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The following is the text from the first of ISKS Conversations Series which took place Monday, October 12th entitled: Confronting the Crisis:Transformative Tools for a Better Ireland between Professor Ruth Levitas and Michael D.Higgins.

Confronting the Crisis
The economic shockwaves of 2008 and the global recession now afflicting Ireland and the UK among others has revealed the instability of global capitalism, and its failure to provide secure and sustainable means of livelihood for the world’s population. It has made public the huge profits extracted from the economy in the financial sector over a period of years, and the self-interest, stratospheric payoffs and pension deals of CEOs who had presided over the debacle. Both the UK and Ireland are suffering reductions in GDP, huge budget deficits, job insecurity, rising unemployment and high levels of household debt. If unemployment is soaring, so is poverty, although there is always a timelag in compiling figures for this. In the UK, attention has been effectively deflected from the bankers whose mismanagement provoked the crisis on to the government. In particular, the Conservative Party Conference last week, set out the agenda for their potential victory in a general election next Spring. We will ‘all’ have to work harder and longer and pay more to meet the gap in public finances. There are particular attacks on the public sector, and the proposed cuts will hit hardest at the poorest members of society. But the object of these policies is to restore economic growth and business as usual, sooner or later.
The title of this series is ‘confronting the crisis’. It should, I think, more properly be ‘confronting the crises’. In 2000, the United Nations set eight Millennium Goals, with the intention that they be met by 2015. They include the eradication of extreme poverty and hunger, and ensuring environmental sustainability. They will not be met. The ecological crisis is deeper and more far-reaching than the economic one. Carbon emissions, global warming and climate change challenge our whole way of life. Usable land resources will become scarcer as higher temperatures bring rising sea-levels and unstable weather patterns. Forced migration will present intensified social and political challenges. Current policy responses involve minor reductions in emissions of greenhouse gases, the pursuit of carbon neutrality and the technological fix of carbon capture; and carbon trading. Largely ignored are other aspects of pollution – the possibility, for example, that the ocean system is becoming acidified to the point where marine life will be impossible, destroying a large part of the earth’s ecosystem. Resource limitation will mean an upward pressure on food and energy prices – related, as biofuels replace food crops on scarce land resources. Global development (especially of China) means continued upward pressure on commodity prices. Such development challenges the West’s acquisition of an unfair share of the world’s resources. If everyone consumed resources at the rate of the USA, we would need five planets rather than one. If at the rate of the UK, we would need three planets rather than one. The struggle for raw materials is likely to result in more armed conflict.
There is a connection between these crises, and it is inequality. And inequality is generated by an economic system driven by profit rather than human need. For example, George Monbiot, writing recently about the much greater environmental impact of patterns of consumption compared to population growth, drew attention to a yacht called the WallyPower 118.This consumes 3,400 litres of diesel per hour when travelling at 60 knots, or 31 litres per kilometre, and likely enhanced with teak and mahogany fittings. Monbiot observes that its owner may well ‘carry a few jetskis and a mini-submarine, ferry … guests to the marina by private plane and helicopter, offer them bluefin tuna sushi and beluga caviar, and drive the beast so fast that [they] mash up half the marine life of the Mediterranean. In which case they would do more damage to the biosphere in 10 minutes than most Africans inflict in a lifetime’. Closer to home, he suggests that ‘in the banker belt of the lower Thames valley there are people who heat their outdoor swimming pools to bath temperature, all round the year. They like to lie in the pool on winter nights, looking up at the stars. The fuel costs them £3,000 a month. One hundred thousand people living like these bankers would knacker our life support systems faster than 10 billion people living like the African peasantry’. 

There is a small upside to the economic crisis. Recession has resulted in a small but measurable drop in carbon emissions. It may also have caused at least a temporary shift in public values, away from crazy conspicuous consumption. If it has, that momentary pause in frenetic shopping needs to be used. Contemporary politics is dominated by panic-stricken and piecemeal attempts to restore 'business as usual'. But the economic and ecological crises mean that we cannot go on as we are. We need a different approach if we are to ensure secure and sustainable livelihoods for all. 
We need to think about what kind of social and economic system can deliver sustainable livelihoods and ways of life for the world’s population. This means not just beginning from where we are and extrapolating trends. Of course, in working out how to arrive where we want and need to be, we will need to begin from where we are: but the question of the kind of societies we want to arrive at should be considered in a more fundamental way. We need long-term, rather than short-term thinking. To use an analogy, if I am thinking of a quick weekend break, it makes perfect sense for me to consider where low-budget airlines fly from Bristol. If I am thinking about where to spend the rest of my life, the considerations are quite different – and the question of how to get there – and whether it is appropriate to fly at all – comes later.

