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Abstract

In the introduction to this special section, we present the core idea of the concept “imperial mode of living” (IML) which
attempts to explain why and how the reproduction of capitalist societal relations continues to be hegemonic despite
the widespread recognition of its destructive tendencies. It is argued that the IML itself can be understood as a spatial
category: the imperial mode of living creates asymmetric interdependencies between various places and territories in
the global North and the global South, it structures the relationship between different parts of the globe in a way that
the mechanisms of reproduction in one part affect societies in others. Along four dimensions - valorisation, accumula-
tion and reproduction; hegemony and subjectivation; hierarchization; externalization - we present a conceptual and
research heuristic on how the working of the imperial mode of living and its socio-spatial implications can be under-
stood. Moreover, it is argued that, given deepening crisis tendencies, the paradigm of a “Green Economy” or “Green
Deal” might serve as dominant imaginary that is able to orientate and unite liberal progressive forces to provide for a
sufficient degree of economic coherence and to create new terrains of compromising and ways to deal with conflicts
that are favourable to the operation of a green-capitalist regime of accumulation. Such an eco-capitalist modernisation
of the imperial mode of living in the global North has also severe socio-spatial implications. At the end of the article, we
draw a few conclusions, present some criticisms that were made and give a brief outlook of the prospects of a “green
capitalism”.

Zusammenfassung

In der Einleitung zu dieser Sektion stellen wir den Kerngedanken des Konzepts der ,imperialen Lebensweise“
(IML) vor, das zu erklaren versucht, warum und wie die Reproduktion der kapitalistischen Verhaltnisse trotz
des weit verbreiteten Wissens um ihre zerstérerischen Tendenzen weiterhin hegemonial ist. Es wird argumen-
tiert, dass die IML selbst als eine rdumliche Kategorie verstanden werden kann: Die imperiale Lebensweise
schafft asymmetrische Interdependenzen zwischen verschiedenen Orten und Territorien im globalen Norden
und im globalen Siiden, sie strukturiert die Beziehungen zwischen verschiedenen Teilen des Globus in einer Wei-
se, dass die Reproduktionsmechanismen in einem Teil der Welt die Gesellschaften in anderen Teilen beeinflus-
sen. Entlang von vier Dimensionen - Inwertsetzung, Akkumulation und Reproduktion; Hegemonie und Subjek-
tivierung; Hierarchisierung; Externalisierung - stellen wir eine konzeptionelle und wissenschaftliche Heuristik
vor, wie die Funktionsweise der imperialen Lebensweise und ihre sozialrdumlichen Auswirkungen verstanden
werden kdnnen. Dartiber hinaus wird argumentiert, dass angesichts der sich verschirfenden Krisentendenzen
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das Paradigma einer ,Green Economy“ oder eines ,Green Deal” als ein dominantes imaginary dienen konnte,
das in der Lage ist, liberale progressive Kréfte zu orientieren und zu vereinen, fiir ein ausreichendes Maf3 an
wirtschaftlicher Kohdrenz zu sorgen und neue Kompromissterrains und Formen der Konfliktbearbeitung zu
schaffen, die das Funktionieren eines griin-kapitalistischen Akkumulationsregimes begiinstigen. Eine solche
oko-kapitalistische Modernisierung der imperialen Lebensweise im globalen Norden hat auch schwerwiegende
sozialraumliche Auswirkungen. Am Ende des Artikels ziehen wir einige Schlussfolgerungen, stellen einige der
vorgebrachten Kritikpunkte am Begriff vor und geben einen kurzen Ausblick auf die Perspektiven eines ,griinen

Kapitalismus*.

Keywords
my, green capitalism

1. Introduction: The “imperial mode of living”
as a spatial category

About fifty years ago, the famous Uruguayan author
Eduardo Galeano (1973: 265) published his master-
piece The Open Veins of Latin America and argued
there: “In this world of ours, a world of powerful cen-
tres and subjugated outposts, there is no wealth that
must not be held in some suspicion.” This perspective
is a starting point for our work, but we do not under-
stand suspicion as a moralising category. As does
Galeano, we first of all want to understand why the
highly unsustainable and unevenly distributed pat-
terns of production and living are relatively stable
over time.

