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Today it feels like everybody is talking about the problems and crises of our times: 
the climate and resource crisis, Greece’s permanent socio-political crisis or the degrading 
exploitative practices of the textile industry. Many are aware of the issues, yet little 
seems to change. Why is this? The concept of the imperial mode of living explains why, 
in spite of increasing injustices, no long-term alternatives have managed to succeed 
and a socio-ecological transformation remains out of sight. 

This text introduces the concept of an imperial mode of living and explains how our 
current mode of production and living is putting both people and the natural world 
under strain. We shine a spotlight on various areas of our daily lives, including food, 
mobility and digitalisation. We also look at socio-ecological alternatives and approaches 
to establish a good life for everyone – not just a few.

The non-pro� t association Common Future e.V. from Göttingen is active in a number 
of projects focussing on global justice and socio-ecological business approaches. 
From April 2016 to May 2017, the association organised the I.L.A. Werkstatt 
(Imperiale Lebensweisen – Ausbeutungsstrukturen im 21. Jahrhundert/
Imperial Modes of Living – Structures of Exploitation in the 21st Century). 
Out of this was borne the interdisciplinary I.L.A. Kollektiv, consisting of 17 young 
researchers and activists. Their goal: dedicating a whole year to the scienti� c study 
of the imperial mode of living and bringing their results to a wider audience.

20,00 Euro [D]
20,60 Euro [A]
www.oekom.de

AT THE EXPENSE
OF OTHERS?

I.L
.A

. K
ol

le
kt

iv
   

AT
 T

H
E 

EX
PE

N
SE

 O
F 

O
TH

ER
S?

– 
H

ow
 th

e 
im

pe
ri

al
 m

od
e 

of
 li

vi
ng

 p
re

ve
nt

s 
a 

go
od

 li
fe

 fo
r a

ll

How the imperial mode of living 
prevents a good life for all

With a preface byUlrich Brand, Barbara Muraca and Markus Wissen

AT THE EXPENSE
OF OTHERS?

   
AT

 T
H

E 
EX

PE
N

SE
 O

F 
O

TH
ER

S?
– 

H
ow

 th
e 

im
pe

ri
al

 m
od

e 
of

 li
vi

ng
 p

re
ve

nt
s 

a 
go

od
 li

fe
 fo

r a
ll

I.L.A. Kollektiv

I.L
.A

. K
ol

le
kt

iv

9 783962 381561



I.L.A. Kollektiv

At the Expense of Others?
How the imperial mode of living  

prevents a good life for all



© 2019 oekom, Munich
oekom verlag, Gesellschaft  für ökologische Kommunikation mbH,
Waltherstraße 29, 80337 Munich

Authors:
Kopp, Th omas; Becker, Maximilian; Decker, Samuel; Eicker, Jannis; Engelmann, Hannah; Eradze, Ia; 
Forster, Franziskus; Haller, Stella; Heuwieser, Magdalena; Hoff mann, Maja; Noever Castelos, Carla; 
Podstawa, Christoph; Shah, Anil; Siemons, Anne; Wenzel, Th erese; Wolfi nger, Lukas. 

Project initiative and lead: Th omas Kopp
Project running organisation: Common Future e.V. (charitable organisation)
Support: Karin Walther
Editing and copy editing: Katharina van Treeck
Stylistic editing: Severin Caspari
Layout, illustration, cover design: Sarah Heuzeroth
Typesetting: Reihs Satzstudio, Lohmar
Print: Friedrich Pustet GmbH & Co. KG, Regensburg
ISBN: 978-3-96238-156-1

Bibliographic information for the Deutsche Nationalbibliothek: 
the Deutsche Nationalbibliothek lists this publication in 
the Deutsche Nationalbibliografi e; detailed bibliographic data 
are available on the Internet at http://dnb.dnb.de.

Th is book is printed under the Creative Commons 3.0 (CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 DE) licence. 
You may reproduce and distribute this work non-commercially as long as you credit 
the original source.

Commitment to sustainable publishing
Th e oekom verlag takes a consistent stand for sustainability as a publisher and also 
as a company. Our facilities and production of publications are subject to the highest ecological 
criteria. Th is book was printed on 100% recycled paper, certifi ed with the FSC® stamp and 
the Blauer Engel (RAL-UZ 14). Th e paper chosen for the cover is also made out of 100% recycled 
material with FSC® approval. All the CO₂ emissions caused by this publication are compensated 
by investments in a Gold Standard project. Th e additional costs for this are covered by the publisher.

Bibliographic information of the German National Library: Th e German National Library 
has registered this publication in the German National Bibliography; detailed bibliographic 
information can be found online at: http://dnb.d-nb.de.

On emission off sets see also the infobox on page 82.

Th e content of this publication is the sole responsibility of Common Future e.V. 

Suggested citation:
Th omas Kopp, Maximilian Becker, Samuel Decker, Jannis Eicker, 
Hannah Engelmann, Ia Eradze, Franziskus Forster, Stella Haller, Magdalena 
Heuwieser, Maja Hoff mann, Carla Noever Castelos, Christoph Podstawa, Anil Shah, 
Anne Siemons, Th erese Wenzel, Lukas Wolfi nger, 2019: At the Expense of Others? 
How the imperial mode of living prevents a good life for all. Munich: oekom.



Our current mode of production and living  
delivers a good life for a few at the expense  

of others. What strategies can we use to ensure  
a decent life for everyone? And what might  

a solidary mode of living look like?

