MODULE 11:

THE MAKING OF THE MODERN WORLD AND ITS DILEMMAS

Modernity: A Balance Sheet

Celebrating Modernity

1.The first thing we would note if we were in the business of selling modernity, would be its hugely emancipatory effects. This is something that we remarked on in Module 1 but it bears repeating. In so many different ways, human beings, or at least a considerable number of them, have been liberated: liberated from drudgery, liberated from illness, disease, and the fear of an early death, from various forms of social oppression and from ignorance. And to the extent that others do not share in these, this is part of modernity’s allure.

1.1 In material terms modernity can boast of numerous accomplishments. People’s standards of living have soared as incomes have increased and shopping baskets expanded in terms of the variety of goods and services they contain. As a result, nutritional standards have been improved – we can now eat salads and fresh fruits the year round, for example. People travel and experience other countries. They are endlessly entertained without leaving the home. At the same time, domestic labor has been alleviated, the physical labor of movement attenuated by all manner of mechanical means, and incomes devoted to extending life expectancies.

The immediate condition for these changes has been the rapidly expanding ability of each human being to produce more. Labor has been increasingly divided so that each individual worker can specialize and so develop her skills. At the same time workers have been equipped with instruments of labor which find their source of power outside of human muscles, which are more or less automated and can function at high levels of speed. As a result each worker produces more and more. As this occurs and the needs for a particular product are satisfied, so workers can be employed in producing altogether new products. Moreover, as worker productivity increases, so real incomes can increase and workers have a discretionary spending power that can be diverted to those same new products.

1.2 Politically, modernity has also had crucial emancipatory effects. Not least of these has been the growth of democracy around the world, and the extension of political rights. There have also been struggles for workers’ rights, women’s rights, the rights of oppressed racial groups. These have occurred partly through the mobilization of the right to vote and partly outside. The labor movement worked both through the state and struggled for the extension of the suffrage to working people, and outside it, by bringing pressure to bear on employers through the strike weapon for rights in the workplace; rights with respect to the negotiation of conditions of labor, for instance. The same applies to the women’s movement and the civil rights movement.

An important part of the social humus for this broadly political emancipation has been the very notion of human rights; rights attaching to the individual human being. This in turn presupposes a heightened consciousness of the individual as such, as both separate from society and with claims on society that are at least equal to the claims that society has on the individual – the claims of the individual vis-à-vis her family, for example: a curious state of affairs and one not to be taken for granted, but to be explained. 

1.3 Emancipation from ignorance: People have been emancipated in terms of their understanding of the world. Pre-modern societies depended for their understandings of the world on two major sources: that provided by the interpreters of religions and what we called, in Module 8, local knowledge. Not all religious knowledge was superstition or fed superstition. Astronomical observation and the movement of the stars and planets was important because of their ‘heavenly’ status, but the mapping of the night sky was to prove an aid to navigation. Local knowledge was ‘rule of thumb’ knowledge, grounded in close, material interaction with and observation of nature. But it was largely predictive in character: what would happen if one did such-and-such to the land and the understanding of mechanisms was weak. 

The age of reason and the rise of modern science changed all that. First principles of physics, chemistry, geology, biology, engineering, even the functionings of society, as in Adam Smith’s investigations, became central to investigation, both the object of investigation and the means. People began to see why and how things happened the way that they did and scientific findings, at least in the physical sciences, acquired a cumulative nature, the laws and discoveries of one generation being passed on to another and providing the basis for new investigations, the amendment of old laws or the discovery of new ones. The relation of all this to the rise of modern industry was a close one. It is hard to imagine geology without the development of mining on a large scale and the search for commercially exploitable minerals. But, and as was discussed in Module 8, the quantification and abstraction at the basis of modern science were becoming practices that people were comfortable with as keys to knowledge in their everyday lives. 

2. These emancipatory effects have been part and parcel of the hugely dynamic nature of modern society. As Marx and Engels wrote about the capitalist class:

“The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionising the instruments of production, and thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society. Conservation of the old modes of production in unaltered form, was, on the contrary, the first condition of existence for all earlier industrial classes. Constant revolutionising of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses his, real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind.”(The Communist Manifesto)

The old is swept away by the new. Revolutionary forces are unleashed in the spheres of technology and society, both. Consumer products are dramatically re-worked, improved in various ways. The sound quality of a CD is a marked improvement over the tape, just as the latter was an improvement on vinyl. Modern automobiles are so much more reliable and comfortable than earlier models. 

