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1) Introduction



The industrial age, the age of mass employment and mass consumption, is descending. Its construction principles are no longer valid, and much less are they worth for shaping the future. This is difficult to digest. We are at a turning point in human history. Alvin Toffler and the Club of Rome, Bob Jungk and Johan Galtung and many others could be cited who have expected this upheaval for the last quarter of this century. It will, so some assume, result in changes deeper than those of the industrial-urban revolution. Some, like Erwin Laszlo, go as far as to see mankind at the brink of survival. If we do not succeed to become eventually humane, so he argues in The Choice (1995) we may disappear from Planet Earth as a biological species. Much earlier, Konrad Lorenz expressed the same idea by saying: The evolutionary link missing between the ape and the human – may be us.

�We are witnessing an accelerating process which became visible with the first oil-prize shock of late 1973. I feel tempted to argue that this date also marks the beginning decline of the Socialist system, but this is not what I have been invited to talk about here. Toffler coined the term “Future Shock” (1970) to indicate that new phases of stability are unlikely, and that most people will have great difficulties to adjust to this new and floating situation. Today we use “globalization” to express the idea that something overwhelming, something beyond our own horizons of experience and control, happens to us, somehow happens to everything, to which we feel surrendered, which we cannot govern. Of course, there is lots of ideology in this. It goes without saying that international economic, financial, political or cultural relations are constructed and run by human beings, transnational corporations are  directed by humans, conflicts arise between human beings (though it might be noted that they mostly are of male gender). We do have the capacity to influence the ways in which conflicts are mediated and the rules according to which the produced wealth is being distributed. In no way are we only passive victims, despite all complexity. But the powerful coalition of profiteurs wants us to feel helplessly delivered. Even there, however, warning fingers are being raised: George Soros, e.g., the most prominent figure in international speculation, has left little doubt about the inherent self-destructive forces in capitalism. He demands for clear rules to be defined for global capitalism. But how could they be defined, introduced, and enforced?

It becomes increasingly obvious that our national societies can only be understood in the contexts not only of Europe which should be commonplace, but of the emerging global society. We begin to understand that and how global ecological problems originate in the aggressive economies of the West. We are called to accept that global sustainable development may only have a chance if initiated by profound reform in the political, economic, and social systems of the affluent societies. Their over-proportional consumption of global natural resources, but also their predominance over the regulating mechanisms of the global economy and in international institutions, and their relative power in bilateral relations are the key variables where such reform must take place. The European Union has not yet seriously taken up such issues which will be essential for the future of humankind. The ecological Europe, the democratic Europe, the social Europe, the Europe aware of its co-responsibility for all present and future generations on this planet – they are hardly debated in the meeting rooms of Brussels and Strasbourg. A large internal market may be necessary under the philosophy of neo-liberal competition, but it may also turn out to be destructive for the global society. 

So it is timely and urgent to convene this Second European Social Science Conference which has been postponed since 1993, and ask questions about the contribution of the social sciences to the understanding of this present phase in human history. We come together in a situation in which, it seems to me, trans-disciplinarity, inter-nationality, and future-orientation have gone down rather than up.

The general thesis of this presentation is that mainstream Western social science is still not willing, and may in fact be unable, to understand the explosive character of the transformations happening, and even less of the societal content of the sustainability problématique (to use the term introduced by the Club of Rome), that is has no door in its theoretical house for this sort of question. More clear-cut: The survival of the human species on Planet Earth is of only marginal interest to mainstream social science or, the other way round: Mainstream social science has little to contribute and is fairly irrelevant with respect to the major problems future society will have to face.

�I intend to challenge this point of view, and develop alternative proposals. To do this, I will, first, discuss some major epiphenomena, ecological, economic, and social, of the present global crisis, then go into sustainable development, march on to discuss briefly Western social sciences, and finally draw some conclusions about where, in my opinion, European social sciences should be directed.



2) Global Crisis



In Indonesian East Kalimantan, 100.000 hectares of forest-land have recently been burned to ashes. As in other parts of the rain forest, logging firms and big farmers began with cutting and selling the precious trees before setting the rest on fire. Thus they complete their work of destruction and make room for new farms, for soya or oil palm trees. El Nino is by no means the origin of the problem but simply a reinforcing factor, and this is also true with respect to small subsistence farmers struggling for survival on marginal lands. Already in 1993, some 3,6 million hectares of rain-forest were burned down, twice as much as in 1997. Due to more favourable winds, Singapur, Jakarta and Malaysia were not affected by the smoke and haze. Despite all warnings, the destruction of tropical rain forest continues unhampered. During the first half of this decade, some 65 million hectares were lost in the developing countries, due to FAO sources, some 13 million hectares annually, the greatest ecological tragedy of the 1990s. During the same period, developing countries increased the production of stem timber by ten percent, and their relative share of world production from 55 to 61 percent, while production in the industrialized countries decreased by 15 percent.

In Brasil alone, in only three years (1995-1997), more than 60.000 square kilometres of forest disappeared, double the surface of Belgium. In Cambodia, deforestation went out of control; in only three to five years, all forests might have disappeared. Foreign timber firms have applied for, and received, cutting concessions for some 6,5 million hectares. Foreign debts and economic liberalisation have forced Laos and Vietnam to open their forests for foreign logging firms. Almost unnoticed is the destruction of boreal forests in Siberia and Northern Canada, mostly to satisfy the paper needs of Western advertising industries. The government of Brasil is said to plan the designation of 12,5 million hectares for what they call “controlled exploitation”. Mexico is only the latest country reporting huge areas of burning land.

