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4. ‘The European Way of Life’ as
a nightmare for others in the
‘Anthropocene’

Yolande Jansen

1 INTRODUCTION: THE ‘EUROPEAN WAY OF LIFE’;
THE ‘IMPERIAL WAY OF LIVING’

Aimé Césaire, one of the most famous anti-colonial thinkers of the mid-twen-
tieth century, wrote the following words in the heading of this article in the
opening pages of his 1955 essay Discourse on Colonialism. ‘Europe is inde-
fensible (...) That in itself is not serious. What is serious is that “Europe” is
morally, spiritually indefensible’.! The essay was published as the European
Empires were falling apart, leaving peoples and regions mostly devastated,
sometimes politically relatively independent but economically often highly
dependent, during the historical period of ‘decolonization’. What made Europe
morally and spiritually indefensible in Césaire’s eyes? Colonialism, i.e. the ide-
ology justifying and accompanying the huge imperial expansion of European
powers from 1492 onwards, whereby (...) by 1914, Europe held a grand total
of roughly 85 per cent of the earth as colonies, protectorates, dependencies,
dominions and commonwealths’, and whereby ‘no other associated set of colo-
nies in history was as large, none so totally dominated, none so unequal in
power to the Western metropolis’.> According to Césaire, colonialism not only
led to untold suffering and damage for the colonized — and, as he and alongside
him many thinkers from the Global South emphasized long before Europeans
woke up, to the exhaustion and possibly the extinction of the natural world and
the earth — it also worked to ‘decivilize the colonizer, to brutalize him in the

I Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism (first published 1955, Monthly

Review Press 2000), 32.
2 Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (Knopf 1993), 8.
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‘The European Way of Life’ as a nightmare for others in the ‘Anthropocene’ 61

true sense of the word’, and, in that sense, crucially preceded and even caused
the emergence of fascism and nazism in Europe.’

The stimulus for this collection on ‘The European Ways of Life’ is one of
the many contemporary events that make it useful to bring Césaire’s criticism
to mind. When a candidate for the Presidency of the European Commission,
Ursula von der Leyen wrote down her vision of a ‘Union of equality, tolerance
and social fairness’.* One of the six ambitions she formulated was ‘Protecting
our European Way of Life’. She wanted to do this by, together with other meas-
ures, strengthening European borders to limit migration and by increasing
internal security to combat terrorism. In this context, Von der Leyen wrote:
‘Every person in our Union has the right to feel safe in their own streets and
their own home’.> At first glance, this seems an ideal worth pursuing, but the
‘right to feel safe’ for Europeans stands in stark contrast to any commitment
to protect this right also for non-EU inhabitants. With the increasing control,
securitization, and militarization of the European borders, the protection even
seems to come at the cost of increased insecurity for those who are not EU
inhabitants.

There are multiple indicators of the systematicity of this contrast. Large
numbers of Syrian, Afghan, Sudanese, Palestinian, and other refugees who
abandoned their homes and neighbourhoods over the last decade, and who
were often forced to leave them in ruins, hoped to find a safe haven in the EU.
These refugees definitively lost their right to safety, dignity, and even life itself
at the European borders, in the name of protecting European citizens against
‘mass migration’ — or were and are even prevented to flee.® Within Europe, the
security and freedoms of those who are ‘in Europe, but not of Europe’, to echo
Stuart Hall, do not seem to carry the same weight as those of others. This has
led political scientist Hans Kundnani to speak of ‘Eurowhiteness’, where the
EU increasingly functions as an ethno-state or a civilisation and, he argues, is

3 Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism (first published 1955, Monthly

Review Press 2000), 35. Césaire came from Martinique, was educated at one of
the famous Parisian grandes écoles, the ENS, and became, among other positions,
mayor of Fort-de-France from 1945-2001 and representative of Martinique in the
French Assemblée Nationale (1945-1993). He knew colonialism from many sides.

4 Ursula von der Leyen, A Union that Strives for More: My Agenda for Europe
(2019)  <https://commission.europa.eu/system/files/2020-03/political-guidelines
-next-commission_en.pdf>.

5 1Ibid 16.

6 See further the chapter on migration by Shahin Nasiri in this volume, please
see Chapter 8.
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62 European ways of life

falling back into colonial patterns.” In 2023 and 2024, in Gaza, other parts of
occupied Palestine, and Lebanon, the safety and even the most fundamen-
tal human rights, including the right to life, of thousands of civilians, mostly
children, women, and the elderly, have been violated by the state of Israel
with the knowledge, cooperation, and even approval of most of the Member
States of the European Union.® The first challenge of this article is to explore
the actuality of colonial legacies in these discrepancies between the security
and freedoms of ‘us’ Europeans and those of Europe’s others. I will address
this question by discussing how Aimé Césaire defined colonialism and saw its
(intrinsic) relationship with Europe and ‘civilization’, and then commenting on
his understanding from a contemporary perspective.

A second, related, and highly urgent dimension of a colonial lens is that
it can help understand how ‘the European Way of Life’ is also an ‘Imperial
Mode of Living’ with long colonial roots and global repercussions. The
notion of the Imperial Mode of Living was introduced by German sociologists
Ulrich Brand and Markus Wissen to conceptualise how ‘people’s everyday
practices, including individual and societal orientations, as well as identities,
rely heavily on the unlimited appropriation of resources; a disproportionate

7 Hans Kundnani, Eurowhiteness: Culture, Empire and Race in the European

Project (Hurst 2023). For an excerpt, see Hans Kundnani, ““The Eurocentric fal-
lacy”: the myths that underpin European identity’ The Guardian (17 August 2023)
<www.theguardian.com/world/2023/aug/17/the-eurocentric-fallacy--the-myths
-that-underpin-european-identity>.

