton is the cash crop of choice because
of the colonial experience and has historical significance rather than other
rational criteria of selection. So far, environmental problems in the cotton
farmer sector are the typical problems of intensive agriculture rather than
specific problems unique to cotton. These problems exist with other cash
crops as well. Farmers can minimize environmental effects by using three- or
four-year cycles in their crop rotation patterns rather than two-year cycles
practiced by many farmers at the moment. However, given that cotton is the
only real export earner (or perceived by such by the civil service and multi-
lateral agencies), it fetches the best price for the farmers and thus long cycles
of crop rotation will substantially decrease the amount of cotton grown with
all that entails. Thus there is a need for more crop diversity but this is not a
farming or environmental policy issue but rather a domestic agricultural/
economic policy issue as well as a policy issue for the multilateral institutions
that will be decided without environmental concerns at heart.
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Finally, other environmental problems exist in the cotton-processing in-
dustries such as dying, tanning, or weaving. Again, this can result in water or
chemical pollution as well as in environmental pollution and health issues for
workers in the industries. These are problems more difficult to rectify than the
agricultural problems for the simple reason that there are no easy alternatives.
However, here it may seem an advantage that the West African textile indus-
try is relatively undeveloped and exists primarily in the ethnic sector. Never-
theless, colorful dyes found in ethnic wear can be extremely toxic. Some less
toxic and more benign alternatives exist but these are not in wide use.

In comparing the environmental situation in West Africa over time, it can
be said that increasing technological sophistication has led to some changes
in the local nature-society relations that makes the current situation different
from the cotton-growing periods under colonialism. First of all, despite the
historically determined continuing important of cotton, ownership patterns
have changed although the actual ownership of land and other resources does
not seem to be the overriding factor. The civil service or parastatal organiza-
tions still have an important input into the agricultural decision-making pro-
cess and this aspect has not changed fundamentally. However, neoliberal
market rules and the involvement of non-governmental organizations in the
agricultural process are slowly changing the form of cotton agriculture and
thus the privatization of nature is also at work in West Africa. There is a
general consensus among farmers that in this generation land degradation has
changed to such an extent that it is unprecedented and gives concern for
future generations. This is due to the largely increased demand on the land.

The nature of the environmental problems in cotton agriculture in West
Africa make the time dimension relatively simple and one of mostly crop
rotation cycles having to fit soil regeneration cycles. However, a more press-
ing time dimension is that of the compatibility of social time in the West
African region and in the developed world. Both the ecological and social
conditions in West Africa and West Africa’s linkages with other regions show
that the need for cash crop generation has led to disembedded social and
cultural institutions as well as the need to intensive agriculture. This impact
on environment-society relations is particularly driven by the influence of
global governance constraints.

This becomes nowhere clearer as in the world trade field: Another prin-
ciple of the neoliberal world economy has a huge structural impact on agri-
culture and that is international trade rules on agriculture. The Burkinabé
minister of agriculture notes that local farming produce is undercut on the
local markets by imports subsidized by their states of origin, thus pushing
farmers even more toward cash crops (Interview, Sedelan). However, in the
second half of 2001 the global cotton price has hit rock bottom as a direct
result of oversupply due to farming subsidies paid to farmers in the United



The Case of West Africa 125

States and Europe. Thus the combination of free market with no import levies
and subsidies in other parts of the world are having disastrous social as well
as environmental consequences in West Africa. These problems can only be
overcome through fairer, regulated prices, most obviously through taxation of
incoming agricultural produce. However, this is not an option under the cur-
rent world trade framework. When the Mali and Benin governments extended
financial help to their cotton sectors in 2001, this was frowned upon by the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) that illustrates the equity problems of
current global structures in the clearest possible way.

The main difference over the past one hundred years or so is that of a shift
from overt power to structural power. Under colonialism, direct coercion was
used or threatened in order to achieve cotton production over other types of
production. Today, nobody forces West African states to grow cotton; however,
the global political economy and structural adjustment make it necessary to
produce cash crops for export and cotton is a good export earner for these
states. In a state with no industry, going beyond subsistence agriculture to cash
crop production is the only way to generate economic surplus for much-needed
imports and the existing international economic structures do not consider the
needs of the rural population and their environment in West Africa.