To recap, nearly every sphere of our lives is  
‌pervaded by the imperial mode of production 
‌and living: from our smartphones and care 
‌homes to current accounts and institutions of 

education; from the products on supermarket shelves to 
our transport habits. This closing chapter summarises 
the findings of our analyses on each of these individual 
aspects of life. Taking these chapters as a basis, we out-
line relevant areas where pressure can be applied and 
explore strategies and guidelines for a solidary form 
of living. Evidently, there can be no simple solution to 
these complex issues, hence the need to develop a range 
of complex answers. Inevitably, therefore, some of the 
proposals in this summary may appear overly simpli-
fied and there is not enough room for obvious contra-
dictions. Some of the ideas and strategies presented 
here still need testing or further analysis. 

Our lives: exploiting and being exploited every day
Our mode of living and the form of production 

that underpins it rely on the unlimited and privileged 
exploitation of labour and the environment. In the 
Global North, it is women and the economically mar-
ginalised, refugees and indigenous peoples in particu-
lar who suffer racist discrimination, who work in inhu-
mane conditions, are paid less, politically excluded and 
forced to live in dirty, noisy and unsafe neighbourhoods. 
Nonetheless, nearly everybody living in the Global 
North disproportionately takes advantage of the bio-
sphere and other people’s labour, particularly from the 
Global South. Meanwhile, this mode of living is rapidly 
expanding and being embraced by the urban middle 
and upper classes in the Global South too. As a trend, 
this generalises a mode of living that only functions if it 
remains exclusive and is therefore not universally appli-
cable. Increasingly, we are reaching the ecological and 
social limits to growth and witnessing ever more severe 
symptoms of the ensuing crises, which, as in the case of 
climate change, are becoming ever harder to control.1

The spread of the imperial mode of living: the model’s 
appeal and its implicit constraints

The imperial mode of living’s appeal is one reason, 
why it is spreading. It promises a relatively comfortable 
life: consumption of any product at the click of a mouse, 

shorter travel times to faraway destinations made entic-
ing by advertisements, faster communication, techno-
logical innovations that allow machines to take over 
everyday tasks and delegate seemingly tedious care 
work to third parties. However, we tend to overlook the 
imperial mode of living’s considerable implicit social 
constraints. Faster travel is attractive mainly because 
our societies demand people to be ever more mobile 
and flexible, both at work and in their free time. Our 
everyday lives are built around being able to buy food 
at the supermarket, have a current account, outsource 
time-consuming care work and gain qualifications. So 
that we can afford this, we are forced to spend a great 
deal of our time earning money and in so doing, we are 
ultimately supporting the imperial mode of living.

Our mode of living: completely normal,  
deeply entrenched and institutionally anchored

As our analysis of the imperial mode of living reveals, 
all of these developments are based on (1) socially 
anchored concepts of what is normal and desirable; (2) 
the material infrastructure that systemically favours 
particular behaviours; and (3) the influence of political 
institutions and stakeholders with a vested interest in 
maintaining the status quo. The notion that equates our 
mode of living with wealth and progress, and that there-
fore makes people around the world strive to ‘develop’ 
based on the same logic, appears to be rooted deeply 
in our consciousness. Questioning growth, consump-
tion and work remains a game for radical outsiders.2 
Furthermore, through its form and content, education 
(Education and knowledge), as well as omnipres-
ent advertisements, consolidate these thinking patterns. 
A  series of infrastructures thereby provide our mode 
of living’s material basis, automatically preselecting 
certain options and making it much more difficult to 
take other choices. These structures include roads and 
motorways, kindergartens and nursing homes, schools 
and universities, banks and insurance policies, labour 
markets and employment offices, supermarkets, shop-
ping areas and the logistics that underpin these systems. 
Policies focused almost solely on economic growth 
(Money and finance) are also driving the expansion 
of this material infrastructure. Corporations in particu-
lar drive this process, both financially and ideologically, 
because the resulting growth-oriented developments, 
such as the expansion of the logistical infrastructure 
that serves private business or the increasing privati-
sation of public institutions, are highly profitable. The 
political and economic interests of diverse stakehold-
ers and institutions therefore sustain the current order. 
The solutions they propose to solve our global crises, 
which are based on technology and market-focused 
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approaches, result directly from this combination of 
tendencies, infrastructures and powerful interests that 
exist in our society. However, instead of solving our 
problems, they only exacerbate them (see infobox on 
“Green economy”).

Part of the reason why the imperial mode of living 
is anchored so firmly in society is because of the indi-
vidual advantages it offers people. Moreover, every day 
we form part of existing infrastructures, are affected 
by policies and have deep-rooted notions and expec-
tations that we find hard to overcome. It doesn’t take 
long before people who attempt to re-orient their life-
style by working less or choosing to consume exploita-
tion-free products feel this pressure. Beyond merely 
changing habits and consumption patterns at the indi-
vidual level, the situation therefore necessitates chang-
ing the structures guiding and influencing our mode 
of living that exist in politics, business, media and not 
least in the minds of the people. Numerous emancipa-
tory movements and networks are attempting to apply 
pressure at precisely this point. Examples include the 
movements for food sovereignty and a just global trade 
system, solidary modes of living and mobility, struggles 
for better working conditions in sectors such as care, 
or concepts and movements for commons and post-
growth. All of these initiatives and the concepts they 
embrace ultimately share the goal of creating a good life 
for all  —  instead of a good life for only a few.

A good life for all – a tangible utopia
At first glance, demanding a good life for all may 

appear naïve. However, formulating a utopia is a nec-
essary step to increase the appeal and create traction 
for non-imperial modes of living. As a concept, a good 
life for all describes a global society in which the fact 
that some people enjoy their lives does not prevent oth-
ers from enjoying theirs. In such an exploitation-free 
society, everybody would be equal and live in balance 
with their environment. This implies respecting eco-
logical and social criteria in our daily activities as well 
as changing the structures that underpin exploitation, 
inequality and the destruction of nature.