In order to promote cross-border economic exchange, exports and the access of foreign corporations to the countries’ natural assets, Brasil and its neighbours in the Amazon region rapidly develop transportation infrastructures. Thus, they pave the way for loggers, gold diggers, small farmers, cattle-breeders and industrial developers to the still inaccessible west of Brazilian Amazon and to the forests in the eastern planes of Peru. Political and economic conditions give little reasons to hope for change. Local authorities are powerless, have little means and are unwilling or corrupt against imposed economic growth and the expansion of globalized timber corporations with capital and know-how. Eighty percent of logging is illegal, according to Brazilian intelligence. With only one forest inspector per 6.000 square kilometres, authorities are simply unable to stop the destruction. 

�It has become silent about the pilot programme for the protection of Brazilian tropical forests adopted by the G 7 in 1992. Their policies, however, are double-faced: At the same time, the International Monetary Fund dominated by the same G 7 imposes structural adjustment programmes on indebted countries and forces them to invest all their forces for the sake of export production and to reduce public expenditures, though also environmental controls, to minimum.

The loss of tropical forests is a global drama. But, even worse, those forests are the genetic home of a considerable proportion of the approximately five million biological species existing on Earth – and are exterminated with them. The forests play an important part for stabilizing global and regional climates. Their loss will multiply the green-house effect and global warming, climatic turbulence will dramatically increase in the Pacific where two thirds of the world climate originate. 

Biodiversity is also endangered by the international seed monopolies. They had started to breed high yield varieties already during the “green revolution”, with only the little disadvantage of being annual, so they must be bought over and over again every year. Only massive use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides could override their little genetic resistance and make them bring the expected yield. Small farmers could not afford the extra costs and had to give up. The commodification of food supply resulted in large-scale impoverishment. At the same time, we in the rich part of the world burned thousands of tons of food to keep prices up. Chemical fertilizers and pesticides harmfully affect drinking water and the food chain and thus damage human health. Allergic reactions have multiplied, male sperms are negatively affected, genetic deficiencies and diseases spread. We dramatically pollute and over-fish the oceans, we damage fertile soils, and over-exploit natural raw materials. The carrying capacity and the life support system of Planet Earth are seriously impaired while world population increases. Where poverty increases and social security systems are not allowed to be established or destroyed where they existed, population increase is a foreseeable result of structural adjustment. 

These facts have been well documented for many years. As early as 1972, the United Nations convened their first World Conference on Men and the Environment. The Club of Rome published its Limits to Growth in the same year. The Brundtland Commission, established by the UN General Assembly in 1983, took stock in 1987, and the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development adopted a comprehensive action plan, the Agenda 21, together with the Climate Framework Convention, and the Biodiversity Convention, in 1992, with follow-up conferences since. There is not only more than sufficient empirical evidence on what happens to the global life-support system, we also have the necessary technological skills, there clear indications as to who over-exploits natural resources, and there is even a comprehensive action plan how this could be changed, to which 178 governments committed themselves. We have all we need in hands to prepare for careful action.

�The ecological debate, however, is full of contradictions. While governments signed the Rio documents, they were already decided not to take action. Private corporations which appear in the media the most, due to environmental hazards caused by them, organize high-level conferences on sustainable development. The German Association of Chemical Industries, one of the strong pressure groups in Bonn and Brussels, declares itself a major proponent of global sustainable development at the very moment when it prevents the European drinking water directive from setting rigorous quality standards. It was this same Association which, together with the Minister of the Economics and the Trade Union for the Chemical Industry announced jointly that in case Germany would enforce its declared CO2-reduction plans, industries would be not cleaned but relocated to Eastern Europe. A voluminous report on a sustainable Germany pretends that one of the minor tasks on the way would be to convince industry to step back from its principle of maximizing profits. At the Berlin Climate Summit, US Vice-President Al Gore urgently called for massive and immediate action of governments. Fading away after his speech, he left the floor to the industrial lobbyists in the US delegation who did everything to prevent binding decisions. The Rio+5 conference saw German chancellor Helmut Kohl together with Singapore and South Africa proposing more rigorous CO2-reduction goals while it was clear to every participant that this simply indicates that Kohl not only was not able to convince his European or OECD partners, but made no real efforts to do so. All this looks very much like merely symbolic politics where much public noise is being made not in preparation of, but rather in replacement of practical action.

In July 1997, the Asian financial crisis started in Thailand, and it spread like a bush-fire to South Korea, Indonesia, the Philippines and Japan, threatens to affect China, and has now reached Russia. This is, of course, an effect of the globalized economy and its dominating financial sector. Behind this, however, there is a real crisis of the real economy. Private firms with speculatively overrated share capital increasingly reveal difficulties in selling their produced goods and yield the expected return to their share-holders. The chronically weak demand can easily be explained by high unemployment, decreasing salaries and purchasing power in those sectors where the flexibilization of work has successfully been imposed. This is partly due to liberalization and deregulation and the pull-out of governments. Sharply enhanced production capacities directed to export markets became as underused as did the large amounts of office space provided in the city centres of Kuala Lumpur, Jakarta, Manila, or Moscow. The crisis has now reached Japan, with shrinking GDP and the sharp devaluation of the Yen against the US Dollar. 