The technological impact of modern fertilizers and pesticides has led to
environmental impacts that did not exist in this form in the 1880s. This is not
to say that no environmental degradation existed in conjunction with cotton
farming in colonial times; rather that the agrochemical economy has added a
global dimension from a structural perspective. To return to the argument
about modes of production and capitalism as the structural origin of environ-
mental degradation discussed in chapters 1–4, it can be argued here that local
environmental degradation certainly existed in the 1880s caused by interna-
tional economic pressures. However, the environmental degradation in the
cotton sector in West Africa today has wider-reaching environmental impacts
than its colonial predecessor. What has changed, is the extent of the spread
of this form of environmental degradation and this is an issue related to
technological progress and population pressures rather than to different forms
of capitalism. This argument again supports a view of ecological world sys-
tems theory rather than the traditional Marxist and modernist view of modern
capitalism triggering environmental degradation per se. Although cotton was
not grown for export in pre-capitalist societies and therefore no comparison
can be made, it remains clear that the structural conditions of cotton produc-
tion are essentially the same under colonialism and today. The same cannot
be said about cotton consumption, however. Thus the fundamental changes in
the global cotton economy can be found at a non-local level although its
impact is clearly tangible at the local level. Again, an eco-holistic approach
can lead to understanding the complexities of this interplay. Thus the basic
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tenets of the ecological world systems perspective are confirmed in the West
African case: both the economic and environmental problems of the region
mirror its position in the global political economy and are intrinsically linked.
It is an ideal illustration of the equity, consumption, trade, time, and gover-
nance issues raised in Section I. Although its marginalization in the global-
ization process also means that the severity of the privatization of nature
problems is not as acute as elsewhere on the planet, the lack of integration
at a higher structural level in the international system perpetuates and aggra-
vates West Africa’s position in the world, leaving little room for ecological,
social, and welfare improvement.
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Chapter 7

Conclusion

This book has looked at the various perspectives relating to environment and
society and the global political economy and has advocated shifting the focus
of mainstream analysis to include a new concept of environment-society re-
lations based on a different historical interpretation of the origins of environ-
mental degradation. At the same time, an eco-holistic political economy
approach, as indeed any critical political economy approach, needs to include
an understanding of the institutions of consumption and equity in order to
offer holistic analysis.

The increasing gulf between North and South, which cannot only be
analyzed through the typical class or other inequality channels, is the most
visible manifestation of the relevance of a consumption and equity focused
analysis. As a general rule, the messier, unreliable, and basic aspects of pro-
duction are located in the South while consumption of goods takes place in
the North (this statement ignores resource extraction as an industry for which
other rules apply). Thus, this new North-South divide leads to an ever-
increasing inequality that goes far beyond the structural imbalances found,
for example, under colonialism. It is also supported by an international insti-
tutional framework that is geared toward keeping the status quo in this pro-
duction-consumption dichotomy despite paying lip service to the abolition of
these inequalities.

STRUCTURAL CONSTRAINTS IN PRACTICE

This section is concerned with the way in which policy can be used to affect
the problem areas discussed in this book. It will first outline the parameters
of the liberal institutionalism that underlies the existing policy framework and
identify possible areas for change. This section will identify the arena within
which managerial approaches are located and management solutions are of-
fered and extend from that basis.
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Starting with the issue of consumption, this approach does not form the
basis of any existing institutional framework. However, the organization of
production is very much institutionalized and within this framework con-
sumption is seen as a natural extension of the production framework. This
production framework has several dimensions that are comprised of a global
division of labor, a trade liberalization movement, a global financial frame-
work facilitating the free movement of capital as well as a lack of social,
welfare, and environmental regulations built into the economic framework.
These regulations are usually organized along separate lines and the World
Trade Organization (WTO) framework has now made it clear that these regu-
lations will have to be subordinated to the global trade framework even if
prior international law on the subject existed. There is even an institutional
framework for intellectual property rights that organizes the production and
use of knowledge at the global level (Thomas, 2000: 72).