Our argument is based on the concept of an “impe-
rial mode of living”. It can be summarised as follows:
in societies dominated by the capitalist mode of (re-)
production, hegemony is performed through hierar-
chical, exploitative and externalising socio-spatial
structures and practices. In the early industrialised
capitalist societies, deeply rooted patterns of produc-
tion and consumption that presuppose the dispropor-
tionate access to nature and labour power on a global
scale are predominant. Developed capitalism requires
a less developed or non-capitalist geographical and
social “outside”: from there, it obtains raw materials
and intermediate products, from there, it appropri-
ates both paid labour and unpaid care services, and
it shifts social and ecological burdens to this outside.
But within the societies of the global North (and in-
creasingly of the global South), as well, the imperial
mode of living is reproduced by the existence of an
“elsewhere”, e.g., severe exploitation of a migrant la-
bour force in meat factories, during harvests or in the
care sector, as well as heavy overuse of nature.
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The structures and practices of the imperial mode of
living - or, more precisely, the imperial mode of pro-
duction and living - are constantly reproduced by
powerful actors and their strategies. But they are also
habitualised and lived in practice by its subjects. In
that sense, the imperial mode of living is normalised
in countless acts of production and consumption, and
it enlarges the sphere of action for many people. This
goes hand in hand with a broadly shared understand-
ing of “good living”.

The imperial mode of living shifts its costs to nature
and to others in space and time. Its problematic pre-
conditions are usually made invisible in the everyday
practices of people or normalised through neo-colo-
nial world views. It is exclusionary and exclusive and
presupposes an imperialist world order. Social rela-
tions in other places - through their inclusion in the
world market - are structured by the mode of living
and production in the capitalist core countries.

In that sense, global capitalism unleashes enormous
productive and destructive forces and, through them,
reproduces wealth and poverty, hierarchies and ine-
qualities, more or less attractive practices and every-
day lives of some people and more or less brutal ex-
ploitation of others. Capitalist hegemony - and in-
trinsically linked to this: the hegemony of the impe-
rial mode of living - in the global North and the global
South produces asymmetric dependencies within
societies and at a global scale. And it constantly pro-
duces crises such as the overuse of land or water, the
devastation of living conditions that force people to
migrate, the climate crisis or the accelerating loss of
biological diversity. The concept helps to understand
why, despite a relatively strong global consciousness
of the ecological crisis, the latter’s root-causes are not
tackled. Instead, we are experiencing alternatives
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that aim at an ecological modernisation of capitalism
in the global North by accelerating and deepening the
exploitation of the global South. We will come back to
this point at the end of the article.

Spatiality is a dimension of social structures (see Beli-
na and Michel 2019 for an overview). Gender and class
relations, wage labour, production, reproduction and
consumption, the appropriation of nature etc., all have
spatial dimensions, just as they have temporal ones.
This is not about a science of space in its own right, but
about knowledge and awareness of spatiality, i.e. the
focus is not on space as such, but on the social prac-
tices and relations that inscribe themselves in space
and on spatial structures that, in turn, enable and em-
power certain practices and actors at the expense of
others: the production and distribution of commodi-
ties, the creation and maintenance of material and so-
cial infrastructures, wage labour and other forms of
work as part of the social and international division of
labour, particular policies at different spatial scales,
the aspiration to and realization of a good life etc.

The “imperial mode of living” itself can be understood
as a spatial category: it creates asymmetric interde-
pendencies between various places and territories in
the global North and the global South, it structures
the relationship between different parts of the globe
in a way in which the mechanisms of reproduction
in one part pose severe restrictions for the practices
of a majority of people in other parts. The dominant
economic and political forces, in particular, but also
larger or smaller portions of the subaltern classes are
interested in maintaining this status, i.e., want to in-
stitutionalise social practices and their framework
conditions that help them secure their social posi-
tions. This happens as a result of social disputes and
compromises, butis also a search process in a dynam-
ic imperial mode of living that is more complex than
that produced by the strategies of ruling actors and
compromises. These strategies, in turn, depend on
the strategies of subaltern actors and their capacity
to articulate their needs. In other words, the hegem-
ony of the imperial mode of living is secured through
complex spatial strategies that reproduce highly un-
even social structures at various scales. This should
be considered a dynamic process, as we try to clarify
below.