Establishing a good life for all will depend on our 
ability to redefine what we consider desirable. Our anal-
ysis of different spheres has highlighted how society 
today often drives people to increase their performance 
and competitiveness (Education and knowledge), 
speed (Mobility), efficiency (Care) or consumption 
(Digitalisation, Food and agriculture). But what 
would happen if we were instead motivated by freedom, 
dignity, solidarity and a general lust for life? Would 
new smartphones, 40-hour working weeks or shiny 
new SUVs still remain our top goals in life? Or would 
we instead strive for a 20-hour working week to leave 
enough time to pursue the things we enjoy, be politi-
cally active or spend time with friends, children or par-
ents in need of care?

In our crisis-ridden times that are characterised by 
insecurity and fear, the concept of the good life for all 

has the potential to create positive traction and appeal 
to many people. However, it is also clear that such a pro-
ject will not appeal to everybody. Not least due to cli-
mate change, establishing a good life for all will require 
highly unpopular measures such as drastically reducing 
our dependency on fossil fuels, abolishing entire pro-
duction sectors and putting caps on car and air travel. 
The politicising nature of stressing that this is for every-
one, as opposed to just a few, can help society accept the 
necessary restrictions on freedoms that the common 
good requires. To ensure the participation of the great-
est possible number of social groups, the socio-ecolog-
ical transformation needs to be an open and collective 
process. Such a process already begins today in small 
(yet frequently still too socially uniform) projects and 
initiatives, real-life utopias and ‘revolutionary reforms’. 
In the long-term, they must collectively overcome 
today’s exploitative society. Evidently, this process will 
not be free of conflict. There are powerful interests at 
play who oppose change. The term we use for the social 
negotiation about possible future models and strategies 
is socio-ecological transformation.

Strategies towards a socio-ecological  
transformation

How can we develop this transformation? How can 
we oppose the imperial mode of living and the struc-
tures that underpin and consolidate it? Based on our 
analysis of the imperial mode of production and liv-
ing, and the experiences and practices of emancipatory 
movements, we shall first present four possible strate-
gies before roughly outlining the direction such a trans-
formation could take. We will highlight the possible 
cornerstones of a socio-ecological transformation that 
aims to create a solidary mode of production and living. 
At this point, we again need to emphasise that a simple 
solution or one perfect model society does not exist. 
While we need to recognise the complexity and chal-
lenges we face, we must not allow them to paralyse us. 
The following strategies and cornerstones are therefore 
by no means exhaustive.

1. Changing everyday habits and resisting
As trite as it may sound: true change also begins with-

in each individual. This is, however, not (only) about 
changing consumption patterns. Many people are now 
changing their daily habits in the US, where the Trump 
administration is implementing an authoritarian gov-
ernment agenda. Americans are participating in demon-
strations, engaging in political organising and resisting. 
They are questioning what they have until now consid-
ered a normal way of life, one that consists of going to 
work, shopping, attending sports events and watching 
TV. In Europe, too, more and more people are active-
ly fighting for climate justice (Glossary), bike-friend-
ly cities, a transformation of the economy and gender 
justice, and through this process are making new daily 
life experiences. A key aspect is to stop avoiding con-
flict and instead confront powerful stakeholders, such 
as transnational corporations, and oppose the disman-
tlement of people’s right to democratic participation. 

Yet, a transformation of everyday life can also take 
place in other, less obvious ways. For example, through 
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people becoming members of a community-supported 
agriculture project, or opting to ride a bicycle instead of 
driving, and getting their smartphone repaired instead  
of simply buying a new one. Or they could divide house-
hold chores more equally between male and female 
family members. All great transformation processes 
build on people questioning their everyday habits and 
changing the patterns they live by. An important strat-
egy for change is thus to offer people opportunities and 
spaces to live new experiences that allow to change 
daily habits  —  for example in schools, community cen-
tres or do-it-yourself workshops.

2. Influencing public debate
What we do and do not consider to be normal and 

worthy of support is obviously determined by our every-
day lives, but equally important in this regard is pub-
lic debate. Whether it is globalisation, full employment, 
economic growth or global export champions, the media 
inform our common perceptions, as well as the polit-
ical landscape, through the use of specific terms and 
narratives. A true socio-ecological transformation will 
depend on anchoring and legitimising new concepts 
and narratives in public opinion. We have referred to 
some examples here, such as a good life for all, time pros-
perity, degrowth and commons. Direct actions, demon-
strations, campaigns and discursive interventions can 
shine a light on social issues and give voice to dissent-
ing opinions.

The lightning fast pace of media reporting remains 
a problem, as does the fact that social media give far 
greater preference to simple answers over complex 
analyses. There may be the odd debate over free trade 
agreements, climate change, the curbing of social rights 
and democratic freedoms or lignite mining, but they 
are quickly eclipsed by seemingly more urgent head-
lines. A key task will therefore be to develop groups that 
focus on and continuously highlight specific issues in 
the long term. Even when there is no upcoming climate 
summit, the global climate justice movement relent-
lessly emphasises the pressing need to change energy 
and environmental policies. And the care movement is 
permanently fighting for just forms of and needs-ori-
ented care, even though this issue receives hardly any 
coverage in the media. As our text highlights, similar 
forces underpin these diverse issues. Movements thus 
need to join the dots between the individual issues they 
are working on. There are already examples of such 
groups that attempt to link a diverse number of issues 
and spheres of action, allowing them to develop alter-
native narratives based on community-oriented modes 
of living to counter the ‘new right’s’ overtly simplified 
and resentful interpretations. The growth-critical con-
cept behind the degrowth movement is capable of unit-
ing a diverse set of groups: from anti-coal to pro-basic 
income and animal rights movements.3 Attac struggles 
for a form of globalisation that takes greater account of 
social and ecological aspects, and thereby link issues 
ranging from global trade to communal level self-ad-
ministration as well as flight and migration.4 And the 
group Interventionistische Linke unites radical left-wing 
activists from anti-racist, anti-sexist and capitalist-crit-
ical backgrounds.5