�Once again, all necessary information had been available for some time: unbridled growth, monstrously swelled financial sectors, excessive investment in real estate, immense public and private indebtedness which again feeds the financial sector, widespread tax fraud, gigantic agro-industries destroying the subsistence base of small farmers and the environment, increased productive capacities without foregoing examination of demand or foreign dependency. East Asia was the only growth zone in the global economy where share-holders could expect high short-term profits. The political systems were partly criticized and partly flattered, especially if they succeeded in maintaining public order and in pressing down salaries to the lowest possible level. In retrospect, the admiration of the “tiger states” appears like a component of a huge speculative campaign launched in the interest of only very few Western capital owners. Reinforced by structural adjustment programs, a recessive spiral began. Prices for raw materials tumbled as did salaries, and industrial sectors followed. In order to keep shareholder returns high, natural resources and human labour are being over-exploited. Those who pay are first of all dependent workers and, secondly, the civil service. Liberalized and deregulated financial markets do no longer permit to exert any effective control over monetary flows. Now, the doors are wide open for European and American investors for the buy-out of Asian productive capital. The results are reinforcing: massive lay-offs, pressure on salaries, public austerity measures and disinvestment. The downward spiral will sharpen the recessive and deflationist tendencies.

Europeans were mostly concerned about how the Asian crisis may affect exports, foreign direct investments, credits, or currencies. Much less concern was given to the factors causing the crisis: weakening demand, high public and private indebtedness, high external dependency, speculative over-evaluation of corporations, a dominating financial sector – all those features can certainly be observed in the transformation societies of Central and Eastern Europe, and certainly also in the West. Are similar mechanisms also effective here – and how immune are we? Will not the recommended replacement of publicly organized social security by giving shares to the workers again initiate large speculation? How can one justify the naive belief in market regulation in sight of such events? Do we not observe the first signs of a new world-wide economic crisis?

My third example is the transformation societies of Central and Eastern Europe. They were to be brought from socialism and centrally planned economies to market regulation and Western shaped democratic decision-making by means of shock therapy. In the Western media, the process has been portrayed as generally successful, though not without ruptures. Western consultants, structural adjustment and, especially for candidates to the European Union, its prescriptions reinforce each other. Recent elections held in the East German Land of Sachsen-Anhalt or Ukraine speak a different language. The crisis goes much deeper than publicly admitted, and it is by no means certain that wild east ramboism is only one transient stage in the transformation process. 

�One year ago I attended the annual meeting of Polish social scientists specializing in social policy. At this meeting the research findings reported that some thirty percent of the entire Polish population live below poverty line. Never in the past fifty years was poverty as widespread as today. While relatively constant overall, mortality rates increased since 1990 for males in their active years. This surprising fact was further explored by the researchers who then conducted interviews in the families concerned. They found out that the major factors were suicide and drug abuse, both because of, or in anticipation of unemployment and poverty. The number of one-parent families has dramatically increased. Hundreds of thousands of children grow-up without a realistic perspective to any decent future. These are the real victims of this transformation. Here we have one major set of pieces of the mosaic which portrays the future not of East-Europeans but of Europeans at large.

One job, even at the level of university professor, does no longer suffice to feed a family. Many have second and third jobs to earn a living besides their regular work. Private universities, some dubious in quality, raise high tuition from their students and hire instructors from state universities who, in turn, neglect their duties and students at the state university. Many work twelve hours per day and seven days per week, and many work well beyond retirement age. Many try to open small businesses and find themselves turned-in by clever consultants. Social security does not yet exist. Western medicine is being over-prized by dealers and sold beyond expiration date, medical doctors and hospitals expect bribes for treatment, stores and restaurants are being blackmailed, people avoid riding the train for fear of robbery.

May I cite Fred Weir, Moscow correspondent for Canadian Press, in the case of Russia: After observing a crisis of confidence stemming from the spectacular meltdown in Asia and President Yeltsin’s failure to press forward with structural and tax reforms, he writes: “But the sheer magnitude of the looming Russian disaster should warn us off such superficial explanations. In fact, Russia has been in a state of creeping collapse for almost a decade – and now that a global storm is breaking around it, there are few reserves and almost no institutional defences to fall back on. ... Yeltsin’s program of market reforms created what some Russian observers are now calling ‘Potemkin capitalism’, a surface veneer that boasts active security markets, a hand-full of world-class corporations, shops stuffed with imported goods and a few hundred thousand quasi-middle-class professionals bustling about mainly in downtown Moscow. Beneath this veneer lies a very different set of conditions. Millions of workers live almost entirely outside the cash economy, trapped in dying factories that seldom or never pay wages. ...As the Potemkin model of reform has brought no benefits to the majority of Russians, it has greatly enhanced the wealth of a tiny stratum of financiers. And they have used their wealth in ways that were utterly destructive for Russian national development. Rapid privatisation handed over the jewels of the economy – primarily raw materials – to a handful of financial moguls without imposing any social obligations on them. Rather than invest, these new capitalists have milked the old Soviet infrastructure for quick profits.” Capital investment is said to be as low as eight percent of what it was in 1989. Russia is rated one of the most corrupt countries by Transparency International. 200 billion USD have left the country, some 2 billion dollars per month. “None of this was inevitable, but it is largely the consequence of decisions made – often at Western urging – by the Yeltsin regime. The emphasis on breakneck privatization, slashing social spending and controlling inflation by building up government debt were all dictated by the International Monetary Fund”, and he ends by saying that “catastrophe will be just one small shock away.”