Our knowledge shifts from one year to the next; likewise our relation to nature. New types of seed corn multiply yields per acre. The person hours it takes to manufacture an automobile come down with each succeeding year. ‘Phone calls are made from one side of the world to the other and the sound is as if the person at the other end was in the next room. New pharmaceuticals are developed on the basis of the folk remedies of people around the world. Even the ocean floor is explored for the oil it might conceal

So too is it in society. Family forms have been dramatically re-worked under the impact of a pervasive individualization. The extended family gives way to the nuclear family, the nuclear family to the person living in a series of monogamous relations and so on. Housing has to be reworked to accommodate the growing numbers of people living on their own. Marriage contracts are entered into to protect the rights – there we go again – of both parties. People plan careers, for retirement, seemingly picking and choosing as if the world was one vast smorgasbord, retiring from the scene, re-entering it, and so on – but always seemingly driven by individual decisions and individuals taking responsibility for themselves. The individual is seen as the molecular unit of society. As Margaret Thatcher famously said, ‘There is no such thing as society.’

She was, of course, wrong. This is because alongside this individualization, and paradoxically, there is also a dramatic increase in our interdependence: a powerful and ongoing socialization of our relations with one another. We may be individuals, and consciousness of our individual wants and goals, but we are also part of a division of labor. Unlike the medieval peasant we do not produce all our needs but enter into exchange in order to satisfy them. Nor do we produce all the services we need. Families looked after their weaker members, communities provided for public safety through the power of moral sanction, but now we rely on the state for these things. Our roles in society, moreover, become increasingly specialized. For sure we, as individuals, have some discretion over what we do, but we can’t avoid making some choice and slotting ourselves into the grand scheme of social labor. Likewise we can pick and choose in the supermarket, but we can’t evade having to go there at all. 

So our socialization occurs partly through the division of labor. It also occurs through urbanization. A central aspect of modernity has been the growth of huge urban agglomerations, built up around factories and offices employing hundreds of people, if not thousands. This bringing together of people in large numbers has further revolutionized social life. Not least it has transformed recreation: the cinema, the professional sports franchise, the theater, the opera house, are decidedly urban institutions since only in the city are those market thresholds reached where they can thrive. The same goes for institutions like the department store, the railroad station, and later the airport. Large numbers of people in one place make a difference. 

The Dark Side

Modernity can be celebrated therefore, and easily. But it has been contradictory. It has also had a dark side, a very dark side indeed, and it is by no means clear that it is not ultimately self-destructive, either through nuclear warfare or through the erosion of those ecological supports on which human life depends. 

Along with the rise of modernity has gone what is now called a politics of difference. People, for reasons to be explored later, organize their social maps of the world in terms of us and them, insiders and outsiders, superior and inferior. Every group that has a clear,  identity, whether it be French Canadians, Northern Irish Protestants, ‘citizens’, Westerners, or simply ‘the middle class’, has an Other against which it defines itself. It defines itself as having virtues that the Other lacks, virtues which express its superiority and meritoriousness. As far as the middle class is concerned it deserves to be where it is because it has – or believes that it has – what the lower class lacks: qualities of hard work, perseverance, foresight, providence. The political implications of this sort of position should be clear, though not, as yet, the material conditions for this politics.

It is largely in this context that we can make sense of the emergence of concepts of race and the idea of racism in the earlier years of the making of the modern world. Alongside race and racism, moreover, we have the development of ideas of nationhood and nationality – expressions of other senses of difference. Alongside a sense of Englishness, there emerged a sense of Frenchness. Sometimes race and nation were combined as in English references in the nineteenth century – usually derogatory – to the Irish race. But the politics of difference extended in myriad other directions taking in, for example, gender and more recently the first world / third world distinction. Women may still believe that they are made to feel second class citizens – the gender bias of professional sport is a clear expression of this – but things were very much worse in the nineteenth century. Patriarchy ruled.