All these aspects of the global production, or economic, framework are
set up on the basis of liberal economic thought as well as neoliberal market
efficiency ideas. From this perspective, consumption is just a supply and
demand variable. Likewise, environmental and social considerations are
marginalized because they cannot be included in the particular type of ratio-
nality underlying the production framework.

This type of market efficiency that is focused on production and price
mechanism and sees solutions as a pricing and efficiency issue, cannot take
on board issues of consumption equity and distribution of wealth. It is based
on accumulation of wealth ideas and cannot incorporate into its analytical
framework the notion of structural inequality. As the structure of the eco-
nomic or production framework in itself forbids the transfer of structural
advantage and argues that entrepreneurship can lead to wealth accumulation,
the structural basis of the distribution of resources is not addressed. With
consumption being an equity policy issue, this problem could not be denied,
however. The same applies to the other issue areas treated here.

The second issue is focused on nature-society or environment-society
relations. Environment-society relations take place at various levels and thus
are part of various institutional frameworks. However, in general they are
organized along separate lines from other forms of social organization. The
most obvious form of environmental policy framework can be found in the
negotiation and putting into place of multilateral or international environmen-
tal agreements. These are on various issues, usually organized around a single-
issue basis. So there are agreements on global warming, acid rain, marine
pollution, or ozone depletion to name but a very few but these are not con-
nected (or only peripherally) to the issues giving rise to the pollution in the
first place. Again, there is a feasibility-necessity dichotomy as these agree-
ments are based on politically and economically feasible solutions to environ-
mental degradation rather than on environmentally necessary options.



Conclusion 129

The implications of this have been discussed in detail elsewhere (Kütting,
2000) and suffice it to say that a separation of environmental policy from
other social and economic policy leads to the marginalization of environmen-
tal matters. This is also apparent in other fields besides international environ-
mental agreements. Voluntary codes of conduct, for example, suffer from a
similar predicament. Rather than being forced into formalized norms or com-
mitments, economic actors prefer to subscribe to voluntary codes of behavior
that they can set and implement themselves without control (Sajhau, 1997).
From this point of view private and public forms of environmental regulation
do not differ all that much.

Many international institutions have an environmental component or an
environmental mission statement. In the international economic framework,
the World Bank and the WTO have an environmental agenda while the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF) clearly has not. The World Bank’s environ-
mental policy is primarily related to the environmental impact of its lending
and policy suggestions. After having been accused of environmental misman-
agement, the Bank has become more environmentally conscious but this still
happens within a traditional framework. The WTO’s environmental agenda is
still unclear and undeveloped although it is generally agreed that free trade
and sustainable development should go hand in hand. In fact, free trade
should lead to more sustainable development as it facilitates technology transfer
of cleaner technologies. This is undoubtedly true but again neglects the un-
derstanding of the distribution of wealth and capital on the planet as well as
seeing cleaner technology as an environmental management solution to deeper
structural problems. Thus the discourse of sustainable development is in itself
a policy option that neglects an understanding of environment-society rela-
tions but pays lip service to environmental protection. It also affects the last
issue, that of equity problems, as a comprehensive sustainable development
agenda does include issues of poverty and social justice.

The sustainable development discourse is strong on rhetoric for equal
opportunities and for catching up but the practical terms are not clearly re-
lated to these goals. So, in terms of equity issues, these are addressed through
the liberal and neoliberal framework of equality of opportunity and free market
access and entrepreneurship leading to success. At the same time these devel-
opments should take place within the realms of clean production and technol-
ogy in order to fulfill environmental demands. This will lead to the extension
of cleaner economic sectors and to the gradual dying out of the dirtier ones.
Thus we face a vision of a brave new world where everybody is wealthy in
a clean environment. The obvious physical limitations to this vision are ig-
nored. In addition, no international institution has changed its fundamental
direction because of sustainable development.