�In Ukraine, the government is said to owe seven billion dollars in unpaid salaries, as much as the shadow economy defrauded the taxes in 1997. The new élites profit from arms trading and the illegal selling of Russian gas. The establishment of a new firm depends on 75 permissions, constructors pay 40 percent on mortgage loans, banks are supposed to inform the intelligence services about every payment exceeding 500 dollars – ideal conditions for criminal structures. Entire urban administrations are said to be in the hands of the Mafia.

Bulgaria, Romania, Belarus – large proportions of the populations suffer from poverty, widespread corruption, Mafia connections reaching into the highest levels of government, while small new political and economic “élites” plunder the remaining assets and indulge in luxury. The success stories of transformation are being told by Western media according to Western criteria to an uninformed public as the ultimate proof of the indisputable superiority of capitalism over “real existing socialism” and the end of history. What surprise: It is the same small group of people who profit from the exploitation of Eastern Europe which also own the media, East and West. But their profits are being paid by millions and millions of people who have fallen into misery.

Of course, I should mention the case of the former German Democratic Republic. Although conditions were much more favourable, given the massive transfer of money, institutions, and personnel from the West, the factual dividing line has physically, but by no means really disappeared. The dominating technocratic approach to transformation assumed that people would with only little social engineering be happy to adopt the Western blueprint. However, until today are unemployment rates considerably higher, salaries lower, future perspectives more uncertain, right-wing extremism and racism much more salient in Eastern than in Western Germany. The potential of privatisation was used not in the logic of structural development but rather in the logic of individual capital owners, and much of the transfers resulted in net gains and produced an upswing in the West instead of benefiting the East. 

I refrain from describing crisis symptoms in the West which are there and aggravating. This should include in which way the Maastricht coherence criteria for the Monetary Union have been instrumental for, and functionally equivalent to structural adjustment. Socio-economic polarization has sharply increased in all Western countries. Eastern transformation perfectly illustrates where transformation processes in other parts of the world are being driven.

The forest fires, the economic and financial crisis of the “tiger states”, and the real experience of Central and Eastern European societies in transition have been used here to illustrate the ecological, economic, and social aspects of the most critical developments our societies are living through. They are intrinsically interrelated. The points I want to emphasize here are three and relate to the social sciences:

�1) We should begin to understand that the disciplinary boundaries between the social sciences are as obsolete as are the national limitations of their frames of reference. Rather, all our societies are driven by transformations in which social, economic, ecological, and political aspects are intrinsically interwoven, and developments which originate beyond national limits. Mainstream social sciences tend to ignore these facts and become more and more alien to the real world.

2) This real world is not only envisaging, it is already in the middle of a deep and fundamental crisis, where crisis is used analytically to denote a situation which is considered by most people intolerable, where certain important variables have exceeded acceptable values, where regulating mechanisms are no longer able to fulfil their functions. For professional social scientists the question then is not only how phases of anomia could be understood, but overcome, and whether or not new phases of relative stability may be possible and how they might look like. It is questions not so much about the past but about the future.

3) Where, and guided by which ethical principles, should societies go, and what are positive chances to direct them to a more ecologically sustainable, socially just and self-determined, and economically efficient future? Are there realistic chances to help them find ways towards a better future? Is the servility which social scientists tend to exhibit in hope of better funding from public and private sources helpful to fulfil our mission, or should we refrain from all ideas of practical usefulness? How could professional involvement be brought together with critical distancing? Or is our role restricted to that of a historian explaining to our children why their misery could not be avoided? 



3) Sustainable Development



Let me take it for granted that, after the UN Conference on Environment and Development, development can only be used in the sense of sustainable development as defined by the Brundtland-Report of 1987, namely a “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED 1987: 43). This “innocuously skeletal definition gave something to everyone, and academia, governments, and non-governmental organizations have been striving ever since to flush it out. As global ecological trends worsen, any concept that implies we can eat our development cake and have the environment, too, naturally inspires enthusiasm on all sides of the debate”, writes ecological economist William Rees (1998: 18). Indeed, the very notion of sustainable development has already been inflated despite its short existence, and the Brundtland Commission itself has in part been instrumental in this, especially by introducing the discordant version of “sustainable growth” (WCED 1987: 89). 

�The Brundtland definition may not be very precise in operational terms, according to the rules of accuracy used in scientific discourse (and I also rescind from discussing this understanding of being precise). But it is very clear what it means: Humanity should find ways of development which guarantee that the natural resources for survival are secured on a long-term basis, that the life support system humanity needs is not seriously damaged. There is nothing revolutionary, or short-term fashionable, about this: It is the very essence of all rationality. The definition does certainly provide a working basis. While this understanding may not be controversial, its subversive significance is usually suppressed: It also implies “a plea for political recognition of global economic injustice and limits to material growth” (Rees 1998: 18). Not only is humanity in total over-exploiting the natural life support system, but this is done in an extremely polarized way reflecting, and at the same time reinforcing, global power structures and social inequality.

Whatever we have in empirical evidence on global resource consumption is consistent in this: It is the Western capitalist societies which, accounting for less than one fifths of the global population, consume something like three quarters of global natural resources (see, among others, Sustainable Netherlands 1992; Schmidt-Bleek 1994; Zukunftsfähiges Deutschland 1996; Rees and Wackernagel 1997). This is being achieved by means of global trade and financial regulations, imposed structural adjustment, stock exchange, commodity and monetary speculation. The overall effect is that the rich countries of the world, or rather their élites, appropriate natural resources and, in fact life chances, from the poor. More precisely: Those who profit are only tiny sections of the populations of the wealthy and poor countries, while those who pay include the impoverishing majority in all parts of the world.