The conceptthusisinspired by geographical approach-
es that focus on the complex relationships between

different spatial practices and their institutional and
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infrastructural manifestations, namely territorial,
network-related, place-based and scalar practices and
structures (Jessop et al. 2008). In particular, it draws
on David Harvey'’s concept of a “spatial fix” as a means
for processing crises of overaccumulation: declining
rates of profit, which are due to “a surplus of capital
relative to opportunities to employ that capital” (Har-
vey 1999: 192), require the relocation of capital to
places where there are better conditions for accumu-
lation. A constant tendency towards territorialisation
and de-territorialisation thus essentially shapes capi-
talism’s mode of operation, making uneven develop-
ment one of its structural features (see also Harvey
1985, Massey 1994, Smith 1984). This tendency has an
ecological dimension: the capitalist mode of produc-
tion is inherently contradictory not just for economic
reasons. Rather, its contradictions also rest on the fact
that it produces socio-ecological costs which must be
externalized in order to safeguard the reproduction
of advanced capitalist societies. Thus, as capitalism
requires an economically driven spatial fix, it also de-
pends on an “environmental fix” (Castree 2008). The
imperial mode of living must be seen in this context.
The resource- and emission-intensive patterns of pro-
duction and consumption that constitute the imperial
mode of living produce the need for fixing capitalism
in ecological terms. The externalization of costs in
space and time, which is at the core of the imperial
mode of living, is how capitalism is “fixed.” It goes
without saying that this form of processing contradic-
tions aggravates the ecological crisis in the long run.

2. Dimensions of the “imperial mode of living”

We combine such a socio-spatial perspective with
our proposition that the reproduction of the imperial
mode of production and living as well as its unfolding
dynamic and crisis should be considered along four
dimensions: capitalist valorisation (Inwertsetzung),
accumulation and reproduction; hegemony and sub-
jectivation; hierarchisation; and externalisation. All
four dimensions have socio-spatial implications.

Valorisation, accumulation and reproduction

The valorisation and accumulation of capital and
hence highly uneven societal reproduction at a global
scale has as one precondition: the world system must
be constituted politically as fragmented and compet-
ing spaces. Companies seek to obtain the best pos-
sible conditions for exploitation. These are secured
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and regulated by states that attempt to attract capital
and contribute to its valorisation and accumulation,
as well as by international political agreements. Eco-
nomic expansion and growth are the main rationales
and justifications for many political and economic ac-
tivities.

The commodification of labour power and nature is an
essential momentin the expansion of capitalism. From
the very beginning, commodification had a trans-re-
gional and even global dimension. Marx (1981: 339)
had already pointed out that cheap materials were
essential for capitalist development, particularly due
to, on the one hand, the accompanying transfer of
value to the capitalist centres and, on the other, the
importance of the falling price of raw materials as a
“counteracting tendency” to the tendency of the rate
of profit to fall (see also Moore and Patel 2018). These
market-mediated forms of wealth transfer are accom-
panied by forms of dispossession that are achieved
politically, legally or by force, as in the privatisation
of the commons or public property. These dispos-
sessions crucially result from pressure applied by
(private as well as public) companies from the global
North but also, and increasingly so, from the global
South. Often, they go hand in hand with displacement,
impoverishment and destruction of nature.

We want to highlight that North-South relations are
not just about the production and transfer of value,
but also about biophysical issues that are not neces-
sarily mirrored in monetary terms. As Alf Hornborg
(2010) put it, a crucial element of global domination
is the ecologically unequal exchange that tends to
privilege societies in the global North in the appro-
priation of ecological time and space. This is related
not only to economic values and surplus labour, but
also to violence, dispossession, racism and ecological
devastation. Higher economic “productivity” and sur-
plus value in the North must be understood against
this background.

Valorisation also indicates the moment in the develop-
ment of the capitalist mode of production that can be
observed in the relationship between capitalism and
areas beyond it, or non-capitalist milieus. The latter
means not only regions and countries but also areas
of society, such as social and physical infrastructure
and human needs and activities. The moment of ac-
cumulation that is bound up with that of valorisation
implies the creation of surplus value in the production
process, the realization of surplus value in the sphere
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of circulation and the increase of invested capital.
This process takes place within capitalism but is nev-
ertheless made possible only by capital’s expansive
tendency (Luxemburg 1913, Dérre 2018).

Hegemony and subjectivation

As argued at the beginning of this article, of major
importance for the “imperial mode of living” is the
concept of hegemony in the tradition of Antonio Gram-
sci, which connects the everyday life of people with
social and international structures and thus reveals
the prerequisites of capitalist patterns of production
and consumption. Our point here is that the relative
attractiveness of the imperial mode of living - mainly
in the global North but also increasingly in the global
South - secures existing relations of power and domi-
nation.