The twentieth century has been, in Eric Hobsbawm’s words, The Age of Extremes, and one of those extremes has been the bloodletting that has occurred in the context of militant nationalism and racial hatreds. Ten million people died in the First World War (note ‘world’), fifty million in the Second World War, including almost six million Jews put to death in what can only be called death factories. It is partly in the context of the politics of difference that we can understand these events, but only partly. There are issues of dehumanization of people, seeing them as objects devoid of human characteristics – as mere targets for bombs, for example – that we also need to take into account, as we will see.

There have been changes. Alongside these tendencies go the pursuit, as we saw, of individual rights. It is hard now to recall just how accepted the idea of race was before the Second World War and how it only retreated in the second half of the twentieth century. The same goes for the idea of gender differences. Decolonization helped the cause of deracializing social relationships and it was the women’s movement of the ’seventies that brought about change in gender relations. Even so, we still experience the desecration of Jewish cemeteries in Europe, the rise of anti-immigrant sentiments there and, closer to hand, the role of the evangelicals and the born again in the US’s own, very contemporary, version of the politics of difference.

Genocides, whether that of the Jews or of the Tsutsi at the hands of the Hutu, are dramatic, heart rending affairs that generate colossal outrage, condemnation, and disgust at what people are capable of doing to other people. One day people are alive and then, by virtue of intentional acts, thought out and planned, typically with some sort of state orchestration, and with clear recognition of their consequences, they are dead. Less dramatic, less obvious as matters of people doing things to other people, are the huge variations both within the developed world and elsewhere of life expectancy and infant mortality. There are sharp contrasts in social privilege and the question is, the degree to which the privilege of some can be attributed to the lack of privilege of others. Where there is some state structuring from the top so as to expand the life chances of some at the expense of others, as was the case in South Africa under apartheid, then there is clear cause and effect. Where there is no state structuring of life chances, however, to what extent can that be defined as oppression of some, a limitation of life chances, by those who gain from it? 

This is controversial ground. The standard reply of mainstream economics is that as long as markets are competitive, then there cannot be exploitation of some by others. One of the problems with this, however, is that in the labor market, we do not start out equal. Family circumstances count. If your family is well-to-do then you probably go to a more well financed school, offering college prep courses, you mix with peers who, in virtue of their own backgrounds, raise your own aspirations, teachers expect more from you in virtue of that same background, and so on. If the roll of the dice is such that you are born into a more deprived background, then the outlook for a career, for decent earnings, for a job with health insurance, are going to be more limited and you’ll be consigned to the sorts of jobs, perhaps assembly line work, which are physically exhausting, pay limited remuneration and where life expectancy is not that of a lawyer or civil servant. Life is unfair, even with the welfare state and its goal of achieving equality of opportunity. True equality of opportunity depends on equality of family resources, and that is a political hot potato to put it mildly! So inequality continues, and some die earlier – much earlier – than others, from occupational diseases, lack of health insurance, and the sheer stress of physical labor.

So there are the things that people do to each other under conditions of modernity, things that we will have to try to explain, as well as explaining how those people who do those things can actually live with themselves. There are also the things that have been done to that part of nature which is external to people: the sphere of what we like to call ‘natural resources.’ Much of this was reviewed in Module 7: the plundering of natural resources, the erosion of the soil, the pollution of air and water, and looming ever larger in our lives, the immense, seemingly insoluble problem, of greenhouse gases and their implications for global warming.

What is also worth noting, however, is the way in which this environmental problem meets up with the politics of difference. In the cities of the Western world, some people are more affected by air and water pollution, for example, than others. This is the problem of what has been called ‘environmental justice’, for it is poorer people who generally find themselves located next to, or even living on, toxic waste dumps, or in the path of the winds carrying air pollutants. In some cases this might be because poor people lack political clout and so find it difficult to resist the location of health hazards close by. Yet even without that, the way housing markets function would tend to consign them to the least healthy parts of the city, simply because the health or otherwise of a neighborhood will tend to get incorporated into the values of homes. In Los Angeles, the price of houses in areas with less air pollution are higher than in areas with more, all other things being equal. So it shouldn’t surprise us that the poorer people are consigned to the polluted areas, with all manner of implications for their health.