There have been proposals on how to translate “sustainable development” into measurable terms, or principles for action, like the “management rules”:

avoid the use of renewable natural resources beyond the rate of natural replacement;

reduce the consumption of non-renewable natural resources to a minimum, or find substitutes in renewable ones;

stabilize the use of land, water, and transport on a level which excludes long-term damage;

avoid all measures which could go at cost of other regions of the world, or at cost of future generations,

don’t overuse the absorptive capacity of available sinks;

don’t reduce biodiversity, and don’t contribute to climate change;

avoid high-risk technologies.

Some have developed sets of indicators using different methodologies, and they have delved into data collection and analysis. Whatever their starting points or methodologies were, their conclusions are surprisingly consistent: The affluent societies of the West, so they say, would have to reduce their consumption of such resources by factor ten, or ninety percent, to reach globally proportional levels. The model of reference usually used is globally equal distribution of resource consumption, or the equal right of all humans to the same share of natural resources. The basis of this assumption is rooted in natural law. Thus, all human beings own a fundamental human right to physical integrity and survival which implies a sound natural environment. In this sense, all human rights declarations have included the idea of sustainable development.

�The reports mentioned are even more consistent in carefully avoiding questions like these: Where does this over-consumption of Western societies come from? How and at whose cost is it appropriated and maintained? What would be the social consequences if we really would make serious attempts to follow the reduction imperatives? How could a society be imagined which is based on the principle of minimum natural resource consumption? How could an efficiency revolution be introduced, and with which social consequences? How could we proceed towards a sufficiency revolution? While increasing the efficiency in the use of natural resources is a formula pretending that there are technical solutions to the problem, sufficiency is in total opposition to the capitalist way of life, and implies a quest for social solutions.

The sustainability problem brings up again some of the basic problems of all social sciences, which include social inequality, power relations, and exploitation, problems which the ruling élites try so hard to avoid. This is why, and how, those adhering to “ecological modernization” try to chum-up with those in power. To do so, they have to ignore that the precarious situation of the global society is a product of the power structure given. Again, in a sociology of science perspective, this is and was ever one of the basic problems of social sciences: In order to contribute to changes in social “dysfunctionalities” produced by a given power structure, we have to address and co-operate with this very power structure. This is even more difficult as social scientists, at least in academia, belong to the privileged élites in society which gain their income, influence and reputation from the governing élites and therefore tend to prefer their perspectives including top-down approaches on society and social change. We do have the problem inside ourselves, not only as individuals, but also collectively as social scientists.

�We have seen dozens of meetings and conferences, of manifestos and declarations, of conventions and protocols signed for the sake of sustainable cities, and there is not one city hall in the Western world which would meet rigorous ecological standards. We have heard the plenary speeches of heads of state at the Rio summit and its several follow-ups, and at least for the government of Germany there is clear evidence that none of the promised actions followed. There was a slight reduction in CO2-emissions over the last five or six years, but this was due to the closing-down of industries in Eastern Germany, and not due to positive action from the side of the government. The declared reduction goal of 25 percent relative to the 1987 emissions has no political weight and will not be achieved. The self-commitment of German industries for greenhouse gas reduction declared to avoid formal legislation was of no real effect, except that some dirty industries have been relocated, though not cleaned, to Eastern Europe or Asia, thus exporting the problem to other regions of the world. The European Intergovernmental Conference, advertised with great cost and publicity, did not spend one day of its sixteen months of weekly negotiations with Sustainable Europe issues, which are also missing, beyond verbal concessions, in the Amsterdam Treaty. In short: Environmental protection became the very arena for symbolic policy-making, where tons of paper are printed with promising declarations, and no practical action followed.

The sustainability debate seems to be driven in a certain direction: The problem is being de-politicizes, and it is pretended that there may be technical solutions to it. Sustainable development is defined to be more or less identical with environmental protection. Thus, the concept is being deprived from its global, holistic, normative, political, socially explosive, and future-oriented character and allotted to the natural sciences which declare that natural sciences is sustainability per se. The trend is towards the elaboration of indicators and the publication of reports which do not prepare action, but they are the action. Instead of the trinity of ecological, economic, and social sustainability, we shall be confronted with chemical reactions which are still not sufficiently explored, and phenomena which are not yet clearly enough defined, nor investigated, and new demands for excessive funding issued from the different natural science disciplines. This is the technocratic direction which, despite those thoughtful remarks in chapter 10 of the White Book on Growth and Employment of 1994, also the European Union seems to take. We rather resort to not only continue but increase the export of problems: toxic wastes are expelled to those which, for lack of means, cannot resist, as it is the case with dirty industries, unemployment, sexual abuse, and poverty.

All this is, of course, fascinating for a social scientist, being his or her proper subject. While we have good reasons to assume that the depletion of global natural resources will put in jeopardy the survival of the human race on Planet Earth, we can at the same time observe how the existing power structures prevent even a serious discussion, not to talk about responsible action. Power structures and their operation are, of course, in the core of all social sciences. We can see how crude Darwinism has come back to the top of ideologies. The weak, not fit enough for the present struggle for survival, are being given up. If you want to relieve poverty, kill the poor. This is how the West essentially and practically acts, especially in Africa.