We distinguish between a more strategic and a more
structural dimension of hegemony. The first one im-
plies that certain social forces in the process of be-
coming and being hegemonic tend to be able “to gain
the upper hand, to propagate itself throughout soci-
ety - bringing about not only a unison of economic and
political aims, but also intellectual and moral unity,
posing all the questions around which the struggle
rages not on a corporate but on a “universal” plane,
and thus creating the hegemony of a powerful social
group over a series of subordinate groups (Gramsci
1971: 181-182). In other words, despite all the politi-
cal-ideological disputes and conflicts within a society
about many different issues, there is usually a broadly
shared “unity” and widely shared “goals” such as “pro-
gress”, “growth”, “development”, “competitiveness” or
the idea that nature consists mostly of resources that
should be exploited.

The strategic making of the imperial mode of living is
complemented by its structural dimension. Here, he-
gemony is understood as an active or at least passive
consent to certain relations and practices, but also as
a comprehensive material practice, “namely the daily
initiatives of many individuals and social groups in
which they reveal consent to domination in the form
of active self-submission to the commonly shared
habits of large collectives” (Demirovi¢ 1997: 257). He-
gemony therefore implies not only the specific forms
of organisation of the rulers and of rule, but also of the
ruled. “Organisation” here does not primarily mean
political organisation but the organisation of every-
day lives. In other words, consent as a basis for he-
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gemony is not necessarily politically explicit but is in
factlived in practice - and alternatives to the imperial
mode of living are difficult to imagine and to realise.

When domination does not use naked force, discipline
and oppression to maintain itself, but instead draws
on the wishes and desires of the people, it becomes a
part of individual identity, shapes it and thereby be-
comes all the more effective. Domination then is no
longer merely external to individual subjects. Instead,
it employs the very mechanisms with which the indi-
viduals discipline themselves, and thus displays its
effectiveness precisely in the fact that it is not felt as
domination.

Another aspect of the dimension “hegemony and sub-
jectivation” is the fact that the structural constraints
linked to the imperial mode of living, which often
cause suffering and destruction elsewhere, are none-
theless not necessarily experienced as such, and are
more often viewed as expanding the possible scope of
action (Graefe 2016: 43). For many people, the impe-
rial mode of living means the opportunity to have a
more or less subjectively fulfilled or, at least, “normal”
life: the unequal appropriation of labour power and
nature creates the conditions for income-generating
production, just as the acquisition of products (home
appliances, industrialised food, cars, smartphones)
makes everyday life easier and helps to make it live-
able.

Hierarchisation

We argue that the imperial mode of living is based on
and reproduces highly hierarchical social relations
along the lines of class, gender, and race within so-
cieties and internationally. It manifests itself in the
highly varying income or assets available to people
but also in the scope and quality of societal infrastruc-
tures, such as the education, health or social security
systems.

Exploitation of nature and labour power is not only
a structural feature of the relationship between the
global North and the global South. Instead, it takes
place in the class, patriarchal and racialised societies
of the global North itself, where significant social and
spatial inequalities exist and have grown in recent
decades. We want to emphasise, however, that the
exploitation of labour power in advanced capitalist
countries is inherently linked to, and mediated by, ex-
ploitative structures and practices elsewhere. Thus,
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hegemonic societal relations are reproduced socio-
spatially.

The structural heterogeneity of the North differs
from that of the South in that it is cushioned to a far
greater extent by the welfare state and social infra-
structure (cf. Lessenich 2019: 54 et seq.). It is thus em-
bedded in (quite fragile and recently eroding) social
compromises that are just as much the result of past
class struggles as they are of the dominant position of
the early industrialised countries in geopolitical and
eoeconomics competition, i.e., imperialism. Converse-
ly, it is (also) the subaltern position of the countries of
the South in precisely this imperialist world order that
blocks a welfare state and somewhat civil handling of
the contradictions of structural heterogeneity.

However, global North and global South are not only
international categories, but also internal social man-
ifestations: the North-South divide shapes and hierar-
chises the social and spatial structures of almost all
societies, which is related to colonial legacies, capital-
ist competition, dependency, and a highly asymmet-
ric global division of labour. Anna Landherr and Jakob
Graf (2019), referring to Chile, proposed the concept
of a “peripheral imperial mode of living” to show that
such a mode of living is highly interlinked with class
structures within a society that are in themselves
highly internationalised. A certain stability is also
ensured in societies of the global South through the
aspirations of the working class — which is highly di-
vided in itself - to live (the promise of) the imperial
mode of living.