3. Transforming institutions and infrastructures
Institutions (Glossary) hold great power. To enforce 

change and implement concepts for a good life for all, it 
therefore makes sense to work together with and within 
the existing institutions. However, institutions usually 
follow their own cumbersome logic which can hardly 
be questioned or changed. 
Unions, for example, fight 
for higher wages for their 
members, but rarely do so 
for workers in the Global 
South. NGOs can organ-
ise campaigns and pro-
tests, yet only if they keep 
their donors happy. Min-
istries can develop new 
policy proposals, but they 
often need the support 
of business or particu-
lar voter groups to imple-
ment them. To a very limited degree, companies can 
change their form of production, yet they cannot pre-
vail against the logic inherent to the system.

Changing institutions is therefore key to being able 
to implement a socio-ecological transformation. This 
requires applying pressure to institutions, both inter-
nally and externally, to unleash their transformative 
potential and broaden their functional logic. For exam-
ple, the concept of the transnational social strike aims 
to improve networking between the struggles of union-
ised and non-unionised workers from multiple coun-
tries. Businesses could be organised as cooperatives, 
and companies and banks could shift their focus more 
towards the greater common good, which would oblige 
them to commit not merely to making a profit, but to 
primarily fulfilling social and ecological goals.

Alongside institutions, the material infrastructure 
visible in the shape of motorways, container ports, 
gigantic supermarkets or the design of cities stabilises 
the imperial mode of living. This shows why it is impor-
tant to prevent cities from building new elements of 
this imperial infrastructure, such as airports, instead of 
investing in railways or increasing a city’s attractiveness 
for cyclists and pedestrians. One group that pursues 
such a focus is the System Change, not Climate Change! 
group in Vienna.6 We need to dismantle or find new 
uses for the existing infrastructure. We could transform 
roads into pedestrian zones, dismantle industrial plants 
and use them as spaces for cultural projects, or trans-
form military barracks into residential buildings. There 
are many such projects already in existence.

4. Creating alternatives
The strategy of transforming institutions and infra-

structures has its limits. Ultimately, to survive on the 
market, also cooperatives and public service-oriented 
companies need to make a profit. Parties and govern-
ments are, in essence, incapable of overcoming the 
framework provided by the growth economy. Mainly, 
this is due to the fact that the economy remains driven by 
a deeply anchored principle: the system rewards compe-
tition and profit and makes co-operation and solidarity 
hard. This is why creating something new and establish-
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ing systems based on a different logic is of such funda-
mental importance. Alternative economic approaches, 
however, remain underdeveloped. We do not yet know 
how to turn a solidary mode of living into the new sys-
tem, thus allowing it to maintain itself. Regardless of the 
countless initiatives and policy concepts, none of them 
has (so far) led to coherent alternatives. 

For the strategies of transformation we have men-
tioned so far, this gap is a key problem. If co-operative 
forms of housing, working, caring and doing business 
were widespread, many people would find it easier to 
transform their everyday habits. Public debates could 
point to established alternative models and it would be 
harder to dismiss criticisms of the current system as 
destructive and aimless. Instead, institutions and infra-
structures could build on these alternatives and help 
consolidate them. If we wish to develop a realistic strat-
egy that outlines ways to implement a good life, we will 
need a coherent concept of a solidary mode of produc-
tion and living. In the following, we shall thus sketch out 
some of the key aspects such a concept might contain.

Cornerstones of a solidary mode of production 
and living

Global Social Rights
The good life for all demands a different kind of glo-

balisation. This is not about anti-globalisation in the 
sense of nationalist protectionism propagated by right-
wing globalisation critics. Globally, right-wing politi-
cians are blaming ‘foreigners’ or ‘the others’ for current 
socio-economic problems, and their misanthropic rhet-

oric declares isolationism 
to be the solution. Also pol-
iticians from the ‘bourgeois 
middle’ attempt to perpetu-
ate the exclusiveness of the 
current mode of produc-
tion and living by ‘promot-

ing business as usual’. Such a policy approach, however, 
is blind to the actual problems. It aims to shape a socially 
exclusive project that secures wealth and an imperial 
mode of living for a small minority.

The call for Global Social Rights (GSRs)7 stands in 
direct opposition to the right-wing rhetoric of renation-
alisation and upholds the goal of a solidary form of glo-
balisation. GSRs maintain the positive aspects of a cul-
turally open world connected across borders. On the 
other hand, they aim to reconquer spaces to develop 
political and economic approaches and push back 
the negative consequences of an unjust globalisation. 
The fundamental GSRs comprise comprehensive eco-
nomic as well as social rights. They also include rights 
to self-determination such as freedom of movement 
and food sovereignty, as well as environmental rights. 
They apply to everybody. Faithfully implemented, GSRs 
would prevent people from living at the expense of oth-
ers. In this regard, GSRs do not contradict the notion 
of universal human rights. Human rights, however, 
often seem to be purely theoretical demands, which are 
directed at state institutions, who are to ensure them. 
Frequently, the transposition of human rights into 
national legislation transforms them into citizens’ rights. 

Yet, if you are not a citizen, you are also not entitled  
to rights.