4) Social Sciences



�It should be said at the beginning that there is no such thing as the social sciences as some sort of unity. There is rather a great variety of different disciplines, cultural traditions, epistemologies and methodologies inside and outside academia, and not seldom these are adverse against each other. However, there is, e.g., a Social and Human Sciences Sector in UNESCO which publishes a well-reputed Journal, the International Social Science Journal. There is even an International Social Science Programme, Management of Social Transformations (MOST), also in UNESCO, which by the way was initiated during the First European Social Science Conference (Santander, Spain 1991). Since its inception, UNESCO adhered to a broad understanding, to the essential unity of all social sciences, from anthropology to linguistics and law, with sociology, political science, and economics as the core disciplines. Economics? No, there is no such social science in UNESCO’s programme, because it is considered by the Western governments to fall into the mandate of other institutions in the UN family. There is, of course, the European Association for the Advancement of Social Science the members of which tend to emphasize the indivisibility of all social sciences, but this is still a relatively small organization which has difficulties to find its place between the overwhelming weight of the disciplinary associations. Honestly, as much as we may wish, this idea of social sciences is not the reality we find down to earth. 

What then is sociology? It seems to me that something like eighty percent of present day Western sociology I perceive can be described by four somewhat overlapping paradigms: One is based on Weberian and Parsonian conceptions of social action and finds its highlights in debates of the modernism-post modernism, differentiation, individualization, value change, Lebenslagen type of issues, mostly located in some sort of modernization theory. Its major achievement is the abolishment of social class. Its logic comes close to consumer research where the ultimate goal is to reach presumably homogeneous groups with minimal costs. Structure is replaced by composition. No inner connectivity of society exists. Power is an irrelevant concept. The goal of modernization, in fact the end of history, is the Western blueprint. I remember Ulrich Beck ending his presentation in plenary at the Bielefeld Congress of the International Sociological Association by saying that “eventually sociology comes back to its ultimate subject: The Individual.” 

The second is systems theory, the most fashionable version of which is little more than a disguise of triviality in obscure language or, as Renate Mayntz has once characterized it, “climbing in the branches of self-erected semantic trees”. The ultimate goal of all knowledge is not society, but rather the generality of “the system.” The “reduction of complexity”, “legitimacy through procedure”, “autopoiesis” and similar formulae turn out to divert attention from the basic conflicts and contradictions in society to the trivial surprises of everyday life. Exactly those who advocate the unexpected concomitants of complexity are not at all surprised, well-informed by “the system” as they are. They don’t need to care about middle-range theories, as they do have the grand theory – and it does not really matter, then, if such theory is about humans, or ants, or the outer space. This is what enables systems theorists to talk about virtually everything with the same expertise. 

�The third paradigm is empiricism. The essential proof for something to be accessible to science is that it can be translated into numbers. Whatever you can translate into numbers is being crunched in the computer, and the more sophisticated (and the less understood by others) your statistical tools are the more acknowledgement you get from your colleagues. The search for truth is reduced to the sophistication of tests of statistical significance. Shooting at theoretical mice with heavy statistical artillery seems to the rule more than the exception. This is, of course, another tempting issue to elaborate on; it must suffice here to point to the fact that even the hardest of data we know, i.e. demographic data, are problematic: For more than seventy nations of the world the statistics of births and deaths do not “exist” but are estimated by the UN Population Division before being reproduced by the World Bank and other “sources”. Of course, this sort of social science is hardly communicable to someone outside the “scientific community”. It this little group of insiders which sets the standards of relevance and quality, which communicates within itself, and which shields this sort of endeavour from public scrutiny.

The forth paradigm, exegesis of classical writings, may be the least questionable in the sense that its adherents need little funding, do not compete with other approaches for influence and power, and do not pretend to be of any practical value.

To the proponents of all four paradigms it seems to be academic virtue to be as distant as possible from empirical reality, or practical action. I know reputed political sociologists who have never attended a parliamentary meeting, or sociologists of work who have never seen an industrial workplace. Though, we have good reasons to question the quality of the products we produce. You may tolerate that my perception of my own discipline is especially harsh, ironic, and angry. You will draw your own conclusions, especially if your background lies in other social science disciplines.

We should not leave out the universities as the seedbeds of social science standards, and inner academic criteria for quality and success. We would find out that academia is relatively little concerned with questions of social relevance. Although academic freedom is an important value, it does only exceptionally lead to critical analyses of social reality. Success in academia is partly based on idiosyncratic conventions in esoteric circles, partly on the recognition of those who control scarce resources like money, influence, or the media. Scientists have to invent fashions and catch-words to attract the attention of the media. Their short attention cycles demand for ever new inventions. A typical product of this combination is the idea of a “risk society” (Beck 1986) in which all members are subjected to the same inescapable erosion of environmental conditions. This is, of course, at least a dangerous and ideological over-generalization. Empirical reality shows in manifold ways how the rich attempt and very often manage to escape exactly those risks, and leave them to the poor who have no alternative. We would find out that all these approaches remain unimpressed by, and are unprepared to answer questions of the sustainable development type.

It is true, environmental sociology has, as Nico Nelissen and his colleagues (1997) have convincingly demonstrated, come of age and matured, revealing a rich body of printed literature. But is it enough to claim academic recognition while at the same time the degradation of natural resources increases dramatically? May it not be that social scientists discover the environment as just another area from which to squeeze out profit and secure the privileges we enjoy? The temptation lies there to encapsulate sustainable development in the narrow cage of environmental sociology.

�To repeat the central thesis of this presentation: The basic problem on the way towards global sustainable development is how decisions on the use of global natural resources are being made and implemented – clearly a social science argument. But the social sciences are not prepared to provide relevant answers to such questions, and where they do, they work hard to avoid the practical consequences resulting from such answers.