Externalisation

Dynamic externalisation structures and processes
are at the core of the spatially uneven appropriation
of labour power and natural resources. As we have ar-
gued above, relatively cheaper inputs into production
processes of the global North make the corporations
there more productive, and commodities for final
consumption tend to be cheaper. Furthermore, care
chains are part of externalisation processes: mainly
female workers migrate from poorer countries to the
capitalist centres to care for people there. In doing so,
they leave a care gap in their home countries.

As Stephan Lessenich (2019: 51) put it: “We externalize
because we can, because social structures enable us
to do so, because social mechanisms allow us to do so,
because general practice confirms our doing so. To a
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certain extent, however, we also externalize because
we cannot do otherwise, because social structures
force us to do so, because social mechanisms drive
us to do so, because the general practice in our social
environment causes us to do so.” From feminist con-
tributions, we borrow the idea that “externalisation
is a principle” of capitalist societies. Externalisation
separates forms of work that do not create (monetary)
value, such as care work, but nevertheless constitute
an essential precondition for, e.g., well-paid and pres-
tigious industrial work (Biesecker and Hofmeister
2010).

The brutal forms of externalisation, in the sense that
the imperial mode of living devastates the living
conditions of many people “elsewhere”, result in the
fact that people might be forced to migrate to other
regions. Most migrations take place within countries
and regions, but many people try to migrate to coun-
tries of the global North looking legitimately for a
better life there. Most governments’ answer to this,
backed by greater or lesser consent within their so-
cieties, is to hinder such migrations (with exceptions,
for instance, to allow migration from poorer regions
within the EU to wealthier ones due to a shortage
of labour power in the wealthy countries). From the
perspective of the imperial mode of living, one could
argue that many migrants aspire to live this mode
of living, whose exclusive character is defended by
Northern governments.

Moreover, we argue that the former colonies or re-
gions that constituted the periphery of global capi-
talism have a tendency - albeit in very contradictory
ways - to no longer willingly accept this position. Be-
cause they are dynamically developing a peripheral
imperial mode of living, they also need access to cheap
labour power and nature elsewhere for the produc-
tion of commodities for the world market, as well as
for internal use. This creates what we call “eco-impe-
rial tensions” that are likely to increase in the future.

3. The socio-spatial implications of the current
eco-capitalist modernisation of the imperial
mode of living in the global North

The imperial mode of living is highly dynamic. Politi-
cal and economic elites react to crises and their politi-
cization, e.g., through social movements or scientific
evidence, and try to secure capitalist dynamics in or-
der to maintain societal order as well as their power
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and privileges - in other words: to maintain the im-
perial mode of production and living. Under certain
circumstances, politics become authoritarian and
repressive. Among other things, they try to reformu-
late a societal project that promises to solve the most
pressing problems and they try to offer a prospect for
good living, which makes their dominance and leader-
ship attractive and plausible. The climate crisis - and
other dimensions of the ecological crisis - constitutes
such a major challenge. Some governments more or
less deny the problem, such as those under Donald
Trump or Jair Bolsonaro. But many governments, and
increasingly also economic elites, understand the
problem and try to react with measures that have
strong and highly uneven socio-spatial implications.

For several decades now, political initiatives and even
evolving political institutions have been formed to
deal with the ecological crisis. One could start with the
Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment in
1972 or with the Rio Conference on Environment and
Development in 1992, with the latter giving birth to
two important international framework conventions:
the one on climate change and the other on biologi-
cal diversity. However, we argue that more compre-
hensive projects to transform economies and socie-
ties did not gain strength until about ten years ago. It
all started with various Green Economy approaches
(most prominently UNEP 2011; see Brand and Wissen
2021, chapters 2 and 7, for an overview). More re-
cently, and most prominently, a European Green Deal
was proposed (European Commission 2019). These
approaches are based on the paradigm of an ecologi-
cal modernisation. As such, they have already been
discussed during the economic crisis since 2007. But
competitive pressures, profit opportunities and the
availability and maturity of technologies (see, e.g.,
electro-automobility) as well as the rise of a strong
climate justice movement, which politicized the ever
more dramatic, and at the same time ever more pre-
cise, findings of climate science, were needed to equip
the Green Econo-my concepts with the necessary
power to influence business and the state apparatus.