GSRs emphasise that fundamental rights must apply 
to everybody without exception  —  at all times and in all 
places. This implies that we should not wait for states 
and courts to ensure our GSRs, but rather that we can 
appropriate them where necessary and help others to 
acquire them, too. The climate justice movement, for 
example, sees resorting to actions of civil disobedi-
ence to block fossil energy projects in industrialised 
countries as legitimate  —  an approach now endorsed 
annually by the Ende Gelände8 campaign. Ultimately, 
the emissions produced by such projects are a major 
factor that causes people in other countries particu-
larly affected by climate change to lose their right to 
a self-determined life and a healthy environment.

A solidary mode of living can only become a reality 
once neither the legislation nor our everyday actions 
differentiate between people of different genders, sex-
ual orientations and social or geographic backgrounds. 
GSRs are therefore a necessary basis to decolonise our 
economy and our living environment. A good life for all 
needs the Global North to critically revisit and give up 
its historically dominant global position. This means to 
consistently claim the improvement of the living and 
working conditions of all people from a global point of 
view. Adopting high social and environmental stand-
ards globally would make it harder to outsource costs to 
other places and to other people. An imperial mode of 
living would already become untenable if fundamental 
labour rights were equally applied to plantation workers 
in Brazil, Polish care workers in Switzerland, IT factory 
workers in China or German delivery drivers. More-
over, effectively preventing neocolonial forms of dis-
placement and oppression will require the realisation 
of the rights of indigenous peoples to exist and to self-
determination, which have long been enshrined in leg-
islation (land and green grabbing, Food and agricul-
ture and Money and finance).

Decolonisation, however, also requires us to question 
our thinking patterns and to become aware of our priv-
ileges as well as to constantly discuss and dismantle the 
racist and discriminatory structures present in our soci-
ety. Taking GSRs seriously will lead to questions. Why, 
for example, do we allow refugees to drown at Europe’s 
doorstep? Why are black Germans more likely to be 
stopped and searched at German train stations? Why 
do we not pay Polish care workers the minimum wage?

Social infrastructures for all
To establish a good life, it will be necessary to ensure 

that everybody can equally fulfil their basic existen-
tial needs to enjoy a decent life. Effective and compre-
hensive public services would take us one step closer 
to achieving this goal. A socio-ecological infrastruc-
ture would have to include the energy and water sup-
ply, public transport, the internet and its relevant digital 
platforms, healthcare and care, critical and emancipa-
tory education  —  also outside of the established institu-
tions  —  and a right to affordable housing. These basic 
services would have to be free for everybody, i.e. either 
publicly financed or available at a socially acceptable 
cost. Enabling the public and collective use of goods 

By upholding a community-
oriented form of globalisa-

tion, the call for Global Social 
Rights stands in direct  

opposition to the right-wing 
rhetoric of renationalisation.« 
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could partially replace the individual consumption and 
the damaging impacts this entails. In contrast to our 
current system, major consumers such as companies 
would bear substantially higher costs or be disadvan-
taged by other means.9

An unconditional social infrastructure would imme-
diately eliminate social insecurity and would thus grant 
people more freedom to decide how they want to live. 
Such a system would also reveal what we truly need to 
exist. Our concept of wealth would change. This is a fur-
ther reason why we should oppose the commodifica-
tion of fundamental social services and press for them 
to stay in public or community hands and remain uni-
versally accessible. With sufficient political pressure, it 
is possible  —  even today  —  to demand the implementa-
tion of a social infrastructure for everybody and defend 
established structures in our cities and municipalities. 
In May 2014, when the Greek government decided to 
bow to the pressure of the Troika and attempted to pri-
vatise the waterworks in Thessaloniki, citizens fought 
back by means of a successful referendum and ensured 
the city’s water supply remained in public hands. In 
numerous German municipalities, citizens’ protests 
have prevented the closure of public libraries and adult 
education centres (Volkshochschulen).

Self-organisation and the collective development of 
internal rules can produce systems that enable people 
to secure their livelihood and meet their basic needs 
outside of state structures. Such commons (Glossary) 
cannot be bought; users themselves create and care for 
them. One very well-known example is the network 
that develops the Linux operating system (Digitalisa-
tion). Knowledge, technology and licence systems can 
all be organised as commons, as can farms, food stores, 
open workshops and other spaces for alternative forms 
of production or areas linked to the environment, such 
as land or seed.10

Redistributing money, work and environmental  
impacts

A more solidary lifestyle will depend on a radical 
redistribution both within and between societies. This 
would imply the fair distribution of financial wealth. 
In addition to social infrastructures, a basic income 
can contribute to social security. In discussions, this is 
often referred to as unconditional basic income. It would 
be paid to everybody equally and without expecting 
any performance in return (Care and Money and 
finance).11 Ways to finance a basic income and social 
infrastructure include closing tax havens, increasing 
taxes on wealth and income, levying an environmen-
tal tax, socialising large inheritances and introducing 
a financial transaction tax. Redistribution could also be 
pushed by introducing capital levies for the rich and 
corporations and by granting debt relief. 

When partnered with an effective social infrastruc-
ture, an unconditional basic income could contribute 
to develop new perspectives on work, since it can par-
tially free us from dependency on a wage or salary. We 
could reduce working hours significantly, particularly 
in destructive economic sectors as opposed to socially 
valuable ones. This could allow us to find just and inclu-
sive ways to redistribute the selectively reduced amount 

of work. People could use the time gained to take part in 
very different everyday activities that would eventually 
become as ‘normal’ and as cherished as the eight-hour 
day is today. It would also allow for getting involved 
in politics, caring for people and the environment, or 
enjoying self-determined leisure time.