5) European Social Sciences for Global Sustainability



Let me, after this bitter and pessimistic diagnosis, adopt a more forward-looking perspective and make some remarks on what I believe are major tasks for European social sciences, and relate my comments to the four subthemes of our conference:



The Ecological Europe

Sustainable development is not, at least, not in the core of its meanings, about environmental protection. It is, first of all, the capacity of society to introduce and implement reform in such a way that the natural life-support system can fulfil its functions indefinitely. As a metaphor, non-human nature is the capital on which we all rely; we should take care to live from the interest generated by this capital, and not to diminish the capital itself. The basic condition is that we do not over-exploit the natural basis on which we depend. In practise this means that humanity must sharply reduce its throughput of natural resources, where the prime responsibility is on the side of the rich countries, including Europe.

This is not easy. We are, to use an example, caught in a dangerous paradox: While mass purchasing power is deliberately eroded in the West, the last reserve for growth coming from the built-up over-capacities in production is export. The major export markets are the former socialist countries and the Third World. This can only work as long as we prohibit these societies from building up their own production capacities, or when we compete on world markets. While it is understandable that the silent revolutions in the East have only been possible on the promise to share the West’s material well-being, similar consumption patterns all over the world would mean ecological harakiri. So the share of global problems which we mean having successfully exported to other parts of the world will lash back on us. It is growth which destroys the environment. The key to the problem continues to lie in the West. A solution, if there is one at all, will neither be found in nebulous allusions to the unforeseeable outcomes of the present chaotic loss of regulatory power, nor from a resort to the new fundamentalism, i.e. capitalism. A solution can only be found if and insofar as all societies would assist each other to enter development paths which minimize natural resource consumption.

�Any reduction in the use of natural resources in dimensions which are sustainable on a long-term basis will go along with a sharp reduction in mass consumption, considerably less human work and, therefore, unemployment. How can be such a process initiated at the same time when traditional conceptions of social welfare and the state are being shattered, which both are financed from taxed work? The intellectual clarification of available options is the genuine task of the social sciences.

All the formulae and imperatives and appeals and conventions around sustainable development make a lot of sense, and they are generally agreed upon. But such consensus is reached by abstraction. No serious person has yet proposed to reduce the consumption of fossil resources to minimum. The reason is not so much that this would be impossible from a natural science or technological point of view. We have literally hundreds or even thousands of proposals on how and where renewable energies could replace fossil ones. The reason is that in our societies hundreds of thousands of work-places and entire power hierarchies and networks in the energy, automobile, chemical etc. industries depend of fossil resources. Any attempt for organizing the consequent transformation towards renewable energies causes uproar and political conflict and thus, uncertainty for the ruling class. 

This is not only the case with the energy sector: Our entire economies in the capitalist West are based on wasteful consumption, beginning with miserable heating insulation of buildings, via ever changing fashions and artificially produced entertainment kicks, to advertising. Closing down, e.g., the advertising industry, which is wasteful almost by definition, would cost something like 500.000 jobs in Germany alone. A Western society which would seriously intend to contribute to global sustainable development, would not only be confronted with a dramatically sharpening problem of unemployment; it would also have to rethink its role in the international economic, financial, and political institutions, as well as its influence in development aid and other forms of foreign policy. All this would at the end cost more jobs. Again, many agree that the character of work is changing. But only few seem to be aware of the consequences resulting for a system which is entirely based on the premise of full employment. The collapse of the social welfare systems is well under way, and deficits of the public households which in Germany have reached an average of 25.000 DM per capita are a clear sign on the wall. Any realistic chance for sustainable development will be in the West determined by the employment and income situation. The point is not so much that solutions to the problem are impossible from a scientific perspective. There are possible solutions, but they all will touch on existing structures of power and interest. It is not so much a lack of recipes of what should be prepared but rather the political consensus or rather the social contract on how such a goal could be achieved which seems impossible. This is a clear challenge to the social sciences. One of the answers lies in the new role of NGOs especially on the local level. In Scandinavia, in the UK, the Netherlands and recently also in Germany we can observe a new phenomenon of civil disobedience where the civil society urgently demands action from governments which do not want to act. This Local Agenda 21, or Sustainable Cities, process deserves much more attention.



�The Social Europe

What does the imperative to reduce natural resource consumption mean for societies which are already shattered by massive unemployment? Which do no longer have the means for public redistribution of the social democratic type? The question has two sides: One of social justice which means that at least the satisfaction of basic needs should be guaranteed for all human beings, and one of utilitarian calculation which means that without the purchasing power to absorb the existing productive capacity, an overproduction/underconsumption crisis is unavoidable which will seriously endanger profits and eventually the entire capitalist system. Without such purchasing power it is impossible to maintain social security systems and finally public infrastructure and administration. It is not only inhuman to let people fall in misery, it is also extremely unwise from a simple capitalist logic to let the hen starve which lays golden eggs. Both viewpoints coincide in their consequences. The contradiction is where international competition in a globalized economy calls for cost reduction and therefore for less employment and lower salaries, while this cost reduction means that people are no longer able to buy the goods and services produced – which is the simplest explanation of the Asian crisis.

Where should Europe go? The Social Protocol to the Maastricht Treaty is far away from even understanding the problem. What could that be: The Social Europe? To what extent should distribution policy be maintained, and to what extent centralized in Brussels, or decentralized in the nation-states or even on a lower level? What must be provided to help people survive the upcoming economic crisis? Must we not go back to subsistence policies in the sense that every human being must be enabled to care for his or her basic needs independent of employment in the formal economic sector? Is not an informalization of the economic imperative, and should it go wild or would we need carefully worked out transition strategies? Would guaranteed minimum income schemes as proposed, among others, by André Gorz, help solve the problem? How could minimum income be conceived apart from it naive monetary interpretation? How could it be associated with minimum natural resource consumption and still well-being?