8 Ursula von der Leyen was one of the politicians in leading roles in the
EU to be quick to pledge unconditional support for Israel in the name of self-
defense after 7 October 2023. She received criticism from other EU officials. See,
for example, Eddy Wax and Jocopo Barigazzi, <https://www.politico.eu/article/
von-der-leyen-visit-israel-gaza-hamas-conflict-bias/> accessed 16 March 2024.
Another politician to express his country’s unconditional support in October 2023
was the liberal Dutch prime minister Mark Rutte, then a candidate for secretary
general of NATO, and holding that position effectively since 1 October 2024. It is
important to note that ‘Israel cannot legitimately invoke self-defence against the
population under its occupation’ and that an occupying power must protect and
not target the people it occupies. (Francesca Albanese, Special Rapporteur for the
U.N. on the situation of human rights in the Occupied Palestinian Territory report
published on 1 October 2024, <https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n24/279
/68/pdf/n2427968.pdf>, p. 25.) Albanese refers to: Legal Consequences of the
Construction of a Wall in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, Advisory Opinion,
9 July 2004, I.C.J. Reports 2004, 136, para. 139; and Legal Consequences Arising
from the Policies and Practices of Israel in the Occupied Palestinian Territory,
including East Jerusalem, Advisory Opinion, 19 July 2024, I.C.J. Reports 2024,
see Declaration of Judge Tladi, para. 48.
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‘The European Way of Life’ as a nightmare for others in the ‘Anthropocene’ 63

claim on global and local ecosystems and sinks; and cheap labour from else-
where. This availability of commodities is largely organised through the world
market, backed by military force and/or the asymmetric relations of forces as
they have been inscribed in international institutions’.? The colonial continui-
ties in the imperial way of living are not fully explored in the work of Brand
and Wissen. In section two, I highlight these continuities by drawing on Guno
Jones’ reading of Anton de Kom’s We Slaves of Surinam, in connection with
discussing the notions of ‘Plantationocene’ and ‘négrocéne’.)’ I end with a
brief reflection on how EU citizens and institutions could understand, critique,
expose and transform contemporary colonial patterns.

2 CESAIRE, EUROPE, COLONIALISM, AND ITS
CONTINUITIES TODAY

Césaire saw Europe as a continent of contacts where people and cultures from
all over the world have met for centuries. This could have been a source for
fruitful exchange, blending and mingling. However, colonialism shaped the
nature of these contacts in such a way that ‘not a single human value’ has
derived from them. Césaire’s first step was to provide what we might call an
‘affective definition’ of colonialism. His ‘poetics of anti-colonialism’!! pairs
an angry demasqué style with linguistic sharpness and originality. I ask
the reader not to immediately ask for ‘nuance’ and ‘balance’ and to follow
Césaire’s intelligent anger first. As his contemporaries Theodor Adorno and
Max Horkheimer noted in the same period of time, characterised by utter,
unimaginable violence, ‘only exaggeration is true’ (Adorno and Horkheimer
1986 [1948]). I would suggest a poetics of anti-colonialism is fitting for our

® Ulrich Brand and Markus Wissen, ‘The Imperial Mode of Living and
Capitalist Hegemony’ (2021) Global Dialogue <https://globaldialogue.isa-sociol-
ogy.org/articles/the-imperial-mode-of-living-and-capitalist-hegemony> accessed
15 July 2025. See, e.g., Markus Wissen and Ulrich Brand, The Imperial Mode of
Living; Everyday Life and the Ecological Crisis of Capitalism (Verso 2021).

10 Anton de Kom, We Slaves of Suriname (first published 1934, Polity 2022);
Guno Jones, ‘Citizenship Violence and the Afterlives of Dutch Colonialism:
Rereading Anton de Kom’ (2023) 27 Small Axe: A Caribbean Journal of
Criticism 1(70), 100-122; Donna Haraway and Anna Tsing, Reflections on the
Plantationocene. A Conversation with Donna Haraway & Anna Tsing Moderated
by Gregg Mitman (Edge Effects Magazine & University of Wisconsin 2019); an
earlier version of my reflection in section two has been published as ‘Exhaustion in
the Plantationocene’ (2023) 2 Netherlands Journal of Legal Philosophy, 183-188.

I Robin Kelley, ‘A Poetics of Anticolonialism’ in Aimé Césaire (ed), Discourse
on Colonialism (Monthly Review Press 2000).
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64 European ways of life

present time too, and this essay takes such stylistic adaptation to the times out
of joint as an inspiration.

Colonialism is not philanthropic, and neither is it about evangelism or pro-
viding health care, argues Césaire. It is time ‘to admit once and for all, without
flinching at the consequences, that the decisive actors here are the adventurer
and the pirate, the wholesale grocer and the ship owner, the gold digger and the
merchant, appetite and force, and behind them, the baleful projected shadow of
a form of civilization which, at a certain point in its history, finds itself obliged,
for internal reasons, to extend to a world scale the competition of its antago-
nistic economies’.'? Christian ‘pedantry’ has distracted from this truth by ren-
dering the equations ‘Christianity = civilization, paganism = savagery’.!> But
in reality, with colonialism comes exploitation, domination, and humiliation.

No human contact, but relations of domination and submission which turn the colo-
nizing man into a classroom monitor, an army sergeant, a prison guard, a slave
driver, and the indigenous man into an instrument of production. My turn to state
an equation: colonization = thingification.!*

Let’s look at ‘thingification’ as a concept and a practice. ‘Thingification’
means making people into things, into ‘instruments of production’, thereby
dehumanising them. As we will more closely consider in section two, such
thingification assumed its most literal and terrible form in the chattel slavery
that legitimized and defined thingification in law, contrasting the persona of
the slave owner (citizen and European) to the res (Latin: ‘thing’) that defined
the enslaved. Non persona, sed res: not a person but a thing, and the specifi-
cally defined as a property.!> This was taken literally by scores of Europeans
for centuries, and it is deeply shameful that Europeans still have not made this
history a central part of their history and citizenship curricula. For Césaire, the
opposition between ‘human/person’ and ‘thing’ to characterise human inter-
relations forms the core of the racialised hierarchies of colonialism.