Yet not only should the burdens of labour be distrib-
uted more justly between people; we also need to tackle 
the unequal exposure to environmental impacts.

Reviving and expanding democracy
The increasing success of authoritarian parties and 

governments suggests a growing number of people are 
unhappy with the current political system. It is thus 
more crucial than ever to radically reenergise the term 
democracy and create awareness of the true meaning of 
the word: democracy means rule by the people and not 
by kings or corporations. Democratisation is not limited 
to elections and parties; it demands far greater partici-
pation in political decision-making processes. Interest-
ing concepts that people have already begun to exper-
iment with include direct democracy approaches such 
as referenda, more inclusive voting rights, establishing 
citizens’ councils12 as well as the proposal of urban citi-
zenship.13 Moreover, democratisation would require the 
absolute transparency of state structures and a demo-
cratic overhaul of the media.

Beyond the purely political sphere, democratisation 
would also have to apply to the economic sphere, not 
least due to the fact that a direct link exists between 
low levels of political participation and increasing levels 
of economic inequality. Institutions without sufficient 
democratic legitimacy should therefore not be able to 
take important political decisions such as those con-
cerning austerity measures or structural reforms. Oth-
erwise, they effectively circumvent the elected repre-
sentatives in national parliaments; the actions taken by 
the Troika in Greece is a prime example (Money and 
finance). Moreover, people will have to gain greater 
influence over the organisation of the production, con-
sumption and distribution of goods. In food councils, 
for example, citizens and experts, such as farmers or 
scientists, co-operate closely with municipal councils to 
ensure cities develop a sustainable and just food system 
(Food and agriculture).14 Energy democracy, on the 
other hand, demands the democratic participation of 
all citizens in energy production, an environmentally 
sustainable transformation of the sector and universal 
provision of access to sufficient energy. This requires 
limiting the power of major energy corporations.15 The 
concept of social infrastructures and the organisation of 
commons could very well be interpreted as new forms 
of economic democracy.

Opportunities to democratise processes and busi-
nesses also exist within the sphere of private business. 
Here labour struggles and nationwide unionisation play 
an important role. Efforts to establish worker self-organ-
isation in the form of cooperatives, in which workers 
themselves define production processes, go even further.

To grow this kind of democratisation from the grass-
roots up, it is imperative to encourage people to see 
themselves as active citizens and strengthen their desire 
to participate in social processes from a very young age. 
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Democracy cannot remain a one-off ‘chalk and talk’ 
lesson in schools. Children instead should be able to 
develop a passion for reaching decisions and collectively 
shaping the world they live in. Democratic schools are 
one example (Education and knowledge).

Needs-oriented, solidary and environmentally friendly 
economies

A solidary mode of production and living will have to 
be needs- and not profit-focused, and must aim to fulfil 
these needs in an environmentally and socially sustaina-
ble manner. There are already established solidary forms 
of economy in which producers and consumers cooper-
ate in collaborative and non-hierarchical forms. Exam-
ples include community supported agriculture pro-
jects (Food and agriculture) and collaborative open 
source software (Digitalisation). Moreover, there are 
a growing number of social movements where produc-
ers and consumers work collectively in the pursuit of 
the common good. The movement for food sovereignty 
brings both farmers and the consumers of agricultural 
products out onto the street (Food and agriculture); 
those providing and those receiving care jointly pro-
mote the care revolution (Care). Short transport dis-
tances, renewables, regional products, re-utilisation and 
recycling are key building blocks in a solidary economy. 
This is what a good life for all  —  for people, animals and 
ecosystems  —  is about.

In terms of the overall economy, the goal must be 
to shrink socially and environmentally harmful eco-
nomic sectors in a controlled and socially just manner. 
Degrowth or post-growth are economic concepts that 
already offer an alternative to our fixation on growth. 
In return, we need to strengthen sectors related to the 
fulfilment of people’s fundamental needs and that are 
environmentally sustainable. This requires inclusive 
public debates on what is socially more desirable: do 
we want more subsidies to develop public transport or 
tax breaks for high-emission company cars? Should we 
promote environmentally friendly peasant farming or 
industrial-scale factory farming?

At the global level, transnational networks of pro-
duction and finance are the backbone of the imperial 
mode of production and living. Strict regulation of busi-
nesses, banks and the cross-border movement of capital, 
as well as a ban on socially or environmentally harmful 
businesses and business practices, could be a first step 
towards more just forms of production. Moreover, we 
need to develop new forms of economic democracy on 
a global scale.

There is no blueprint for a solidary economic frame-
work. It can only emerge from the exchange between 

pioneer projects, social movements from both the 
Global North and South as well as institutions. We must 
do away with the notion that the best way to ensure 
a  functioning economy is to keep markets outside of 
the political realm and thus outside of people’s sphere of 
influence. The wide-scale social resistance to the TTIP 
and CETA free trade agreements showed that many 
people no longer want to relinquish their say in eco-
nomic and trade policy and are willing to fight for a new 
economic framework. Ultimately, this is about revers-
ing the trend of increasing deregulation that has handed 
over ever-greater spheres of our lives to the market, i.e. 
the aim is to free an increasing number of elements vital 
to production and our lives from the grip of the mar-
ket and transition them to a solidary economic system.

What sort of transformation do we want?
The cornerstones described here to establish a soli-

dary mode of production and living, and the strategies 
presented to implement a good life for all are far from 
exhaustive. Making a global, socio-ecological trans-
formation a reality represents a huge social challenge. 
Alternative concepts remain underdeveloped at the con-
ceptual level and need to be more robustly linked. At 
the political level, firm alliances still need to develop, as 
do long-term strategies for the implementation of alter-
natives.