The question remains whether the Green Economy/
Green Deal paradigm serves as an imaginary that can
provide direction and unite liberal progressive forces
in economy and politics, can provide for a sufficient
degree of economic coherence and can create new ter-
rains of conflict that institutionalise social struggles
in a way that allows for operating a green-capitalist
regime of accumulation. Given the current situation
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of deeply unsettled economic and political elites, this
seems to be at least a viable option. The failure of the
socio-environmentally destructive neoliberal and
imperialist order is quite visible: in the inability of
neoliberal health systems to effectively manage the
Corona crisis, in the helplessness of state policies in
the face of floods, fires and other symptoms of an ag-
gravating climate crisis, in the vulnerability of a glo-
balised and digitalised economy vis-a-vis hacker at-
tacks and the interruption of supply chains, and not
least in the recent NATO disaster in Afghanistan and
the war against Ukraine. It has underlined the press-
ing need for new concepts that help to safeguard the
capitalist order and their protagonists and beneficiar-
ies in the early industrialised countries through an in-
depth transformation.

A Green Deal/Green Economy project promises to pro-
cess the socio-ecological contradictions of advanced
capitalism in some parts of the world. It could thus
become an essential component of a new environmen-
tal fix. It will not, however, contribute to overcoming
the socio-ecological contradictions. Capitalism, even
in a green form, does not cease to be driven by com-
petition and economic growth. It continues to rely on
the large-scale exploitation of labour power and natu-
ral resources (likely metals and biomass rather than
fossil fuels), as well as on the destruction of ecosys-
tems. The imperial mode of living thus is perpetuated
through its selective modernisation. The regressive
strategy of redistribution from the bottom to the top
is also not clearly cut off. As can be seen especially in
the European Union’s policies on migration and raw
materials, an ecological modernisation under capital-
ist conditions requires legal, economic and physical
force to secure its own preconditions and to external-
ise its costs.

The other side of the coin is the fact that the raw ma-
terials for the greening of Northern economies - and
those in some countries of the global South as well, par-
ticularly China - are largely provided by the resource-
exporting countries in the South. Lithium, copper and
other materials are key to the production of batteries
and other products, and they come from countries such
as Chile. The traditional resource extractivism (Svam-
pa 2019) is complemented by forms of a “green extrac-
tivism” (Isla 2021, EEB/FoEE 2021). The imperial mode
of living in the capitalist core countries is modernised
by creating new material externalities, its socio-spatial
patterns of asymmetric interdependency are perpetu-
ated through their ecological modernisation.
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4, Conclusion and outlook

This paper has aimed to present the core arguments
of the concept of the imperial mode of living with par-
ticular reference to the latter’s socio-spatial dimen-
sions. The imperial mode of living implies the integra-
tion of places and territories into the capitalist world
order and the commodification of their labour power
and natural resources. This process is highly uneven
in socio-spatial terms. It is shaped by asymmetric in-
terdependencies among different parts of the world,
with the early industrialised countries of the global
North and new powers such as China playing the dom-
inant role. An unequal “production of space” (Lefebvre
1991) and of nature (Smith 1984) thus is a precondi-
tion and outcome of the imperial mode of living, i.e.,
of the opportunity for some to live at the expense of
others.

The current attempts to ecologically modernise the
imperial mode of living do not fundamentally change
this condition. The basic socio-spatial hierarchies -
both within and between unequally developed capi-
talist societies - remain intact. They may even be
strengthened by that ecological modernisation, since
such modernisation offers new opportunities for capi-
talist valorisation and accumulation strategies. In the
terminology of David Harvey (1999) and Noel Castree
(2008), a green capitalism may provide for a new spa-
tial and environmental fix in the form of investment
options for otherwise over-accumulated capital and
in the form of a shift in the materiality of externalised
socio-ecological costs (visible, e.g., in the increasing
demand for metals). This is due to the fact that a green
capitalism, far from decoupling economic growth
from resource use and environmental impact or from
“dematerialising” the economy, is highly dependent
on critical raw materials, e.g., metals for electro-auto-
mobility or for renewable energy infrastructures. The
expansion of the corresponding extractive capacities
requires certain amounts of capital and new environ-
mental “sacrifice areas”.