This opposition can also take more metaphorical, psychological or con-
ceptual forms, as in Frantz Fanon’s account of (one crucial dimension in) the
‘lived experience of the black man’: ‘I came into this world anxious to uncover
the meaning of things, my soul longing to be at the origin of the world, and

12 Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism (first published 1955, Monthly

Review Press 2000), 33.

3 Ibid.

4 Tbid 42.

15 For a genealogy and critique of how ‘property’ was introduced and concep-
tualised in the European philosophical tradition, see Daniel Loick, The Abuse of
Property (MIT Press 2023).
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here I am an object among other objects. Locked in this suffocating reification
(...).16 Fanon’s poetic ‘I’ complains that he is made into an object because
‘the Other, the white man, had woven me out of a thousand details, anecdotes,
and stories’. This had caused him not to form a ‘body schema’ based on and
trustful of his own perceptions [‘to be at the origin of my world’, YJ], but to
be dependent on ‘a historical-racial schema’ in which repetitive experiences of
being objectified caused a fundamental disorientation instead.” The experi-
ence of ‘being made into a thing in the gaze of the other’ is a psychological
‘thingification’, and at the core of a racialization that can persist after legal
thingification ends: it forms part of the ‘afterlives of slavery’.!8

A further and slightly more metaphorical theorisation of ‘thingification’
emerged in critical theories of modernity and capitalism. In the work of Marx,
but later also in critical theory and in the anti-colonial Marxism to which
Césaire’s thought belongs, it is posited that all social relations between people
become ‘thing-like’ in the capitalist economy. People — but also non-human
living beings — are seen and abused as instruments, as things, instead of as
actors with their own specific ways of living, being connected, and being free.
In early twentieth-century sociology and critical theory, the instrumentalising
reduction to things or objects of human beings (and of other beings, animals,
plants, land) in a world of domination and ‘contempt of matter’ is often under-
stood as a process characterising modernity generally (Bruno Latour, and
earlier, for example, in the work of Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer).
Latin-American and Caribbean scholars, such as Enrique Dussel and Anibal
Quijano, crucially added that it should be ‘modernity/coloniality’, because the
emergence of the modern world was only possible through colonial expansion
and the exploitation and instrumentalisation of people and resources in the

16 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks (first published 1952, Grove Press
2008), 89; ‘Reification’ means thingification with the Latin ‘res’ as a root. The
German word is “Verdinglichung’; Césaire used the French: ‘chosification’.

17" 1bid 91.

18 Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave
Trade Route Terror (Farrar, Straus and Giroux 2007), 6. Fanon does not present
being objectified as an ‘end situation’ of the colonial experience. In the final chap-
ter of the book, the poetic ‘I’ finds ways to resist being thingified, and many deco-
lonial thinkers and practices stress the always occurring practices of resistance
against colonial dehumanization. Such a reading does not underestimate or deny
the harm of colonial interaction, only it also does not make such interaction into
a harmful prediction about subjectivity. For a contemporary analysis of colonial
trauma and how inhibiting it can be, see Karima Lazali, Colonial Trauma (Polity
2018).
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66 European ways of life

(colonized) peripheries.!” The most extreme form of thingification, however,
stands apart: the enslavement and therefore full dehumanization of people,
whereby they are entirely reduced to things and defined as ‘property’. For
Césaire, that remains the model for colonialism. After the abolition of slavery,
but still under colonial rule, social relationships whereby people are almost
completely rendered things or instruments were continued, argued Césaire —
as well as many others in the Black radical tradition, such as Anton De Kom —
for example, in systems of indentured labor, but also in the experience of being
racialised, that I briefly discussed via the work of Fanon.?°

A second layer of Césaire’s analysis of colonialism concerns the ways in
which European traditions conceal and deny the truth about colonialism, not
only to others but also to themselves. Christian traditions were the first to
deny the truth, in the period after the colonialism = civilization equation had
emerged, Césaire argues. We could add to Césaire’s view here that in the secu-
larising modern transformation of this originally Christian equation, a sys-
tematic justification of colonialism came up which was intrinsically related
to how Europeans thought about ‘Europe’ as the continent where history had
started and that had brought humanity on the path towards freedom. It is partly
through this self-image, in which Christian motives were transformed into
modern ones, that European humanism justified colonialism as Christianity

19 For a helpful introduction to the modernity/coloniality/decolonial field of

studies, see Cristina Rojas, ‘Contesting the Colonial Logics of the International:
Toward a Relational Politics for the Pluriverse’ (2016) 10(4) International Political
Sociology 369-382.

20 An abstract binary between ‘mind’ and ‘body’, or ‘cogito’ and ‘thing’
(Descartes), is fundamental to modern philosophy. It is no coincidence that it is
parallel to the colonial experience in which the ‘Christian’ (and later ‘Enlightened’,
‘civilised’, ‘rational’) colonizers, claiming universality and freedom, opposed
themselves to ‘indigenous’ or African peoples, whom they saw as unfree and
imprisoned in nature, tradition, culture, and myth. This abstract contrast has been
much criticized in philosophical movements in the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies. Philosophically crucial studies in feminism, Black Studies, Jewish Studies,
and religious studies have reflected on the emergence of these patterns of reifica-
tion. They point to early processes of dehumanization in classical European uni-
versalism, when, following in the footsteps of Christian theology and Manicheism
— which held that the ‘spirit’ ‘transcends’ matter/the body to be ‘universal’ — it
took the body or matter as a kind of foil on which meaning could be projected.
(See, for example the work of Wendy Brown (political theory/philosophy/femi-
nism), Jay Cameron Karter, Willie Jennings (Black theology), Sylvia Wynter
(Black Studies/English literature), Nelson Maldonado Torres (Ethnic Studies/phi-
losophy), Jonathan Boyarin, Daniel Boyarin (Jewish Studies, theology, philoso-
phy) and many others.)
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‘The European Way of Life’ as a nightmare for others in the ‘Anthropocene’ 67