There are also international effects. One is reminded of the notorious proposal of Lawrence Summers, currently President of Harvard, that toxic waste from the West be transported to dumps in developing countries. His argument was that since people in those societies had shorter life spans, they don’t live to experience death from diseases typically of the aged, like prostate cancer or strokes. As a result the presence of the toxic waste would not make such a big difference to life expectancy – their life expectancy is short anyway. He also added, for good measure, that since the product of people in developing countries was so limited, an early death there would subtract less from global product than an early death in North America or Western Europe.

How to Explain?

In trying to understand this world that we have made we can get some help in where we might look from examining what has accompanied the making of the modern world. What I am going to suggest here is that we look no further than the emergence at the dawn of what we call modern times, of the capitalist form of development. This displaced other social forms like feudalism and tributary modes of production that had been the dominant way of organizing production – as a social enterprise – prior to that. It implications have been revolutionary. It has functioned as the battering ram of modernization and the creator of modernity. But it has been contradictory. It has created incentive systems, constraints, pressures, that have had hugely positive effects. But that same framework of socially inscribed possibilities and pressures has also created the conditions for inequality, the stigmatization of peoples, even their extermination, as I hope to demonstrate. 

1. The Transformative Power of Capitalism

First, recall here the internal dynamic of capitalism as a mode of production, a way of producing goods and services. Production is mediated by the exchange of commodities. Everything entering into the labor process, the process of producing things, is a commodity, including labor power. Capitalism cannot exist without a labor market. This in turn depends on the separation, dispossession, forcible or otherwise, of immediate producers from the means of production. They are then reunited with the means of production courtesy of people with large amounts of money, who can both pay them a wage and provide them with the necessary raw-materials on which to work and the instruments of labor with which to work. Money is laid out therefore, and has to be retrieved through the sale of the resultant products. It is the uncertainty surrounding sales and getting one’s money back, plus some extra in the form of profit, that unleashes the dynamism of competition. Firms compete by trying to reduce their costs in all manner of ways; and by developing new or improved products. These forms of competition are intimately related. Cost competition depends in part on the development of new and improved machinery capable of making workers more productive. As productivity increases workers can be released for the production of new goods. Increasing productivity also results in cheaper products and so in the creation of discretionary income out of which to buy the new products. The world is on its way to higher incomes, a wider basket of goods, and improved living standards.

In order to function, however, capitalism needs more than wage labor, means of production and instruments of labor. It depends on a whole variety of institutional and geographic conditions, power relations, modes of cooperation, ways of thinking and acting. Society as a whole is turned upside down, revolutionized in so many different aspects. 

As we saw in Module 4, states as institutions are transformed. The contrast with the feudal state is dramatic. Under feudalism, to the extent that there was a central branch of the state, it was in the hands of a monarch and she relied for the revenues with which to conduct statecraft on her own feudal estates. There was trade but it was limited as a result of the attempts to feudal lords to extract duties from merchants as they moved across their lands. There were was no central bank with which to regulate the money supply, no national educational system, no welfare state, no standing army. All that has obviously changed. States have huge revenue needs – way beyond the capacity of some farmland – and rely on national taxation in order to satisfy those needs. There is a united market within which goods circulate freely. There is a national bank to ensure a money supply that will lubricate the commodity exchange on which the economy depends. And there is state support for the unemployed.

Geographies are likewise transformed. The pressures of competition result in the creation of a geographic division of labor. It is partly through the allocation of different activities to those locations which provide them with comparative advantage that worker productivity, and therefore profitability, is enhanced. As transportation media change, from horse drawn cart, to railroad, to steamship and truck, so that geographic division of labor is once more revolutionized. With the opening up of the Great Plains to wheat farming as a result of the extension of the railroads, and the introduction of steamship navigation across the Atlantic, British agriculture underwent dramatic changes in the second half of the late nineteenth century. Farmers were unable to compete with cheap American grain and the landscape changed from one of wheat fields to dairy cattle. On the other hand, the British worker got cheaper bread – which was good for British capitalism since it meant that wages would not have to rise so much.