Nonetheless, alternative approaches are not utterly 
hopeless. The imperial mode of living is increasingly 
reaching its limits and distorting our societies and our 
environment. This damage, and the rise of right-wing 
social projects that aim to secure the imperial mode 
of living using an authoritarian approach, lead to an 
increased need for solidary alternatives. ‘Business as 
usual’ seems to be increasingly unrealistic. The ques-
tion is therefore not whether there will be a compre-
hensive transition, but what shape this will take and 
who will lead the charge. Without our active involve-
ment, such a transformation could potentially arrive as 
an ecological and social disaster, while market-based 
pseudo-solutions and dangerous right-wing alternatives 
become ever more established. We should take this mo-
ment filled with multiple crises and tremendous social 
challenges as an opportunity to pool the strength of ex-
isting projects, policy proposals and stakeholders (both 
radical and reformist) in order to stand up for a good 
life for all together.
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This glossary provides short explanations  
of some of the terms used in the text.  

However, the list is by no means exhaustive.

Agroecology describes a social movement, academic 
discipline and agricultural practice. They all share 
the notion of adapting agriculture to prevailing natu-
ral conditions, cycles and local needs. As an approach, 
agroecology combines traditional and local knowledge 
with modern scientific methods.

Biodiversity: biological diversity, diversity of species.

Biosphere: the earth’s ‘life zone’, i.e. the totality of all or-
ganisms, living creatures and ecosystems on the planet. 
Often we consider terms such as ‘nature’ to be a realm 
entirely separated from humans, and words such as ‘re-
sources’ implicitly view nature merely with regard to 
the benefits it provides to people. The term biosphere 
attempts to avoid these shortcomings.

Capitalism: under capitalism, the market principle 
largely defines the social fabric. The means of produc-
tion are concentrated in the hands of a few, thus forc-
ing the majority of people to work. Competition and 
profit orientation lead to an intensification of the global 
exploitation of people and nature.

Carbon Capture and Storage: the process of capturing 
and storing CO₂. The aim is to capture, liquefy and store 
underground the CO₂ from industrial processes  —  in 
spite of considerable risks and the fact that the technol-
ogy still needs to be further developed.

Climate justice: a political concept that serves to high-
light that the climate crisis does not affect all people 
equally. While the global upper and middle classes, in 
particular, contribute towards climate change, those 
who suffer its consequences most acutely tend to con-
tribute the least to global warming.

CO₂: carbon dioxide.

Colonialism: the violent subjugation of foreign terri-
tories (in particular in the Americas, South and South 
East Asia as well as Africa) by European countries. The 
structures and relations of power that developed during 
this era persist until today (see also ‘neocolonialism’).

Commons: goods such as water, seed or software that 
are used by a community. It describes forms of prop-
erty, organisation and production that are not based 
primarily on private or state ownership and competi-
tion, but on community ownership, co-operation and 
participation.

Data mining: the systematic statistical analysis of large 
amounts of data or ‘big data’. The method aims to pro-
duce (economically exploitable) knowledge or predict 
future developments.

Ecological footprint: the space that would be required 
to maintain the lifestyle and living standard of one per-
son (under the current conditions of production) for all 
of humanity permanently.

Externalisation: the process of outsourcing social and 
environmental impacts to other places, or leaving them 
for future generations to solve. For the imperial mode 
of living and production, this constitutes a fundamen-
tal process.

Food sovereignty: the right of all people to decide over 
the processes of food production, distribution and con-
sumption. Key to this concept is the development of 
a socially just and sustainable form of agriculture.

Genetic engineering: the transfer of isolated DNA 
sequences across different species. Genetically modified 
seed has drawn criticism because of the way it affects 
biodiversity, the unknown impacts it has on health and 
the environment, its emphasis on monoculture produc-
tion without reducing the need for pesticides and seed 
patenting instead of promoting free seed exchange. 

Global North/Global South are not geographic terms 
and describe the distinct position of countries in the 
global political and economic order. The terms also 
highlight the different experiences with colonialism and 
exploitation that underpin today’s order.

Globalisation: the age of globalisation describes the 
recent great increase in mobility of information, goods 
and people. While this mobility has existed for thou-
sands of years, its intensity has increased sharply since 
the middle of the 20th century.
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Good life for all: the realistic utopia of a peaceful and 
solidary society that includes all people living in har-
mony with the biosphere. Today, pessimism and fear 
rule, making the concept seem utopian. From the 
standpoint of civilization and technology, however, it 
is a realistic vision.

Indigenous peoples: the descendants of a region’s orig-
inal inhabitants. The term stresses the self-identifica-
tion of culturally, socially and economically distinct 
groups in society that may even have their own lan-
guage. Human rights specifically for indigenous peoples 
guarantee their right to self-determination and to land.

Industrial agriculture: aims for efficiency in produc-
tion instead of caring for animals, the environment and 
people. Monoculture fields and mass production as well 
as the use of chemical fertilisers characterise the sys-
tem. It promotes large agricultural corporations instead 
of smallholder farming. Often, instead of catering to 
regional demand, this form of agriculture is strongly 
export-oriented.

Industry 4.0: the Fourth Industrial Revolution after 
mechanisation, mass production and automation. It 
aims to ‘intelligently connect’ digital technology and 
the physical systems of production. The German gov-
ernment, industry associations, unions and researchers 
drive this process forward.

Institutions: long-term established organisations that 
shape society such as parties, unions, churches, interna-
tional organisations or education establishments. Some 
definitions will also include institutions with unique 
characteristics, for example, companies, the (mass) 
media, as well as parliaments, courts and ministries.

Land grabbing: a colloquial term for the heightened 
economic interest in agricultural land and the global 
increase in large-scale land buy-ups. Frequently, while 
legal, they lack democratic control over land access.