had done, and that Christianity and modernity/secularity are deeply inter-
linked. In the philosophical tradition, Hegel is a very influential 19th-century
example of a thinker in whose work Christian and modern motives were woven
together into colonial Eurocentrism. He saw history as a specifically European
process of gradual self-liberation from nature in the direction of ‘self-determi-
nation’ and freedom — a process which had, he estimated, its (unique) roots in
Ancient Greek democracy and philosophy.?! Césaire looks at the French tradi-
tion, rather, and confronts the reader, for example with the works of Ernest
Renan, as one of the great figures of Eurocentric and racist orientalism, ren-
dering Muslims and Jews as ‘Semites’ forming part of a ‘race monothéiste’,
where theological and secular motives are intermingled and where ‘race’ and
‘religion’ can become, in the felicitous phrase of Gil Anidjar, ‘co-concealing
categories’.??

What Europeans fail to see, returning to Césaire’s argument, is that the
violence of dehumanization and thingification has an effect in Europe and
on Europeans and that (...) colonization works to decivilize the colonizer, to
brutalize him in the true sense of the word.?? He ironically invokes the terms
that the colonizers themselves introduced for this process of decivilization:
regression; relapse into instinct; violence; but also ‘race hatred,” and ‘moral
relativism’.2* With every colonial crime, he argues, ‘each time a head is cut off
or an eye put out in Vietnam and in France they accept the fact, each time a
little girl is raped and in France they accept the fact, each time a Madagascan
is tortured and in France they accept the fact, civilization acquires another
dead weight, a universal regression takes place’.> And then he follows up with
his famous, still provocative notion of the ‘choc en retour’ from the colonial
world back to Europe.?® While European people react with surprise to the rise

2l Alison Stone, ‘Hegel and Colonialism’ (2020) 41(2) Hegel Bulletin, 247-270.

22 Gil Anidjar, Semites; Race, Religion, Literature (Stanford University Press
2008). See further, Yolande Jansen and Marieke Naomi van der Steen, ‘Inquisitive
Racialization or “You Only Assume These Things™: A Critical Phenomenological
Approach of the European Race-Religion Nexus’, in Schirin Amir-Moazzami and
Frank Peter (eds), Beyond Islamophobia (Campus Verlag 2024).

23 Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism (first published 1955, Monthly
Review Press 2000), 35.

24 Ibid 35.
% Ibid 35.
26

This ‘choc en retour’ has been translated into English as ‘boomerang effect’,
which emphasizes its connection with how Hannah Arendt discusses the boomer-
ang effect. It is often rendered as if she talks, as did Césaire, about the rise of fas-
cism as a boomerang effect of colonialism in her Origins of Totalitarianism (first
published 1951; Harcourt Brace 1973). For a precise analysis partly correcting
this reading, and with a rereading of both Arendt and Césaire on the ‘boomerang
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68 European ways of life

of fascism and Nazism, Césaire notes, this was nothing more than the (predict-
able) effect of the decivilization caused by colonialism itself:

And they wait, and they hope; and they hide the truth from themselves, that it is
barbarism, the supreme barbarism, the crowning barbarism that sums up all the
daily barbarisms; That it is Nazism, yes, but that before they were its victims, they
were its accomplices; that they tolerated that Nazism before it was inflicted on them
(...) because, until then, it had only been applied to non-European peoples (...) it
would be worthwhile (...) to reveal to the very distinguished, very humanistic, very
Christian bourgeois of the twentieth centruy that without his being aware of it, he
has a Hitler inside him, that Hitler inhabits him, that Hitler is his demon, that if he
rails against him, he is being inconsistent (...).?’

According to Césaire, the dehumanization and ‘reification’ of people that
took place in the colonial context, and which had been accepted in Europe,
returned to Europe as Nazism. This became possible through the acceptance
of structural violence in the colonies and the racial hierarchies that made peo-
ple insensitive to it.

This analysis is worth remembering at a time when many European coun-
tries and institutions, as well as the US, are supplying the weapons, finan-
cial, and moral support for what the International Court of Justice has ruled
is a plausible genocide, killing thousands of Gazan children, women, elderly
residents, and other non-combatants in just a few months, in one of the cru-
cial and most painful border zones of European colonial history.?® Césaire’s
thesis of the causal and even intrinsic relationship between the extreme vio-
lence perpetrated outside Europe through colonialism and inside it during the
Second World War seems a more meaningful way to learn from the Holocaust
at this crucial moment than to credit Europe with having found a moral anchor
in Holocaust memory that others, especially Muslim and/or Palestinian oth-
ers, do ‘not yet’ have, as often happens in European discourses on Holocaust
memory.?” More generally, and in connection to this point about European

effect’, see Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the
Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization (Stanford University Press 2009).

21 Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism (first published 1955, Monthly
Review Press 2000), 36.

28 ICJ, Summary of the Judgment of 26 January 2024 <www.icj-cij.org/sites
/default/files/case-related/192/192-20240126-sum-01-00-en.pdf> accessed 20
March 2024.

2 For this claimed contrast, see Gil Hochberg, ‘Re-membering the Semite’,
(2016) 1(2) Re-orient, 192-223, discussing the European self-image of being the
continent of Enlightenment and progress, for example, in a speech by former presi-
dent of the EU, Romano Prodi in 2007, quoted in Hochberg. See as well Irit Dekel
and Esra Ozyiirek, ‘The Logic of the Fight Against Antisemitism in Germany in
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‘The European Way of Life’ as a nightmare for others in the ‘Anthropocene’ 69

self-indulgence and the projection of its guilt onto others, neoliberal Europe
has made security, borders, and anti-migration policies central to its identity
and practices, without fundamentally questioning or resolving the legacies
of imperial warfare and colonial trade policies, or addressing the increasing
inequalities within Europe. Neoliberal Europe, again, therefore, does not stand
in opposition to, but is rather a crucial path towards a new fascism that now
‘surprises’ us, Césaire could have argued.

