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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 ���� to May ����, the association organised the I.L.A. Werkstatt 
(Imperiale Lebensweisen � Ausbeutungsstrukturen im ��. Jahrhundert/
Imperial Modes of Living � Structures of Exploitation in the ��st Century). 
Out of this was borne the interdisciplinary I.L.A. Kollektiv, consisting of ���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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PREFACE

Democratically minded and socio-ecolog-
‌ically conscious individuals are currently 
‌trans�xed by the troubling developments 
on the right wing of the political spectrum. 

Nationalist aspirations, racist ideologies and authoritar-
ian forms of rule are gaining in�uence. Neoliberal cap-
italism has lost its aura; there suddenly now seem to 
be alternatives. Numerous emancipatory initiatives and 
concrete approaches have made other options possible. 
We have witnessed the Arab Spring, the occupations 
of city squares in many countries, le�-wing alternative 
parties (e.g. Podemos in Spain), protests against TTIP 
and CETA, as well as against the mining and burning 
of coal or against major projects (e.g. Stuttgart���), local 
movements such as Transition Towns, urban garden-
ing and repair cafes, as well as proposals to improve 
social infrastructure, for a decentralised and demo-
cratic energy transition and for public transport. And 
the list is by no means exhaustive.

It was against this backdrop that a group of academ-
ics and political activists met in ���� for a writing work-
shop they called ��e imperial mode of living: struc-
tures of exploitation in the ��st century (I.L.A.)�. �e 
term �writing workshop� and the project�s unwieldy 
name make it hard to truly grasp the energy and dyna-
mism this project unleashed, as well as the scope of 
the expertise it managed to unite. However, a quick 
glance at the resulting text, in which the I.L.A. presents 
the outcomes of this workshop to a broader public, 
instantly gives you an idea of the great minds at work 
on this collaboration.

One of the key �ndings of the project has been that 
there is not necessarily a link between the current crisis 
and the rise of the conservative right with its false solu-
tions lacking both solidarity and answers to the true 
problems and crises. Moreover, there are indications 
that we can stop the rise of the right. We have progres-
sive alternatives to halt such movements, and it is pos-
sible to confront the existing form of capitalism with 
its increasingly damaging social and environmental 
impacts. As much as we will need courage and dedica-
tion, we also require in-depth analyses. By setting out to 
dissect the imperial mode of living, i.e. patterns of pro-
duction and consumption that are built on an unlimited 

global appropriation of nature and labour and which 
produce both tremendous wealth and extreme misery 
and destruction, this publication provides the latter.

With a wealth of detail, this text identi�es and viv-
idly explores the underlying mechanisms. As the follow-
ing chapters make clear, many people  �  particularly in 
the Global North  �  live by and pro�t from the imperial 
mode of living. At the same time, however, this mode 
of living exerts a certain degree of coercive power that 
is hard to evade. Changing consumption patterns at the 
individual level to be more socially and environmen-
tally compatible  �  although an important strategy  �  is 
not enough. �e imperial mode of living entails both 
promise and pressure. It simultaneously expands and 
limits people�s opportunities. And even in the Global 
North, an individual�s social status remains an impor-
tant factor. Class, gender, and race all de�ne the bal-
ance between opportunities and pressure. Car owner-
ship rates as well as the frequency with which people 
�y or eat meat all highlight this fact. High-income (and, 
frequently, environmentally conscious) groups gener-
ally also consume the greatest share of resources and 
energy.

�is publication mainly focuses on how these and 
other complex issues a�ect various aspects of our lives. 
But this is not purely an analytical text. It also explores 
the true potential of alternative approaches and con-
cepts. Across the world these ideas are gaining ground 
and providing an emancipatory dimension to people�s 
justi�ed anger over social injustices, environmental 
degradation, and a purported �post-political� lack of 
alternatives. �is book is thus directed at all those who 
are �ghting for energy democracy, food sovereignty, 
a�transformation of mobility, and liveable cities  �  what-
ever their background or motivation. Next to prudent 
analysis, readers will �nd plenty of inspiration for their 
activism. We therefore hope this fascinating text will 
be shared widely and would like to thank all of those 
involved, in particular �omas Kopp for his enormous 
contribution to the project.

Berlin, Oregon and Vienna, March ����
Ulrich Brand, Barbara Muraca, Markus Wissen
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6 PREFACE

‌W‌ hen you open the morning paper, it�s 
‌hard to avoid that sinking feeling. We are 
‌undoubtedly living in di�cult times. Bad 
‌news follows bad news: �nancial crises, 

hunger crises, thousands of people dead in the Mediter-
ranean, climate change and natural disasters, insecure 
jobs and cuts to social services, and the rise of reac-
tionary and right-wing forces in Europe 
and the US. At the same time, we are wit-
nessing growing social inequality and an 
increasing divide in society. Even though 
the global economy has grown rapidly over 
the past decades, ��� million people still 
live in extreme poverty.� Whereas in ����, 
��� people owned as much as the poorest 
half of the global population, by ���� this 
�gure had dropped to just eight men.� 

Seemingly unrelated bad news appears to 
rain down upon us. �is text aims to high-
light and analyse the links between a diverse 
set of concerns and alarming tendencies. Moreover, we 
want to �nd out what we can do to counter these wor-
rying developments. Where must we apply pressure 
to achieve a�good life for all instead of a better life for 
a� few? And why is the struggle for a� socio-ecological 
transformation towards a� just and sustainable future 
proving so arduous?