Market-based: according to economic logic or the fun-
damental principles of the market, i.e. driven by prices, 
supply and demand, etc.

Modern slavery: all forms of forced labour, human traf-
ficking and debt bondage that (illegally) continue even 
over 150 years after the abolition of slavery. Globally, 
an estimated 30 to 50 million people work in slave-like 
conditions, in particular in agriculture, households and 
care, as well as forced prostitution.

Neoclassical economics: mainstream economic school 
of thought taught at universities since the middle of 
the 20th century. The concept is based on assumptions 
such as profit and utility maximisation, perfect compe-
tition and complete information. It omits or only insuf-
ficiently considers aspects such as questions of distri-
bution, differing degrees of power, ethical concerns and 
environmental issues.

Neocolonialism highlights the economic and politi-
co-structural dependencies that persist in spite of the 
formal independence of former colonies. Certain trade 
agreements, for example, force countries of the Global 
South into the role of suppliers of cheap raw material.

Neoliberalism: an ideology and economic policy model 
that purportedly promotes a ‘free market’ and insists 
that it is best for society to limit political interference 
in business and the economy as far as possible. Exam-
ples of neoliberal policies include demands for liberal-
isation, privatisation and deregulation. Originally, the 
term described ordoliberalism, the theoretical basis of 
the social market economy.

Network effects: an effect particularly prominent on 
internet platforms and in digital services whereby the 
attractiveness of a particular site increases with the 
number of its users (as seen with Facebook, Airbnb, 
Wikipedia and others).

Precarious employment: a job is considered precar-
ious when the worker earns below a certain thresh-
old, is not sufficiently protected and their salary does 
not allow them to participate fully in society. Gainful 
employment is also deemed precarious when it stops 
being meaningful, lacks social recognition and offers 
people no security to plan for their futures.1

Privatisation: the transfer of community property 
(owned, for example, by the state, communities or 
indigenous peoples) into private hands (owned, for 
example, by individuals, companies or corporations). 

Racism: a balance of power that exists within soci-
ety globally that sees people differentiated and hierar-
chized based on physical and/or cultural attributes and/
or their origin or nationality. Being ‘white’ and ‘West-
ern’ is judged to be superior to being ‘black/non-white’ 
and ‘non-Western’.2

Re-feudalisation: the global trend towards the unequal 
distribution of money and power that resembles feu-
dal medieval societies in which only a tiny elite enjoyed 
a comparatively high standard of living.

Rebound effect: the phenomenon of absolute energy 
and resource consumption not dropping in spite of 
efficiency gains in production, management and logis-
tics. When productive efficiency increases, this leads to 
goods becoming cheaper, potentially causing consump-
tion of that good to increase.

Sharing economy: a broad term for a growing eco-
nomic sector that emphasises the shared use of goods 
or services (either on or offline). For successful compa-
nies in this sector, profits and not sharing are the main 
goal.

Sinks: parts of ecosystems that people use as deposits, 
for example, the atmosphere, seas or the soil under 
landfills.
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Socialisation institutions: the reciprocal and open 
process, which shapes people and turns them into 
members of a society that is, in turn, shaped by its peo-
ple, is called socialisation. In many societies, this pro-
cess begins in families and schools, which would in this 
case be institutions of socialisation. 

Transformation, socio-ecological: a fundamental 
transformation of political and economic systems away 
from fossil fuels and the growth logic and towards an 
economy that ensures a decent life for all. This goes 
deeper than a reform, yet is less abrupt than a revo-
lution.

Transnational consumer class: includes the global 
middle and upper classes that follow a consump-
tion-oriented lifestyle. When considering this concept, 
it is important to remember that discriminating struc-
tures such as racism and sexism persist.

Transnational corporations: since the end of the 20th 
century, the largest and most profitable companies are 
no longer bound to a particular country. Rather, they 
act as a network and secure advantages in production 
(cheap labour and resources or lower taxes) on a global 
scale across numerous countries.

Virtual emissions: emissions produced in third coun-
tries that are ‘imported’ by importing goods from 
these countries for further processing or consumption. 
Whereas production-related emissions in the Global 
North have stagnated or even declined, the imported 
emissions from the Global South are rapidly increasing.

White and black do not describe the colour of a per-
son’s skin but political and social constructs that under-
pin both discrimination and privilege in our racist soci-
eties. The term ‘white’ is mentioned here explicitly to 
underline its dominant position, which otherwise often 
goes unmentioned.3
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Today it feels like everybody is talking about the problems and crises of our times: 
the climate and resource crisis, Greece’s permanent socio-political crisis or the degrading 
exploitative practices of the textile industry. Many are aware of the issues, yet little 
seems to change. Why is this? The concept of the imperial mode of living explains why, 
in spite of increasing injustices, no long-term alternatives have managed to succeed 
and a socio-ecological transformation remains out of sight. 

This text introduces the concept of an imperial mode of living and explains how our 
current mode of production and living is putting both people and the natural world 
under strain. We shine a spotlight on various areas of our daily lives, including food, 
mobility and digitalisation. We also look at socio-ecological alternatives and approaches 
to establish a good life for everyone – not just a few.
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of projects focussing on global justice and socio-ecological business approaches. 
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(Imperiale Lebensweisen – Ausbeutungsstrukturen im 21. Jahrhundert/
Imperial Modes of Living – Structures of Exploitation in the 21st Century). 
Out of this was borne the interdisciplinary I.L.A. Kollektiv, consisting of 17 young 
researchers and activists. Their goal: dedicating a whole year to the scienti� c study 
of the imperial mode of living and bringing their results to a wider audience.
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