The same applies to the issue of equity in the global system. Although
there is lip service to the idea of fairness and to no exploitation, this is not
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actually present in any legal framework. Concerns about slavery or indecent
working conditions are swept aside as moves to block such practices are seen
as not practicable. For example, recent concerns about the use of slaves on
West African cocoa plantations have led to public outcries and to demands
that multinational corporations owning or buying from plantations are sup-
posed to clean up their act and use their clout and influence to stop these
practices. In turn, the multinationals involved have argued that it would be too
expensive and non-feasible to ascertain if slavery is used in production pro-
cesses; however, they are willing to spend millions for public relations cam-
paigns protesting their repugnance of slavery. The same applies for the textile
industry in South East Asia and for the headline-grabbing cases of Nike and
the Gap. These companies spend millions developing codes of conduct and
advertising this fact but less on actually implementing these codes. They
conduct inspections of factories but these are done in collaboration with the
factory rather than as a ‘checkup.’

These issues raise questions about the private and public nature of regulat-
ing these issues. Private institutions such as codes of conduct and public-private
initiatives between companies and members of civil society are often cited as
the way forward to a clearing up of equity problems. Whole non-governmental
organization (NGO) industries have developed on this premise. However, this
raises questions about putting the wolf in charge of the sheep. Clearly, these
private initiatives have only evolved as a response to public pressure and as a
way to avoid public regulation. It is better to do something before one is made
to do it. In turn, this self-regulation plays into the hands of the free market
ideology as it emphasizes trade liberalization and self-regulation. It comple-
ments ideally the prevailing canon of economic ideology.

Thus, when regarding the policy option available within the prevailing
institutional framework, it becomes obvious that structural changes will have
to address the distribution of wealth and responsibility. However, such issues
tend to be discredited as anachronistic and Marxist and are thus not very
likely to become causes of the neoliberal institutional framework. The re-
mainder of this chapter will examine avenues to overcome this feasibility-
necessity dichotomy. There are essentially two ways these problems can be
tackled. One of them is to have an effect on different localities through global
means. The other is to influence the global through local means.

GLOBAL GOVERNANCE I:
REGULATING THE LOCAL THROUGH THE GLOBAL

Regulating the local through the global happens within global institutional
frameworks. The advantage of this approach is the creation of global norms
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that will influence and form behavior at the local level. Thus it is all-pervasive
and equally applicable to all parts of the world.

Examples of global norms influencing the local are institutional frame-
works such as those of the United Nations, the World Trade Organization, the
liberal framework of the Bretton Woods institutions in general, as well as
socio-cultural phenomena. Other global norms established through private
institutions are global business practices as well as investment practices. There
is no need to explain these in much detail as they are well documented
elsewhere except for socio-cultural phenomena. By these I mean consumer
preferences such as fashions but also certain values relating to the desirability
of behavior and consumption. So, for example, the proliferation of non-indig-
enous foodstuffs is a global socio-cultural phenomenon, albeit with different
impact in different parts of the world. Likewise, tastes for sports such as
soccer/football have become global norms that have repercussions on the
perception of the nature and desirability of celebrity. These are global norms
that can become informally socially institutionalized but are not part of a
formal global framework and rather a side-product.

Environmental norms can be private or public. The most common form
of environmental norms are international or multilateral environmental agree-
ments the most well-known of which are the Montreal Protocol on the deple-
tion of the ozone layer and the Kyoto Protocol on climate change. Private
environmental norms are voluntary codes of practices of certain industrial
sectors or by certain companies. These are more often found in the social
rather than environmental field although informal arrangements between in-
dustry and governments exist in the environmental field as well.