However, a green capitalism remains contradictory. It
will be shaped by eco-imperial tensions among early
industrialised countries and between them and the
economic newcomers. Both require access to nature
and labour power on a global scale, and their ecologi-
cal modernisation will strengthen the need for met-
als and non-metallic minerals, in particular. Another
contradiction could become, and is already becom-
ing, obvious to the extent that more and more people
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are no longer willing to bear the external effects of a
mode of living whose benefits concentrate elsewhere.
Combined with a world-wide youth movement, which
has politicised the future externalities of the impe-
rial mode of living, a social force might emerge that
successfully strives for more equal socio-spatial and
society-nature relations.

From our point of view, the strength of a concept such
as the “imperial mode of living” does not lie in a clear-
cut definition and an easy application to whatever
case or context. On the contrary, the force is in its heu-
ristic character. Therefore, it needs to be further elab-
orated against the background of differing research
interests and topics (I.L.A. Kollektiv 2019) and should
be translated into, rather than applied to, other his-
torical and societal contexts (see for Latin America,
Massuh et al. 2021).

The publication of the German version of our book in
2017 provoked critique and a debate (see for an ex-
tensive reply Brand and Wissen 2021, xi-xxv, on the
relationship of the imperial mode of living and class
issues, Wissen and Brand 2021). Concerning socio-spa-
tial dimensions, a repeated criticism of our approach
was that we homogenise the global North and the
global South and not pay enough attention to the com-
plex societal structures within societies. Moreover,
critics contended that we equate the production of
wealth in the global North with the exploitation of the
countries of the global South, denying the dynamics of
wealth production within capitalist societies (see e.g.
Hiirtgen 2020, 2021).

Actually, we wanted to stress the role of global inter-
dependencies and hierarchies which are, at the same
time, highly hegemonic. Furthermore, we pointed to
the fact that societal compromises between dominant
and subaltern classes are established at the cost of
ecological destruction. And many of these destruc-
tions are externalised, taking place “elsewhere”. Fi-
nally, we consider it important to look not only at val-
ue transfers within transnational capitalism but also
at biophysical issues, i.e., the global transfer of mate-
rial quantities and qualities, and the physical infra-
structures that constantly secure economic dynamics
and create crises.

In sum, the concept of an imperial mode ofliving intends
to better understand a global constellation of power and
domination that is reproduced - through innumerable
strategies, practices and unintended consequences - at
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all spatial scales: from people’s bodies, minds and eve-
ryday actions through regions and nationally organ-
ized societies to the largely invisible and consciously
concealed structures that enable global interactions.

Note

n the following, we draw on chapter 3 of Brand and Wissen
2021.

References

Belina, B. and B. Michel (eds.) 2019: Raumproduktionen.
Beitrdge der Radical Geography. Eine Zwischenbilanz.
[Spatial Productions. Contributions of Radical Geogra-
phy. An Interim Assessment.] - Miinster

Biesecker, A. and S. Hofmeister 2010: Focus: (Re)productivity
Sustainable Relations both between Society and Nature
and between the Genders. — Ecological Economics 69:
1703-1711, doi:10.1016/j.ecolecon.2010.03.025

Brand, U. and M. Wissen 2021: The imperial mode of living.
Everyday life and the ecological crisis of capitalism. -
London

Castree, N. 2008: Neoliberalising nature: the logics of dereg-
ulation and reregulation. — Environment and Planning A
40 (1): 131-152, d0i:10.1068/a3999

Demirovié, A. 1997: Demokratie und Herrschaft. Aspekte
kritischer Gesellschaftstheorie. [Democracy and Domi-
nation. Aspects of Critical Social Theory.] — Miinster

Dérre, K. 2018: Europe, Capitalist Landnahme and the Eco-
nomic-Ecological Double Crisis: Prospects for a Non-Cap-
italist Post-Growth Society. - In: Rosa, H. and C. Henning
(eds.): The Good Life Beyond Growth. New Perspectives.
- London: 241-249

EEB/FoEE (European Environmental Bureau and Friends of
the Earth Europe) 2021: ‘Green mining’ is a myth: the case
for cutting EU resource consumption. Brussels. - Online
available at: https://eeb.org/library/green-mining-is-a-
myth/, accessed 21 February 2022

European Commission 2019: Communication from the Com-
mission to European Parliament, the Council, the Euro-
pean Social and Economic Committee and the Committee
of the Regions. The European Green Deal. - Com (2019)
640 final, Brussels, 2019 (eur-lex.europa.eu)