Family structures are similarly dramatically altered. In pre-modern times kin would have lived in close proximity to one another and there would have been mutual aid in times of difficulty. The elderly would have been cared for by the younger generation, perhaps in their homes. The concept of the child would have been very different. They would have worked from an early age in the fields and parents had children in order to have someone to care for them in their old age. There would have been no schools to mark off children as children and to cement the idea of childhood as a particular stage in the life cycle. This pattern continued well into the nineteenth century, though with some modifications; children might work alongside parents in the factory, for example. 

Today, of course, things are entirely different. For a variety of reasons children were forced out of the factory and into schools. Among other things, firms began to demand some degree of literacy and numeracy on the part of their workers. There was also the novel idea that children were innocent, that their innocence should be protected, and that it was at risk in the workplace; this came particularly from middle class reformist groups. The demands of the labor market also put old family structures under increasing stress. People had to move away from their parents in order to find work. This meant that old structures of mutual aid in times of unemployment or old age disintegrated. Demands for unemployment compensation and old age pensions came in their wake. 

Landscapes are also transformed, of course. To some degree this does indeed reflect the needs of capitalism. The growth of large cities is the outcome of concentrating production in large factories and the concomitant search for the economies that result when firms cluster together. Other aspects of landscape change – suburbia, the separation of working and living spaces, the rise of municipal and national parks as spaces of recreation – had more to do with relieving the sorts of tensions that the experience of the capitalist workplace and its disciplines seemed to generate, as we discussed in Module 7.

Finally, the way people imagine themselves and how they relate to others, has to be transformed, and is! I have talked about the process of individualization, how people come to see themselves as individuals, free to choose who they work for, free to choose from the increasing cornucopia of goods and services endlessly turned out. Not only are they enabled to be freely choosing individuals, they have to be. If they are to push back the frontiers of insufficiency, insecurity, they have to shrug off old social obligations like those to their parents and other kind. People come to see themselves as owing little or nothing to others, and so resistant to the claims those others might make on them through the state. They see themselves as achieving a good job, secure employment, in virtue of their own individual efforts, even though this is in substantial part false; people are formed socially as a result of family, schools and the like and the difference that the individual makes is debatable. In the post-war period, parents would seek some vicarious satisfaction from the children’s ‘success’ since they had achieved positions in the labor market that they never had. But what this ignored was the way in which the labor market had been transformed. Their children could move into office employment, for example, because office employment was undergoing a huge expansion. 

So much for the ideology of the individual. But it is a necessary ideology, a necessary way for people to imagine themselves, under capitalist forms of development. People have to be free to move into new jobs in new places if business is to continue to make money and reinvest it in the interests of making still more, and also if those people themselves are to have a job. The demands of social obligation have to be shrugged off. Likewise, people have to be free to choose their consumption goods if new goods are to take their place alongside the old, as competition demands. Likewise redistribution to the less successful has to be resisted, for where then would be the incentive to seek out higher paying positions and so keep the economy moving on and expanding, shifting into new sectors, new places?

The capitalist mode of production, therefore, is technically, institutionally, socially, politically, revolutionary. It had to create the conditions under which an expanding stream of profit could be produced, and it did. It created the science, the state forms, the family forms, necessary to that task, and not least, the geographic forms. Capitalism emerged first in Western Europe. It spread because it had to spread if it was to continue to expand as a way of producing things. It could not survive on the basis of the markets and raw-materials and labor power available in Western Europe. So the creation of a world, a geographic world, in its own image, was always on its agenda. As Marx and Engels again wrote:

“The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the entire surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connexions everywhere”

And: 

“The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of production, by the immensely facilitated means of communication, draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilisation. The cheap prices of commodities are the heavy artillery with which it batters down all Chinese walls, with which it forces the barbarians’ intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate. It compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to introduce what it calls civilisation into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves. In one word, it creates a world after its own image.”

2. The Necessary Tensions of Capitalist Development

Capitalism is also, however, a tension-ridden mode of production. Anxiety, whether about jobs, a possible bankruptcy, is pervasive. Survival does indeed seem to depend on one’s own efforts, one’s own wits and competition assumes the form of a deadly game. Not that insecurity is the only issue. People can have jobs, have businesses, but still feel frustrated. The goods and services from which they can choose is dazzling, alluring, a thousand and one delights of which the advertisers and marketing people urge us to partake. But it depends on having the money to buy them.