With its focus on security, borders, and migration, we could argue that
Europe, as part of the Global North, is now manifesting the legacies of forms
and aspects of colonialism that had not been theorised yet at the time Césaire
was writing. Much scholarly thought today is spent on the continuities and
actualities of colonialism and how it is linked to intra-European and border
political violence. Such a focus can be found in work on neocolonialism in
military, political, and economic relations across the world; theories of colo-
niality and decoloniality today; and, specifically important in connection to
security discourses, in analyses of settler colonialism. This is the colonialism
in which large European populations have settled in overseas territories and
established colonial states, largely and purposefully destroying Indigenous
cultures and ways of living, such as in the Americas, increasingly often called
by its Indigenous name Abya Yala, or in Oceania, where New Zealand is
increasingly called Aotearoa by its Maori name.>® In this more recent work
on the actuality and present of colonialism, it is often emphasised that settler

Three Cultural Shifts’ (2022) 56(2/3) Patterns of Prejudice, 157-187; Hilla Dayan
and Yolande Jansen, ‘Antisemitism, Anti-Palestinian Racism and Europe; A Plea
for a Critical and Democratic Debate’, Eurozine (21 February 2024) <www.euro-
zine.com/antisemitism-anti-palestinian-racism-and-europe/> accessed 20 March
2024.

30 A large field of scholarship is studying the continuities of colonialism today,
with different accents and discourses, where all are aware that settler colonialism
and other forms of colonialism and imperialism were interwoven historically and
that they still are. Some of these scholars stress that genocidal dimensions or other
extreme atrocities are never far away from colonial racialisms; all of them stress
the history of racial hierarchies and how these are perpetuated today in many
societal fields. To mention only a few of the most well-known scholars in this rich
field of critical scholarship, see the work of Sylvia Wynter, James Tully, Gurmindir
K. Bhambra, Gargi Batthacharya, Brenna Bhandar, Patrick Wolfe, Dirk Moses,
Catherine Walsh, Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, Caroline Besteman, Glenn
Sean Coulthard, Mikki Stelder, Christina Sharpe, Saidiya Hartman, Katrin
Yusoff, Malcom Ferdinand, Christine Winter, Zoe Todd, Santiago Slabodsky,
Edward Said, Michel Rolph Trouillot, Vera Cusicanqui, Ann Laura Stoler, Laura
Robson, Charles Mills, Luste Seloua Boulbina, Ariella Aisha Azoulay, Frangoise
Verges, Zakiyyah Imane Jackson.
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colonialism is fundamentally linked to the expulsion, extermination, and
forced assimilation of indigenous peoples, in addition to and going together
with their and the Earth’s exploitation (extractivism), especially where the set-
tler colonial drive is concentrated on taking the land from indigenous peo-
ples. The notion of ‘dehumanization’, which for Césaire was caused by the
instrumentalisation of people, is then rather connected to the animalization
or demonization of entire peoples as dangerous and the legitimate object of
genocidal phantasies and practices.’!

Genocidal imaginaries and practices have often been justified through the
representation of the colonised as (demographic and/or terrorist) threats that
need to be permanently overcome, which is another element that needs to be
remembered in the increasingly securitised European present. The historian
of colonialism and genocide Dirk Moses argues that striving towards full
and guaranteed security is a crucial motive to understand the extreme vio-
lence against the colonized deployed throughout colonial history, a tradition
of violence which has been greatly aggravated in the twentieth and twenty-
first centuries through the development of technologies for aerial bombing,
and that has led to unimaginable destruction for example in Vietnam, Korea,
Chechnya, Iraq, as well as in Ukraine and Gaza today. This motive can best be
understood in terms of ‘permanent security’ as a ‘deeply utopian and sinister
imperative’, which leads to ‘extreme responses by states to security threats,
enacted in the name of self-defense. Permanent security actions target entire
civilian populations under the logic of ensuring that terrorists and insurgents
can never again represent a threat. It has been a basis for the civilian destruc-
tion that has accompanied modern colonial history and the history of state
formation and consolidation generally’.??

The striving for permanent security and the willingness to destroy ‘pos-
sible enemies’, future enemies, is the drive that characterises global colonial
and imperial history in connection to modern state formation. Moses reminds
us that this is also one of the ways that the colonial drive to live profiting
from deeply unequal and unjust situations legitimised by racialisation of native
and enslaved peoples, became the ‘choc en retour’ that Césaire was address-
ing. The notion of ‘permanent security’ was used by the Nazi commander of

31 See, for example the contributions in A. Dirk Moses (ed.), Empire, Colony,

Genocide: Conquest, Occupation, and Subaltern Resistance in World History (1st
edn, Berghahn Books 2010).

32 A. Dirk Moses, The Problems of Genocide; Permanent Security and the
Language of Transgression (Cambridge 2021) 34; For Moses’ analysis of how
permanent security is related to the civil destruction in Gaza, see ‘More than
Genocide’ Boston Review (14 November 2023) <www.bostonreview.net/articles
/more-than-genocide/> accessed 16 March 2024.
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Einstatzgruppe D, SS-Fiihrer Otto Ohlendorf (1907-1951) to explain why his
forces had committed the mass murder of the Jews in Ukraine, Moldova, and
the Caucasus. His mission was to ensure the security of the conquered terri-
tory, where Bolsheviks, Jews, Roma, and Sinti were seen as threats. When
asked why Jewish children were murdered, he answered that ‘this order did not
only try to achieve security, but also permanent security because the children
would grow up and surely, being the children of parents who had been killed,
they would constitute a danger no smaller than that of the parents’.3?