Global environmental norms can have several effects. On the one hand,
they can lead to a harmonization of norms and to an awareness creation in
some parts of the world where the specific environmental problem had not
received particular attention before. On the other hand, they can impose cer-
tain solutions to environmental problems that may not necessarily be in the
best interest of all the participants in the regime. Thus there are benefits and
drawbacks to these norms. The two main drawbacks are, first, that a global
and harmonized solution to environmental problems does not take account of
the various structural positions of the actors involved in the international
system and thus is too rigid an approach. The concept of ‘common but dif-
ferentiated responsibility’ is supposed to deal with the substance of this prob-
lem. However, it does so in an environmental management approach that is
directed at doing away with the disagreements at the negotiation rather than
at the structural level. Thus it is feasibility based rather than necessity based.

The second drawback is the disregard for the different positions of the
different actors in an environmental problem. Populous and less populous,
industrialized and agricultural states as well as different geographical as well
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as structural positions cannot be built into global norms except through concepts
such as the aforementioned common but differentiated responsibility, critical loads,
or suchlike. This means that either global norms are extremely vague and only
centered on principle or that they are not suitable for all states. Thus global
environmental norms by definition have to be vague and cannot deal with specific
problems of global structural constraints manifested at the local level.

Although global environmental problems necessitate global solutions,
global solutions by themselves cannot solve a global environmental problem.
In addition, global environmental problems manifest themselves in different
ways in different regions of the world and although global awareness surely
helps the solution of this problem, it cannot be the only approach given the
various local situations.

Social norms in the context of this book, i.e. relating to equity consider-
ations, are usually in the private domain. Of course there are various UN
conventions on, for example, human rights or child labor but these are mostly
statements of principle rather than concrete policy tools. Particularly in the
textile industry, norms are usually institutionalized through voluntary codes of
conduct. Although these have their advantages in that they are industry-specific
and can thus deal with the problem in a direct and targeted manner, this is also
their weakness as the guardians of the codes are also the perpetrators in the first
place. Furthermore, these are company-specific codes rather than industry-wide
regulations. However, potential advantages of such codes of conduct are that as
industry-specific codes they work against the downward spiral of cheap labor
in developing countries as they offer regulations across the industry in which
developing countries cannot out-compete one another with cheaper labor and
worse working conditions. As they stand, nevertheless, being company-specific
codes with no enforcement agency but the company itself, the norms are not
really sufficient and practice shows that they are not rigorously enforced.

However, the practice of industry-specific regulation at the global level
has much to commend it from both environmental and equity perspectives.
Such regulation and its enforcement should be industry-specific but organized
by an international outside body for independent inspection and implementa-
tion. In this way global norms could be specific enough to avoid the problems
of many other global institutional practices.

Other approaches such as incorporating social and environmental issues
under the WTO treaty are not very likely to succeed because they assume a
level playing field and also a consensus in wanting these rights. As many
developing countries see the downward spiral as a competitive advantage,
such policies are unlikely to be part of the WTO. In addition, it would be
against the spirit of the WTO framework that is after all about the facilitation
of trade rather than about the introduction of environmental protection and
social equity—although environmental and social safeguards could surely be
incorporated to a much larger and more effective extent.
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Other global norms are formulated through the International Labor
Organisation, for example. This UN organization has formulated many agree-
ments on labor conditions and many of these have become global norms over
time. However, most welfare and social frameworks such as these are usually
subordinated to the rules of the market or to the neoliberal framework and are
thus in a weak position in the international system. One option would be to
elevate these agreements to equal status with the economic institutional frame-
work and to enshrine this equality in international law. From this perspective,
global social and environmental norms could be elevated in status. This would
be of limited success however as their changed status would also lead to
changed negotiating behavior and thus lead to a weakening of these social
and environmental frameworks from other directions.

To return to private regulation, industry-wide regulation is a very promis-
ing avenue to be improved. Transferring the subject matter and the industry
actors into a negotiating arena with enforcement agencies would need to be a
step forward in order to give this approach more clout and bite. The main
advantage of this approach is that it can bypass the difficulties between devel-
oped and developing countries and avoid the competitive advantage situation
between developing countries. These are problems that cannot be resolved from
the inside of developing countries but cannot be resolved from the global per-
spective in a neoliberal framework either. The industries involved as the main
link between developed and developing countries but also as the users of cheap
labor in developing countries are the main point of pressure for change. There-
fore any global approach at solving these problems needs to have industrial
actors onboard and have them involved in the procedure. By putting an enforce-
ment agent in the form of an international organization and governmental actors
in charge of the policy framework, the drawbacks of private initiatives such as
codes of conduct and their lack of enforcement are avoided.