This is not to argue that the issues are merely of a material sort. There are issues of identity and self-image. To be successful on capitalism’s terms – a captain of industry or a successful professional, small business owner, or whatever – is to be lionized, admired, listened to, seen as an authority on something. To be unsuccessful, to be bankrupt, unemployed, or even simply to mark time, is to be seen as a failure, to be disparaged. Think for a moment of the poor, humble janitor or the guy who delivers the parcels to your door, or yet again, roofers or the people employed by lawn service companies: dead end jobs and often all they can hope for. The low pay is one thing. To be defined as worthy only of the jobs no-one else wants is something else, and must be painful in the extreme.

Insecurity, insufficiency, insignificance, therefore, all appear in capitalism’s wake. It was largely in response to insecurity and insufficiency that the labor movement emerged. It was through the labor movement – the formation of labor unions, workers’ parties – that the masses were able to claim increasing wages and concessions on the length of the workday, conditions at work, though only to the degree that profitability was not threatened. In other words, it was the huge and increasing productivity of capitalist industry that allowed the working class to successfully bargain for improved conditions, job security and pay. The labor movement, moreover, was the battering ram for extending democratic rights. Capitalist forms of production sowed the seeds of freedom and equality – freedom to choose one’s employment, for example, and equality with the capitalist in terms of exchanging labor power for an amount equal to its worth. But it took the pressures of organized labor to make the state concede the universal franchise, and only when the welfare state that labor wanted to bring about would not be seen as a threat to capitalist profitability.

Yet the labor movement was always ridden with racism and genderism. As we saw, in South Africa, the white labor unions campaigned for job reservation behind the slogan, ‘Workers of the world unite, to keep South Africa white.’ The AFL of the United States campaigned vigorously in the late nineteenth century to keep out Chinese immigrants and the propaganda they deployed in the effort was rabidly racist. Everywhere the labor movement was male dominated. And just as they strove to keep out competition using racist argument, so they tried to keep women out of the workplace, using gender arguments about ‘the weaker sex’, how a woman’s place was ‘ in the home’ and so on. Likewise, in its mainstream versions, the labor movement has always been nationalist: jobs at home have always been, and remain, the issue, and keeping out foreign goods, foreign workers, a priority.

So the politics of difference emerged in the context of workers’ insecurity, feelings of insufficiency, and feelings of insignificance: one may be told what to do in the workplace but you can be master in your own home, or achieve some vicarious sense of significance through the victories of your national sports teams – or even of your army in foreign wars! This is not to let the capitalist class off the hook entirely. After all, the insecurity and insignificance of the workers is part of the world they created. They have also taken advantage at various times of workers’ racism, genderism and nationalism, to the extent that it could be mobilized for their purposes of making more money. But we should also note that ultimately capital has an interest in being race- and gender-blind. Ultimately what profit depends on is hiring the best person for the job, regardless of race, gender or nationality. The fact that racism and genderism has been in retreat should not surprise us therefore. 

Discrimination in job markets, however, is only the politics of difference at its most benign. How are we to explain its translation into the orgies of bloodletting and of genocide in the twentieth century? How can something like the holocaust be explained? What leads us to deny humanity to others and see them merely as targets on a battlefield, names on lists of people to be exterminated? Is it even possible to shed light on something of the enormity of the holocaust, something that simply staggers the imagination so that it is hard to grasp it in its full extent and horror? And at the same time, might not these extreme events shed light on the more mundane politics of difference in contemporary society?

Morality is obviously part of the explanation here; our senses of right and wrong with respect to our fellow human beings. Let me start out, therefore, by making three claims about morality. The first is that people have, in virtue of their nature, a moral impulse. This may sound surprising. We are used to thinking in terms of socialization by parents, schools, and so forth, as the way in which we acquire our sense of right and wrong, what one should do, and what one shouldn’t. But do we have to be taught that it is a good thing, a right thing, to try to rescue someone in distress, help a blind person across the street, comfort the sick and bereaved? We know that one of the problems encountered in the early stages of the holocaust, at a time when the killing had yet to be industrialized, was that the would-be murderers were moved by animal pity. Only under the threat of discipline by the authorities and copious amounts of liquor could many of them be persuaded to participate. They did it because they were ordered to or because they were insensate. So that is my first claim; there is a pre-social impulse to right and wrong, good and bad.