A life at the cost of other people
�e rise of right-wing movements and parties shows 

that many citizens across all social classes have lost 
their faith in parliamentary democracy. Right-wing 
populists around the globe have exploited people�s fear 
of being le� behind and stoked feelings of insecurity. 
Simple answers to complex questions are gaining trac-
tion. A�nationalist revival, stricter border controls and 
faster deportations of immigrants are to bring security 
and wealth.

�ese simple answers, however, do not do justice to 
the complexity of the problems. But some of the expla-
nations pro�ered by the le�, who simply blame corpo-
rations, banks and the �one percent�, are also too sim-
plistic. Instead, we need to carefully analyse whether 
these diverse concerns share common causes and clar-
ify which structures provide the basis for the injustices 
of the current system. Our analysis has enabled us to 
pinpoint a� root structural cause of the multiple and 
connected crises: the imperial mode of living. According 
to Brand and Wissen� it is imperial because this mode 
of living steadily expands, suppresses other forms of liv-
ing, excessively exploits nature and human labour and 
thereby causes inequality of opportunity and unequal 
access to natural resources. We have chosen mode of 

living because this system completely permeates our 
everyday lives. It is a common thread that runs through 
our processes of production, laws, infrastructure, behav-
iour and even our thinking patterns. We expect super-
markets to sell exotic fruits from spring to winter and 
can have practically any product delivered to our doors 
at the click of a mouse thanks to Amazon, Zalando, 

foodora and other websites. We do not need 
to worry about where these products come 
from and how they are produced. We expect 
a stable currency and easy payments. Many 
countries and regions can only sustain such 
conditions by implementing the harsh auster-
ity policies dictated by the World Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund. We can no 
longer imagine our lives without a smartphone 
even though this product is o�en produced in 
places where exploitation and state repression 
are rife. We also expect that someone will take 
care of our elderly relatives. Care work, how-

ever, is mostly provided by migrant sta� working under 
dreadful conditions. �ose who have the opportunity 
continue to receive quali�cations in a process of lifelong 
learning that allows them to actively participate in our 
career-oriented society; seldom do they question our 
fundamental societal structures. �ese traits, which are 
inherent to our everyday lives, are part of a global eco-
nomic system that produces severe injustices and eco-
logical damage. It is based on permanent exploitation: 
of humans by humans, as well as of nature by human-
kind.

The imperial mode of living �

� is based on an unjust distribution of resources
People in the Global North, i.e. those living in the 

economically strong industrialised countries, consume 
a disproportionately large share of global resources. �e 
rest of the global population has only limited access 
to land, water, food, and fossil fuels. Yet also within  
societies, both in the Global North and in the Global 
South (G
���
	�), the high levels of consumption 
among the wealthy and the vast amount of resources 
this entails increase their country�s ecological footprint 
(G
���
	�), whereas people in low-income groups 
contribute to a far lesser degree. We therefore speak of 
a transnational consumer class (G
���
	�), i.e. a�global 
upper and middle class that excessively consumes 
resources and which increasingly also includes people 
from the Global South.

An everyday catastrophe
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Figure �.�: The concept of the imperial mode of living
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� relies on inhumane labour
� e imperial mode of living of this class of consum-

ers is directly related to an imperial mode of produc-
tion and exploitative labour relations. Extremely cheap 
products are not purely the result of increasing techno-
logical e�  ciency, but are also mainly the result of global 
imbalances and hard, poorly paid, and insecure work. 
Such harsh conditions are also faced by people in Ger-
many, for example, those working in slaughterhouses 
or restaurants. In Turkey and Bangladesh, entire mines 
and factory buildings collapse with workers still inside. 
� e low social and environmental standards in many 
places ensure consumer goods stay easily a� ordable 
for a middle and upper class growing throughout the 
globe. � e same job pays signi� cantly less in the Global 
South than in the Global North. People in the Global 
North therefore have access to signi� cantly more hours 
of work  �  in the form of produced goods  �  than peo-
ple in the Global South: working one hour in the Global 
North allows me to buy a product that would require me 
to work signi� cantly more hours in the Global South. 
Many citizens of Europe and North America therefore 
have the entire world at their disposal, and this is also 
true when it comes to travel (e.g. applying for visas). In 
contrast, people in the Global South are o� en literally 
penned in by border fences (see infobox on �Freedom 
of movement�).

� exploits nature
� e overexploitation of natural resources is a further 

injustice that we not only commit against our fellow 
human beings but against the natural world. �Nature� 
has an intrinsic value and is not merely a resource for 
human needs or a dumping ground for waste. It is 
becoming ever clearer that our modes of living and pro-
duction, which are based on in� nite economic growth, 
are not feasible on a � nite planet. Current extinction 
rates are around one thousand times higher compared 
to the time before human in� uence, and the number of 
species lost is set to rise.� Since the year ����, an area 
of tropical rainforest the size of Germany has been cut 
down every � ve years.� Various estimates predict that by 
���� around one billion people could become displaced 
as a direct result of climate change.� From a historical 
point of view, human-caused climate change is a�prod-
uct of the Global North�s imperial modes of living and 
production, a fact we will consider in more detail in the 
following historical overview. Mobility in our societies 
is extremely car-centred, every household owns numer-
ous high-energy appliances, and resource-intensive 
industries, such as steel production and the aviation 
industry, are heavily subsidised  �  all of this contrib-
utes hugely to global warming. A�substantial share of 
the emissions these activities cause is no longer attrib-
uted to the Global North. � is is not only because the 
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