Overall, the global approach to solving problems at the local level is
clearly limited but on the other hand also clearly necessary. It is paramount
to understand that global frameworks can only have a limited role and impact
and that these policy tools can only work in conjunction with other ap-
proaches. However, at the same time local approaches cannot be successful
without stressing the global perspective. Thus the global framework is not the
be all and end all but rather one piece in the mosaic of global relations.

GLOBAL GOVERNANCE II:
REGULATING THE GLOBAL THROUGH THE LOCAL

Global problems can also be targeted with local policy options that do indeed
often have a wider impact than just in their own locality. Again, a distinction
can be made between institutional frameworks at the political and economic
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level as well as socio-cultural phenomena or institutions that influence policy
and behavior.

Some of the institutional local regulatory tools have already been dis-
cussed in this book. To recap, for example, European Union (EU) regulations
governing the toxicity of dyes in textiles do have a global impact as producers
outside the EU want continued access to this market and will therefore com-
ply with these regulations if it becomes necessary. Thus, product standards in
developed countries can have an impact globally through sheer market power.
This power can be harnessed in several ways.

Stronger consumer protection legislation in industrialized countries can
be used to improve the levels of toxins, pesticides, etc in goods produced all
over the world but mostly consumed in industrialized countries. Although this
method cannot improve conditions of production in developing countries or
indeed anywhere else, it can at least improve health and safety conditions by
reducing exposure to toxins for workers involved in the production process.
This is of social and environmental benefit. This is a social and environmental
management solution to environmental and social problems but could become
a more structural measure if these measures are sufficiently strict and not
watered down by industry-government compromises that do not take account
of health and environmental concerns. Thus such a policy option can become
a structural issue if environmental and health necessity is put over institu-
tional feasibility.

A serious problem with this point is the compatibility with WTO trade
rules. Product standards can seriously impede free trade in that they can be
and often are classified as protectionist. In existing cases product standards
may well have been used to disguise protectionism but in many cases they are
based on different political cultures that accounts for many of the U.S.-EU
disputes on hormones in livestock or the state of genetically modified (GM)
food to name but two. Usually, the accusation of protectionism is levied
against the users of product standards because it implies market restrictions.
Thus product standards and the WTO are not necessarily compatible unless
the WTO is reformed sufficiently to move away from an absolute emphasis
on free trade to an emphasis on free and fair as well as environmentally
benign trade. Again, such an approach could be taken from a management
perspective or from a more structural basis. However, such structural reform
of the WTO—if done rigorously and really lifting equity and environmental
as well as social considerations to equal status to economic growth—could
have far-reaching consequences and make a difference. This, however, is
more of a global rather than local policy tool although the use of regional
product standards obviously is not.

A local environmental policy tool with global outreach would be a move
toward less trade in agriculture or in other perishable goods or like goods as
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these lead to increased transport cost and emissions as well as to the in-
creased use of environmental space. Apples from New Zealand in Europe or
the transport of cheese across the continent is not an environmentally viable
economic option. This is not to argue against trade in agriculture per se that
can be extremely beneficial for all parties (e.g., as bananas for the exporting
countries and as winter food for vitamin-deficient areas) and certainly not
against trade in technological goods as limited trade in these fields would
have devastating consequences for developing countries. Rather, limited trade
based on necessity rather than on choice of goods would make more environ-
mental sense and not deprive consumers of products from other areas because
it would focus on trading what the other trading partner does not possess
rather than trading like with like. Thus I argue here for a modification of the
law of competitive advantage to take into consideration need and not just
efficiency. As this is a global as well as local trade issue, this would have
repercussions for the WTO framework as much as on the local level. Again,
this is an environmental management as well as a more structural tool de-
pending on how it is used. It does not go to the root of the inequality between
developed and developing countries. This root cause will be the subject of the
following section and will be highlighted from different angles.