Galeano, E. 1973: Open Veins of Latin America: Five Centu-
ries of the Pillage of a Continent. — New York

Graefe, S. 2016: Grenzen des Wachstums? Resiliente Subjek-
tivitat im Krisenkapitalismus. [Limits of Growth? Resil-
ient Subjectivity in Crisis Capitalism.] - Psychosozial 39
(1): 39-50

DIE ERDE - Vol. 153 - 2/2022



Spatialising the Imperial Mode of Living - rethinking a concept

Gramsci, A. 1971: Selections from the Prison Notebooks of
Antonio Gramsci, edited and translated by Quintin Hoare
and Geoffrey Nowell Smith. — New York

Harvey, D. 1985: The Geopolitics of Capitalism. - In: Gregory,
D. and J. Urry (eds.): Social Relations and Spatial Struc-
tures. - New York: 128-163

Harvey, D. 1999: The limits to capital. — London

Hornborg, A. 2010: Uneven Development as a Result of the
Unequal Exchange of Time and Space: Some Conceptual
Issues. — Austrian Journal of Development Studies 26 (4):
36-56, d0i:10.20446/]EP-2414-3197-26-4-36

Hiirtgen, S. 2020: Arbeit, Klasse und eigensinniges Alltags-
handeln. Kritisches zur imperialen Lebensweise - Teil
1. - PROKLA 50 (1): 171-188, doi:10.32387/prokla.
v50i198.1832

Hiirtgen, S. 2021: Alltagssubjekt, Nord-Siid und Glokali-
sierung. Kritisches zur imperialen Lebensweise - Teil
2. - PROKLA 51 (1): 367-388, doi:10.32387/prokla.
v51i203.1940

LL.A. Kollektiv 2019: At the Expense of Others? How the im-
perial mode of living prevents a good life for all. - Munich

Isla, A. 2021: “Greening,” the Highest Stage of Extractivism
in Latin America. — In: Brownhill, L., S. Engel-Di Mauro, T.
Giaconini, A. Isla, M. Léwy and T.R. Turner (eds.): The Rout-
ledge Handbook on Ecosocialism. - London: 67-80

Jessop, B., N. Brenner and M. Jones 2008: Theorizing socio-
spatial relations. - Environment and Planning D: Society
and Space 26 (3): 389-401, d0i:10.1068/d9107

Landherr, A. and J. Graf 2019: Uber uns die Sintflut: Zu Klas-
senverhdltnissen in der Internalisierungsgesellschaft
am Beispiel Chiles [Above Us the Deluge: On Class Rela-

DIE ERDE - Vol. 153 - 2/2022

tions in the Internalisation Society Using the Example
of Chile]. - PROKLA 49 (196): 487-493, doi:10.32387/
prokla.v49i196.1839

Lefebvre, H. 1991: The production of space. — Malden, MA

Lessenich, S. 2019: Living Well at Others’ Expense. The
Hidden Costs of Western Prosperity. - Cambridge

Luxemburg, R. 1913 [1951]: The Accumulation of Capital. -
London

Marx, K. 1981: Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Vol. 3,
introduced by Ernest Mandel. - London

Massey, D. 1994: Space, Place and Gender. - Cambridge

Massuh, G., B. Fornillo, C. Moreno and U. Brand 2021: The Im-
perial Mode of Living wins until its own death. On green
capitalism and the struggles of social movements at its
margins. — Austrian Journal of Development Studies 26
(4): 27-43

Moore, J.W. and R. Patel 2018: A History of the World in Seven
Cheap Things: A Guide to Capitalism, Nature, and the Fu-
ture of the Planet. - Oakland

Smith, N. 1984: Uneven Development. Nature, Capital and
the Production of Space. - Oxford

Svampa, M. 2019: Neo-extractivism in Latin America. - Cam-
bridge

UNEP (United Nations Environment Programme) 2011: To-
wards a green economy. Pathways to Sustainable Devel-
opment and Poverty Eradication. - Nairobi

Wissen, M. and U. Brand 2021: Workers, Trade Unions, and
the Imperial Mode of Living: Labour Environmentalism
from the Perspective of Hegemony Theory. — In: Rdthzel,
N., D. Stevis and D. Uzzell (eds.): The Palgrave Handbook
of Environmental Labour Studies. - Cham: 699-720

83