The Democratic Europe

Why is it that social science is not more open to accept that there are different ways of regulation, including market regulation, which might make sense in different spheres of society? That the ecological crisis sheds light on important deficiencies of the present system which, by the way, neither is market regulation, nor can it be safeguarded by market regulation? How does it come that mainstream economics does not even feel the need to react to the natural law of entropy? How can it be explained that neo-liberal ideology, which pretends that market regulation works like a natural law, has infected the social sciences like a virus?

�It is surprising to see to what extent Western representative ways of decision-making which are simply a market interpretation of policy-making are being taken as the very and the only content of democracy. There have been certain noise effects like, after the Los Angeles riots of 1965, the quest for citizen participation, later on followed by Alternative Dispute Resolution, or the recent debate on communitarianism. But these have remained fairly marginal to the mainstream. At least in my country, citizen participation has become a cartoon of its original meaning in political practice, and communitarianism tends to become a more acceptable substitute for deregulation. The debates on global governance are left to the babblers, while the small group of rich countries has long begun to build a new global power structure outside the UN system and outside democratic control, with the Group of Seven, or Eight now, the Security Council, the Worldbank, the International Monetary Fund, and NATO, all dominated by the same small group of western-capitalist nations, in its core.

Why, then, is it that the project of democracy which started with the French Revolution seems to have arrived at its end? Are there no open questions, no new situations? Are there not large sections of society excluded from democracy like, e.g., the work place, the schools and universities, public administration, political parties, and most families? What could democratic structures mean in supranational institutions like the European Union? What in case that democratic processes result in “wrong” decisions – wrong, e.g., because they severely damage the environment, or because they lay burdens on the shoulders of future generations? What is democracy in the light of the necessities of global sustainable development?

Present-day progressives tend to invest much hope in the increasing importance of NGOs which indeed have gained in significance since the Earth Summit. Where are the NGOs on the European scene? Their last, but not least achievement was that they successfully pulled the Multilateral Agreement on Investment into the public debate. They also played a major role in the implementation of green policies. A new arena has opened for them with Chapter 28 of the Agenda 21, i.e. the Local Agenda 21. But questions remain: Who are these NGOs? What is their legitimacy and where does it come from? To what extent does their own self-interest interfere with the common good in the name of which they maintain to speak? Do they not replicate the power structure of their respective society?



Europe Taking Responsibility for the Global Society

�Europe, after the Monetary Union, will not only be the greatest economic market, it is also the most important alliance of nation-states existing in international affairs. It dominates the Security Council (if we include Russia), it could dominate the G 7 and NATO, it could dominate the IMF and the World Bank and thus it could play a really independent role on the global scene. Despite the Common Security and Foreign Policy, there is no real awareness of Europe’s role and responsibility. Europe still hides behind the US as their junior partner. The formal reason is that member states hesitate to transfer competence in international and global matters to the Union. In reality, it is not only that Europe still has to define its role but it rather still is part of the American hegemony established after World War 2.

How could Europe’s role be defined if it is to devote a major contribution to global sustainable development? Should not the conflicting unit of ecological, economic, and social sustainability replace the old magic triangle of economic policy? How could a political coalition be brought together to make decisions in this direction?

This is why Sustainable Development is a generic social science concept: It is the capability of societies to transform themselves from systems intended to satisfy the unlimited demands of the wealthy societies with maximum natural resource input to systems intending to satisfy the basic needs of all humans on Earth with minimum natural resource input. It is difficult to understand why social scientists tend to ignore this basic interdependence. But it is clear that sustainable development touches on the interests of the ruling élites, and therefore will not be accepted and rewarded. Sustainable development is the key concept of a transdisciplinary, normative, global, and future-oriented, and policy-relevant scientific endeavour which must have a firm basis in the social sciences and which must fight for acceptance and recognition in the general public. The bad news is that this seems to be an uphill task; the good news, that is does not depend on much funding.



6) Conclusion



All sciences, of whatever discipline or epistemology, have their beginning and their end in society. The reason is not only that science as an institution, or set of institutions, is part of and tied into the structure of a given society. It is also that the emergence of a problem that merits scientific endeavour, the definition of a problem, is a social process. And finally, all results of whatever science are in some way absorbed, or implemented in society. Science is, in other words, an attempt to improve society. This, of course, means that no science is independent of the structure of power and interests in a given society. It is the social sciences who, being well aware of these processes and their determinants in existing power structures, find themselves caught in a peculiar trap: It is exactly those phenomena they are called upon to disclose which have all interest to make them as irrelevant as possible.

�Transformation, a term often restricted to the former socialist societies, affects us all, East and West, North and South. The basic question is which way we want to go: Neo-liberal globalization, or global sustainable development. It seems to me that both are not reconcilable, they are rather antagonistic, a unity of oppositions in the dialectical sense, striving for synthesis. Such synthesis can only be of a new quality transcending the two opposing positions. Transformation and Development is about this radical question whether or not humanity is able to organize itself on a rational and fair basis sustainable for all its members. This demands for a comprehensive, holistic understanding of society and its relation to nature on the global, regional, national, and local scales. Europe and its social scientists have an important role to play in this situation, and I wish we could play this role in full responsibility.
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