‘Permanent security’ is not only about safeguarding future security with a
near absolute guarantee, but also about the need to feel secure. Moses refers to
a speech by Hitler following the conquest of Poland in 1939, where he stated
that the ‘Gefiihl der Sicherheit’ [literally ‘the feeling of security’] would
become possible only after the population transfer of minorities, including the
‘attempt to order and regulate the Jewish problem’.3* At a time when European
citizens’ right to ‘feel safe in their own home and street’ is being advocated
as a more or less absolute goal, while the lives of refugees on the European
borders and of the entire population of Gaza (and Palestine), and of so many
others living in contexts ravaged by histories of war and colonial legacies are
allowed to be destroyed — with European responsibility for creating the situ-
ation — it is worth remembering how permanent and full security is a crucial
element in the analysis of extreme political violence in the colonial context —
this was known long before 2023.3

Finally, as Césaire already argued, global capitalism, structurally inter-
twined with colonialism, with the ‘thingification’ of people, the Earth, and
living beings at its core, is still at the heart of the present. In recent years,
awareness of the depth of this problem has become more widespread within
the EU. It has become increasingly tangible that the ‘European way of life’
as it is ‘protected’ or indeed economically ‘promoted’, actually constitutes
an ‘Imperial mode of living’ insofar as it exceeds planetary boundaries. This
awareness underlies the notion of the ‘anthropocene’ as the age wherein
humans themselves have become factors of overwhelming influence on the

33 Ohlendorf quoted in Moses 2021, ibid 234.

34 Quoted in Moses 2021, ibid 35.

35 We should also mention the economic legacies of colonialism and the inse-
curities for non-European peoples inherited from them. For a sobering analysis,
see, e.g., Jason Hickel, Dylan Sullivan & Huzaifa Zoomkawala, ‘Plunder in the
Post-Colonial Era: Quantifying Drain from the Global South Through Unequal
Exchange, 1960-2018" (2021) 26(6) New Political Economy, 1030-1047. See fur-
ther section two.
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planet.® Here again, however, it makes sense to look at the colonial origins
and dimensions of these problems. This is not only, as is often stated, because
the most vulnerable victims in the Global South and high North of climate
destruction often bear the least responsibility for creating the problems and
are once again at the receiving end of colonial and imperial practices. It also
makes sense to realise that instead of thinking in terms of ‘our values’ of
citizenship, freedom, and civilization, and of ‘Europe’ as an ideal to be ‘pro-
tected” or ‘promoted’, and instead of presenting the problems of climate as
something caused by ‘anthropos’ (not coincidentally a Greek word) in general,
we should learn from those who have proposed a number of alternatives for the
‘anthropocene’ which specifically acknowledge the colonial dimensions of the
‘Imperial Mode of Living’ that constitutes the ‘European Way of Life’.

3 THE IMPERIAL MODE OF LIVING AND THE
ANTHROPOCENE

The Imperial Mode of Living (or IMoL) is defined as the unobserved, largely
unconscious, and habitual second nature which underlies the ‘European Way
of Life’. This means that ‘people’s everyday practices, including individual
and societal orientations, as well as identities, rely heavily on: (i) the unlimited
appropriation of resources; (ii) a disproportionate claim to global and local
ecosystems and sinks; and (iii) cheap labour from elsewhere’.?” This ‘mode
of living’ is now practised in many places around the world but originated
in Imperial Europe. It is so difficult to challenge, Brand and Wissen argue,
because while on the one hand, it contributes to and causes ecological destruc-
tion, increasing disparity between rich and poor, and the militarization of the
borders of the global North, on the other hand, it ‘stabilises social relations in
the countries where its benefits are concentrated’.3® This stabilisation func-
tion for social relations is currently seriously challenged by the rise of fascist
parties, traditions, and ideologies in Europe. This development can be seen
as a present-day manifestation of the colonial and imperial choc en retour,
whereby the middle classes and the 1% in the ‘metropolis’ increasingly shift
the costs of their lifestyle onto racialised others inside, thereby undermining

36 See further Jan Zalasiewicz et al. (2024) ‘Comment: The meaning of the

Anthropocene: why it matters even without a formal geological definition’ 632
Nature, 980-984.

37 Brand and Wissen (n 9).

38 Ulrich Brand and Markus Wissen, The Imperial Mode of Living; Everyday
Life and the Ecological Crisis of Capitalism (Verso 2021), 5.
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the social stability within Europe that was first achieved by shifting these costs
towards peoples and lands outside of the metropolis.?

Decolonial and anticolonial thinking can help to understand how the Imperial
Way of Living is a continuation of colonial deep structures in European socie-
ties that have not been dealt with critically over the last decades and that also
have deep ecological repercussions. Reflecting on the Dutch Surinamese author
Anton de Kom and his Wij Slaven van Suriname/We Slaves of Surinam (1934),
the first Anton de Kom Professor at the Free University Amsterdam, Guno
Jones, develops a contemporary variant of Césaire’s focus on ‘thingification’
to explain how he sees such present-day colonialism at the structural level that
is needed to understand these European trends. Jones suggests that the planta-
tion has a colonial afterlife in neoliberal capitalism. Taking Anton de Kom’s
anti-colonial and anti-capitalist critique of colonialism, in many ways similar
to Césaire’s, one step further, Jones argues that today, a ‘redistribution of the
fruits and means of production is not enough; we should question the cultural
valuation of production as inherently good. The appreciation of production,
accumulation, acceleration, competence, competition, self-aggrandisement,
and excellence is untenable, depletes us all’40 This structural afterlife of the
plantation, says Jones, lays the ground for the conception of the subject under
neoliberalism. He argues that ‘we should claim the right to slow down, wander
aimlessly and rest. Not as ways of recharging to become even be more produc-
tive, but because our bodies don’t belong to capitalism. We must reclaim our
bodies and finally leave the plantation behind’.*' How central the plantation
has been to the genealogy of capitalism had been addressed by radical Black
thinkers such as Anton de Kom, who already back in the 1930s addressed all
the different aspects/levels of exploitation of enslaved and indentured workers,
as well as the exploitation of the natural world in Suriname.