We need a different, unfamiliar mode of thinking to address the crises – thinking that is best described as ‘utopian’. For those who think 'utopia' is about the impossible, what really is impossible is to carry on as we are, with social and economic systems that enrich a few, but destroy the environment and impoverish millions. Our very survival depends on finding another way of living. Utopian thinking in this sense is not about devising and imposing a blueprint. Rather, Utopia as method involves thinking about the connections between economic, social and ecological processes in an integrated way. We can then develop alternative possible scenarios for the future, and open these up to public debate and democratic decision.
We are here talking about generating a different kind of knowledge about our society and the options for our future, so this is central to the ISKS  (Institute for the Study of Knowledge in Society) with its focus on modes of knowledge and their relationship to contemporary society and social change. I want to say a little about the nature of contemporary knowledge about, and knowledge in, society, to better contrast how the utopian mode differs. Both UK and Irish societies have sometimes been described as ‘knowledge societies’ or ‘knowledge economies’ as if this constitute some third, post-industrial, stage of development after ‘agricultural’ and ‘industrial’ stages. In Ireland’s case, Wikipedia suggests its rapid development involved a leap from an agricultural economy to a knowledge economy. This designation disguises two significant facts. One is that all societies involve knowledge. Indeed the forms of knowledge held by indigenous peoples have been exproporiated or exterminated: they involved huge amounts of knowledge about the land, its flora and fauna, weather and migration patterns, the medicinal properties of plants, as well as complex cultures  mythologies which served to sustain systems of values protecting their means of livelihood and ways of life. Similarly both agricultural and industrial societies depend on knowledge. The second is that agricultural, extractive and manufacturing industries are still fundamental to Western ways of life. So Advanced Western nations can misperceive themselves as ‘knowledge economies’ or ‘knowledge societies’ only by ignoring their dependence on and exploitation of systems of production largely exported to developing nations – by not thinking about the global economy as a whole. The term also, of course, occludes processes within the advanced economies themselves. 
What is distinctive about knowledge in the contemporary global economy is its commodification. Increasingly, knowledge is not something possessed as part of ‘the commons’, but is privately owned and exploited for profit. One only has to look at the increasing extent to which Universities are concerned about ‘intellectual property’, a concept of relatively recent origin. Of course, all societies restrict access to knowledge, especially knowledge that generates power or profit; but the extent of this is unprecedented. 
Added to this is the fragmentation of knowledge. This is partly a matter of complexity and necessary specialisation. But it is also connected to the institutional organisation of knowledge, and especially the emergence of separate ‘disciplines’ within Universities. In the nineteenth century, when writers as various as Adam Smith, Karl Marx, John Ruskin, William Morris, and Edward Bellamy were writing, the social sciences had not been broken down into separate areas: so all were writing versions of political economy, which was also moral economy, and which bore directly on social structures and social relationships. Ironically, the very development of Sociology as a distinct discipline, which is concerned with thinking holistically about social processes, was accompanied both by disciplinary specialisation and fragmentation, and by the repression of moral, evaluative and future-oriented thinking. The current emphasis on interdisciplinarity is, of course, an attempt to overcome some of these problems, and return to more ‘joined-up’ or holistic thinking, although the very term accepts the primacy of disciples: perhaps postdisciplinarity would be a better goal. 

The consequence is a situation better described as the stupid society than the knowledge society. Favoured forms of knowledge are those which are non-evaluative and highly specialized, and which can be sold as ‘real’ knowledge under the badge of ‘science’. Other, exploratory, evaluative, holistic forms of knowledge are treated with scepticism, and as not ‘real’ knowledge at all. The pressure for external funding, and especially funding from government departments exacerbates this. That fragmentation is accompanied by a very short-term orientation to problem solving. The future appears only as an extrapolation of the present: ‘if present trends continue’. This quality of being stuck in the present is even more apparent in Government policy.

H G Wells, watching this process in operation in 1909, wrote in ‘The So-called Science of Sociology’ fulminated against the repression of the utopian mode of thought. He said: 

the creation of utopias – and their exhaustive criticism – is the proper and distinctive method of sociology

What Wells means by this is that understanding existing social processes and especially thinking about potential futures intrinsically necessitates thinking about the connections between economic, social and political processes, our ways of life, and what is necessary to human flourishing. Utopia as method is a form of speculative sociology, the sociology of the future. 
There are four key advantages of utopian thinking as a method. 

Firstly, it is holistic. It requires what New Labour, in its infantilising language, referred to as ‘joined-up thinking’; and unlike political philosophy and political theory, which have been more sympathetic to normative approaches than has sociology, this holism is expressed at the level of concrete social institutions and processes. 

Secondly, it allows an element of ethical and institutional separation from the present. Although the critical edge of utopianism depends upon the imagined alternative possessing a reasonable degree of internal coherence and at least theoretical possibility, it is less constrained by what now seems immediately possible. It allows, if you like, thinking outside the box. And as the French sociologist Andre Gorz put it, 

‘it is the function of utopias, in the sense the term has assumed in the work of Ernst Bloch or Paul Ricoeur, to provide us with the distance from the existing state of affairs which allows us to judge what we are doing in the light of what we could or should do’ (Gorz 1999:113).

Thirdly, the process of making explicit alternative scenarios for the future is fundamental to any kind of democratic debate. Indeed, an important element is not just envisioning alternatives, but making explicit the implicit ideas of the good society buried in the barrage of political rhetoric and policies with which we are continually bombarded. The method of utopia has both an architectural mode – the construction of alternatives, and what might be termed an archaeological mode, which involves making explicit the kinds of society implied in particular political programmes: it will be necessary to do this, for example, with David Cameron’s ‘Modern Conservatism’, just as it was necessary with Thatcherism and New Labour. 
And, as one recent writer put it, 

What might be the alternative? Unless we cede to the market, to bureaucrats or to strongmen the task of determining our common fate, we have no other means through which to work the redemption of our world.

And the term ‘redemption’ raises a fourth element. The utopian mode always allows the question of what kind of people we want society to encourage. This means thinking about what underpins human flourishing, including, as Ruskin put it, what kinds of work are good for people and make them happy; and what values, skills and capabilities our institutional arrangements will encourage.

I am aware I have not said anything about the substance of any such vision. Stressing utopia as a method for democratic debate means that in one sense my own views of what is necessary are not particularly important, and these final points are simply five principles put on the table for debate:

1. Make ecological sustainability central.

3. Ensure a huge reduction in global and national inequalities, in particular curbing the wealth and power of the rich. 

2. Rethink what counts as production and wealth, and produce for need rather than profit

4. Prioritise gender equality, and recognise non-market activities, especially personal care of children and adults, as work. (or, think in terms of the Total Social Organisation of Labour). 

5. Introduce a guaranteed basic income or citizen’s income
