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Global Environmental Politics

The “taming” of nature involves the transformation of an “undeveloped” environment through the application of capitalist and industrial methods in order to increase the production of commodities and goods, especially military ones (Global Environmental Politics: 183)

Even as a student of the natural sciences and a follower of international politics, I continue to be amazed by the lack of cooperation put forth by the United States in international environmental treaties and the lack of media coverage and shock in this arena.  As is so expressed throughout the readings, the United States, as one of the world’s leading polluters in all arenas, an oppressive global military force, and, in many ways, an economic tyrant (how biased is my opinion?)  continues to dictate global environmental agreements among many other things.  As the Global Environmental Politics chapter 5 expresses, the unsurprising shift to market-based “conservation” methods have ensued:

This ideological emphasis on capitalism and markets is not unique to the United States, but the United States, as the world’s dominant power, has been a leader in shifting the policies and practices of environmental internationalism toward growing reliance on both markets and economic growth as solutions to environmental change (Global Environmental Politics: 211)

I cannot help but question how the United States continues to be able to act across-the-board in such an authoritarian global power, particularly in issues such as global environmental health, in which our actions have direct, often critical impacts on the rest of the world.  I wonder how it is possible to have successful global environmental “regimes” as is discussed in Downie’s paper, that are consistently ignored or passed over by the world’s leading offenders.  And how, as American citizen’s can we help enact change within our own country and within the global community to get the United States to participate in a global democracy, without severely negatively impacting our own lives (i.e. economic disaster, war, etc)?  Another question that arises for me when looking at the commodification of natural resources and the power associated with them is:  would another country in the same situation truly act any differently?  Unfortunately, I think the answer is most likely a resounding NO.  As can be seen in the below example, throughout history, one “negative” will fill the gap of others:

In place of the nation-state as the object of popular veneration, globalization and liberalism encourage individuals to seek their own goals through consumption (GEP: 185).

The growing global focus on increased growth, “development”, and wellbeing as a direct result of increased consumption and a capacity for consumption (and the debt associated with it) is the current replacement for past foci on communities.  I see the existence of unbalanced and relatively unchecked levels of power always result in corruption and the pursuit of self-interest:  This is true on all social levels.  The interconnectedness of environmental issues within this power (often centered on the economic and political) is emphasized in Downie’s analysis of the linkages between economic and political interests:

A second and equally critical obstacle is that environmental problems are inextricably linked to important economic and political interests.  Environmental issues, and therefore environmental negotiations, do not exist independent of other economic and political activities and interests.  Rather, environmental issues exist because e of these activities and interests.  Environmental problems are produced as externalities of individuals, corporations, and nations pursue other interests (Downie: 75)

I do not want to simply present a pessimistic view of the world and of the United States.  However, I do think it is crucial to discuss the fundamental issues behind the corruption and authority of “too much power” within a ruling body and it’s affects on international cooperation and global environmental health and much more.  As Downie’s quote suggests and he pursues in his analysis, the majority is not “intending” to destroy the environment or to create greater injustice and inequality throughout the world, however, I see the “willingness to look the other way” or “not think” about the consequences of our actions, at the individual and the nation-state level, as equally as guilt-ridden: both actions have the same results.  So, how do we create greater levels of social consciousness and a greater level of political, institutional and corporate accountability?