My second claim is that we are indeed influenced in our notions of what is right and wrong, good and bad, by the particular society in which we are brought up. Attitudes to animals, for example, differ, not only between societies – Mediterranean peoples are by and large less squeamish than their North European counterparts – but also within. This means that those with some power over the means of communication and therefore socialization can have an effect on moral beliefs. Control of the press and of the schools, of art galleries and museums, as in Nazi Germany, can give the state immense power in determining ideas of right and wrong in interpersonal conduct; whether or not it is right to persecute the Jews, for example.

My third and final claim has to do with how we relate to other people in the course of that commodity exchange that is so central to the world of production and distribution as we know it; the fact that we continually have to enter markets as workers, buyers, sellers, and so on. In particular, we don’t relate as complete persons, rather as abstractions of persons. This is why we think of contemporary society as ‘impersonal.’ The employer doesn’t see the person she hires as a father with a handicapped child, and major medical bills to pay for an ailing wife, but who belongs to a bird watching group, and reads John Updike novels, and why of course, should she? Her interest, like that of Scrooge, is purely in the worker as a worker. Likewise when we buy something in Pier Imports, what we are concerned with is value for money, not the conditions under which it was produced, which could well be pretty nasty, involving child labor working long hours and using toxic substances. Rather we abstract from these attributes of people or of the history products. We relate to others purely as sellers of commodities, including the commodities that ultimately find their way onto the shelves of Pier Imports. So people lose their character as individuals, as potential objects of our moral concern. The pressures we feel from the market to look after ourselves first, intensify this effect. Other people are constituted as things and not as human beings.

There should be little wonder, therefore, that people can be marshaled behind all manner of appalling causes in which other people are the targets. This does not mean to say that there are not counter-pressures. There is the pre-social moral impulse that I started out with. So we have to ask ourselves: How is it that people are able to live with themselves in a world where, as a result of their actions, others suffer and die and are worse off in so many ways? How is guilt assuaged / avoided? Partly it is done by distancing ourselves. We press a button, a bomb is released or a rocket, but we are too far away to see the human catastrophe that it produces. Auschwitz was at the center of a considerable division of labor; people building ovens for the crematoria, others producing the gas, Zyklon-B, others putting together the lists of those to be deported, and so on. But they carried on their activities at a distance. They weren’t confronted with the ultimate murder to which their actions contributed. Some of them may not have been aware, it is true. But others, like those engaged in the actual transport, the locomotive drivers delivering their pitiful cargoes, the bureaucrats organizing the transports, surely were.

This distancing is pervasive, as is, not coincidentally, guilt. You distance in order to avoid feelings of guilt. You can live with yourself if you don’t have to confront, witness,  the results of your actions. People grow up in a very unequal world. Those who can, move away from ‘bad’ neighborhoods. But what they are fleeing is not just ‘bad’ conditions of living; bad schools, unsafe streets and the like. They want to avoid the guilt they feel at having made it, while others have been less fortunate. So while they may congratulate themselves on having made it, on having worked for it, as they say, and denigrate those who haven’t, there is always a lingering doubt: “There, but for the grace of God,” we say to ourselves.

� See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ksgcitizen.org/news/2001/04/17/OpEd/Toxic.Colonialism.Lawrence.Summers.And.Let.Africans.Eat.Pollution-67754.shtml" ��http://www.ksgcitizen.org/news/2001/04/17/OpEd/Toxic.Colonialism.Lawrence.Summers.And.Let.Africans.Eat.Pollution-67754.shtml�





� Not for everybody, it is true. Immigrants may see such jobs as a means of putting together some savings which can then be parlayed back home into some sort of investment: a store, new equipment for the farm, perhaps. And for this prospect, they may be prepared to live extremely frugally and be oblivious to the fact that the work they do is looked down on by the host society.
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