We can connect Jones’ analysis of the legacies of the plantation in neolib-
eralism to the notion of the ‘Plantationocene’, which has been put forward to
address how our age is one in which not only sections of humanity are dehu-
manized as means of production (‘human resources’), but where there is an

39 For another attempt to understand the choc en retour, in relation to the

analysis by the late Bruno Latour of the rise of the far right in relation to ecologi-
cal destruction, see Yolande Jansen and Jasmijn Leeuwenkamp, ‘The pull to the
right of the right, religion, and the ecological crisis; evaluating a religio-secular
perspective through a reading of Bruno Latour’s late work’, in Atalia Omer and
Joshua Lupo (eds), Contending Modernities, Religion, Nationalism, Populism
(Notre Dame University Press 2023).

40 Guno Jones, ‘Plantation Logics, Citizenship Violence and the Necessity of
Slowing Down’ (2023) 2 Netherlands Journal of Legal Philosophy, 167-182.

4 Ibid 181.
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exploitation, extraction, and exhaustion of so-called ‘natural resources’ on a
planetary scale. The concept of the ‘plantationocene’ has been suggested as an
alternative to the more broadly known notion of the Anthropocene to concep-
tualise this and note how it characterises our age. The latter notion has been
broadly criticized for holding all humans, including those who have had no
part in causing ecological destruction, responsible for ecological destruction,
while hiding the most obvious causes from view. For that reason, and to draw
attention to the crucial role of capitalism, not just an economic system but as
structuring the ‘web of life’, geographer Jason Moore suggested the use of an
alternative notion, the ‘capitalocene’, in 2015.42 However, to draw more atten-
tion to the fact that plantations both provided the conditions and were laborato-
ries for the expansion of capitalism, Anna Tsing and Donna Haraway invented
the notion of the ‘plantationocene’.* They drew attention to how capitalism
fundamentally exploits and exhausts not only people but animals, plants, and
the Earth. As Donna Haraway put it:

So, when I think about the question, what is a plantation, some combination of these
things seems to me to be pretty much always present across a 500-year period: radi-
cal simplification; substitution of peoples, crops, microbes, and life forms; forced
labor; and, crucially, the disordering of times of generation across species, includ-
ing human beings. I'm avoiding the word reproduction because of its productionist
aspect, but I want to emphasize the radical interruption of the possibility of the
care of generations and, as Anna taught me, the breaking of the tie to place—that
the capacity to love and care for place is radically incompatible with the plantation.
Thinking from the plantation, all of those things seem to be always present in vari-
ous combinations.

Noting how the plantation causes the ‘radical interruption of the possibility
of the care of generations’ and of ‘the capacity to love and care for place’, we
can see how the exhaustion of living beings through being forced to produce,
disjointed from rhythms of regeneration, care, and self-care; and the Earth
through extractivism and exploitation, is not an accidental characteristic of
the plantation but is fundamental to it; it characterises the organic effects of
surplus value and exploitation.

Haraway and Tsing have been criticised for failing to pay enough attention to
the deep racial inequalities which were fundamental to the plantation, through

42 See Jason W. Moore, Capitalism in the Web of Life: Ecology and the
Accumulation of Capital (Verso 2015); Jason W. Moore, Anthropocene or
Capitalocene: Nature, History and the Crisis of Capitalism (PM Press 2016).

4 Donna Haraway and Anna Tsing, Reflections on the Plantationocene. A
Conversation with Donna Haraway & Anna Tsing Moderated by Gregg Mitman
(Edge Effects Magazine & University of Wisconsin 2019), 5.
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their focus on multispecies agency and the agency of those being made into
‘things’ in the web of life and wanting to get away from the Nature/Culture
divide.** Bringing together Black radical thought and political ecology is
important here, which is done, for example, by the Martinican French political
ecologist Malcom Ferdinand. He proposes the introduction of the notion of the
‘négrocéne’, as ‘the other side of the Plantationocene’, and as naming the ‘era
when the productive work of the ‘négre’, directed at expanding colonial inhabi-
tation, played a fundamental role in the Earth’s ecological and environmental
changes’.*> Following a suggestion by Grace Ndjako, I am not translating the
French word here because, in French, the word has a direct connotation with
slavery, and this helps in understanding Ferdinand’s argument.*® Ferdinand
urges us to render ‘racism as the result and not the cause of the economic and
energy exploitation of a group of human beings who contributed to the devel-
opment of British capitalism’*’ The word négre refers to “all those (...) whose

44 This has been argued, for example, by geographers Janae Davis et al. They

advocate ecological justice, positing that ‘the current multispecies framing con-
ceptualizes the plantation largely as a system of human control over nature,
obscuring the centrality of racial politics’, as well as arguing that ‘the emerging
Plantationocene discussion has yet to meaningfully engage with the wide vari-
ety of existing critiques of the plantation mode of development’ in Janae Davis,
Alex Moulton, Levi Van Sant, and Brian Williams, ‘Anthropocene, Capitalocene,
...Plantationocene?: A Manifesto for Ecological Justice in an Age of Global
Crises’ (2019) 13(5) Geography Compass.

4 Malcom Ferdinand, Decolonial Ecology; Thinking from the Caribbean
World (Polity Press 2022), 59-60.

46 As Grace Ndjako has emphasized in the context of the translation into Dutch
of Frantz Fanon’s Peau Noire Masques Blancs, it is important to note that the
French word negre, surely important for Ferdinand as well who wrote his book
originally in French, has a connotation of slavery, more so than in English and
Dutch. The word négrier also means ‘slave-trader’, and slave trade is traite
négriere. The words noir and Noir came to be used as alternatives in the négritude
movement and by Fanon and many other Black people. See Grace Ndjako, ‘Fanon:
Caught in the White Gaze’ De Nederlandse Boekengids (16 September 2019)
<www.nederlandseboekengids.com/20190916-grace-ndjako/>. This connotation
with slavery in French could have been a reason to leave the word ‘négrocene’ as
well as negre untranslated in Decolonial Ecology; it is precisely the connection
with slavery and forced labor that Ferdinand evokes with his notion of the négro-
cene. Ndjako argues leaving the word untranslated would also have been impor-
tant in translations of the work of Frantz Fanon, especially the famous chapter five
of Black Skin White Masks we briefly discussed in section one.