The situation in West Africa in agricultural trade is a case in point. For
example, rice imports from Thailand are cheaper in the Burkinabé markets
than the local product due to export subsidies granted by the Thai govern-
ment. Thus local producers are being squeezed out of the market and this has
serious implications for issues of social justice and rural poverty. The same
problem applies to other produce as well. As long as agricultural subsidies
distort the market, it makes no sense to have a free market as it will not lead
to the advantages promised by neoliberal ideology. However, normative ques-
tions also need to be raised as to whether there should be free markets in
agriculture at all. The impetus for change in these agricultural patterns will
have to come from the regions most adversely affected. A regrouping of West
African governments has recently begun in this subject area.

The root cause of structural inequality between North and South is the
unequal distribution of resources and capital. This leads to inequality in human
resources and capital as well as to a centralization of power. One aspect of
this inequality is the one-sided flow of resources in terms of consumption.
Unsustainable consumption patterns in the North lead to unsustainable and
inequitable production patterns in the North and South. This unsustainable
consumption pattern is fueled by a manic preoccupation with fashion and
ever-changing consumable items as well as upgrades in the technological
field. Changing socio-cultural norms in the developed world would actually
be an extremely strong policy/behavioral measure that could have vast impact
globally. In the textile sector for example, a move toward sustained, less
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fashion-driven, ethical consumption would have a huge impact on production
patterns in the developing world. This would obviously lead to higher prices
and less disposable income but also to a direct redistribution of wealth.

The importance of consumer power has often been discussed although
the consumer as a political agent and even less as an international actor has
not been a major analytical unit. In a realist and/or liberal framework the
consumer does not figure as an international actor because of the focus on
institutional frameworks and in the Marxist framework the consumer is seen
as the end product of the production process rather than as an independent
social agent. However, consumption as a social institution and thus by exten-
sion the consumer as a social agent or even international actor are vital
ingredients of the global political economy and even more so of the dynamics
perpetuating the gulf between core and periphery. This would necessitate
putting on an equal level the issue of consumption, equity, and distributive
justice with economic growth concerns by Western governments.

Such a value change would obviously need to be based on a general value
change that includes governments and all aspects of civil society-economic and
non-economic. This leads back to questions of structure and agency as such
far-reaching structural change would obviously need to be initiated by some
form of agency. The anti-globalization, or countercapitalist (as the Financial
Times refers to it) movement is one agent of change that seems to have a
sizable influence on society, albeit not the mainstream. However, in order to
harness this form of change, it needs to be an analytical entity first that can
then be institutionalized. As such it needs to become a recognized structural,
institutional as well as a politico-economic social force. Thus the agency and
institution of consumption with the emphasis on fashion is a major local and
also regional tool for changing the global.

These points show that the regulation of policy is far from just an insti-
tutional and management issue. Although some policy changes are the inclu-
sion of different actors in attempts to deal with a problem that can be very
successful, structural change needs to go much further than simply changing
a few regulations or institutional agendas. Structural change is related to
changing priorities or giving equal status in political, social, economic, and
cultural frameworks to problems of equity, environmental protection, and
social justice. Although these issues are enshrined in existing international
and national law and are part of all societal norms, in international policy-
making and social organization they are subordinated to economic growth
concerns and liberal values. They are only incorporated within a liberal frame-
work that gives priority to the politico-economic tenets of liberalism. How-
ever, it is not the liberalism that needs to be abolished but the anchoring of
individual and economic rights in the notion of property and how the accu-
mulation of wealth as a rational pursuit does not take account of equity. In
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addition, there is no basis for understanding the dependence of society on
environmental well-being. A more humane form of liberalism as favored by
many social-liberal thinkers offers more scope for reform than the neoliberal
model. Such an endeavor can only be achieved through the combined use of
social and institutional reform both at the local and global level with the
combined use of all actors in the international and global systems.
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