47 Malcom Ferdinand, Decolonial Ecology; Thinking from the Caribbean
World (Polity Press 2022), 60. Ferdinand refers here to the work of Eric Williams,
which he sees as a ‘non-racialising approach to slavery’. I'm not sure why he
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social survival is marked by exclusion from the world and who are reduced
to their “value” as energy (...).*8 The ‘négrocéne’, then, ‘describes an unfair
way of inhabiting the Earth where a minority feeds upon the vital energy of
a majority that is socially discriminated against and politically dominated’.*
Ferdinand’s rendering of domination as ‘feeding upon the vital energy’ of
those made into ‘négres’ indicates how central thingification and the feeding
on the vital energies of racialised, or ‘blackened’ others were and still are for
the plantation, and have been and still is, in the plantationocene.S0

We can see the notions of the plantationocene and the negrocéne as two
interconnected concepts that together can help thematise the extent of and per-
sistence of colonial ‘thingification’ in today’s imperial way of life, which, cru-
cially, Brand and Wissen argue, ‘can sustain itself only as long as an “outside”
on which to impose its costs is available’’! The imperial way of life is also
connected, then, to the European way of life when this is so understood that
the lives and feelings of some are to be safe without acknowledgement of the
costs for others, or even less the attempt to avoid such costs.

Guno Jones, reflecting on how Anton de Kom rendered ‘citizenship’, argues
that the rights of citizens, in colonial contexts, were intrinsically and specifi-
cally violent because the rights of some human beings as ‘citizens’ implied
the rightlessness of other human beings and all others considered ‘things’.
Jones calls this the ‘citizenship catastrophe’, whereby non-citizens were not
only excluded by these legal categorisations but were also rendered by them
as ‘things’. Through our analysis of the European Way of Life as an Imperial
way of Life, we have been able to discuss the actuality of such analyses of the
deep structures of colonialism. With the notions of the plantationocene and the
negrocéne, we saw how the ‘feeding upon the vital energy of others’ extends
not only to the colonized, but also to non-humans, to animals, plants, and
the Earth, as the ‘off-worlders whose energy is forcibly dedicated to fuel the

mentions British capitalism only, when French, Dutch and others were also heavily
involved in the slave trade, colonialism, and capitalism.

48 Ibid. Ferdinand uses the concept of ‘world’ in the Arendtian, phenomeno-
logical sense, where it is about the ‘multiple social and political relationships
with others, human and non-human’, that are possible through language and other
practices of shared meaning-making. (See the explanation in Decolonial Ecology,
17-20.) ‘Off-worlders’ are those denied forming part of the world of multiple
social relationships and shared language and meaning.

49 Ibid 59.

30 Ibid. I learnt the notion of ‘blackening’ from my Caribbean-Dutch colleague
Francio Guadeloupe.

31 Ibid 7.
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lifestyles and ways of inhabiting the Earth of a minority while being denied an
existence of their own in the world’.>?

Current critical theories and critical social movements increasingly realise
that tracing the colonial genealogies of elementary notions such as citizenship,
property, freedom, and many others is necessary for understanding the extent
of the current problems caused by the imperial way of living. Analysing the
colonial history of rendering living beings into ‘things’ engages us with the
systematicity of the ways in which the European Way of Living is an Imperial
Way of Life, with devastating consequences for all, and for non-European peo-
ples and regions mostly in the first place.

4 CONCLUDING REMARKS

Scientist Adam Sobel recently reminded his readers of how Amitav Ghosh
gives the actuality of anticolonial thinking its full tragic twist by arguing that
‘existential fears about climate change are actually Western fears about the
end of colonial power, because in much of the rest of the world — especially for
Indigenous peoples — “catastrophe has already happened’.> In reaction to the
growing awareness of the moral, political, and ecological unsustainability of
such colonial power, and in connection to the enduring acceptance of colonial
violence on the borders of Europe and the failure to work through Europe’s
colonial past, there is a growing pull to the far right defending the Imperial
Way of Living. Advocacy for European lifestyles instead of their fundamental
questioning goes hand in hand with their securitization and the acceptance of
violence on the European borders, and increasingly, also within Europe itself.
Such a rise of populist and extreme right movements could be read, again, as

32 Jones (n 40), ‘Plantation Logics, Citizenship Violence and the Necessity

of Slowing Down’ (2023) 2 Netherlands Journal of Legal Philosophy, 167-182;
Malcom Ferdinand, Decolonial Ecology,; Thinking from the Caribbean World
(Polity Press 2022), 60. Cheryl Harris discussed this unlimited licence when intro-
ducing her important notion of ‘whiteness as property”: ‘Having a thing’, under-
stood as ‘property’, is connected to having it at one’s license, as a legal rule, such
as has characterised the white habitus and partly still does. One does not have a
responsibility to explain how one treats one’s own property, or at least this respon-
sibility remains very limited. This is what Harris called ‘the unfettered right to
exclude as a legitimate aspect of identity and property’. Cheryl Harris, ‘Whiteness
as Property’ (1993) 106(8) Harvard Law Review, 1707-1791.

3 Adam Sobel, ‘Are We All Doomed? How to Cope with the Daunting
Uncertainties of Climate Change’ (2024) 627 Nature, 483—485, 485 (paraphrasing
Amitav Ghosh).

Downloaded from https:. .elgaronline.com/ at 01/2
ia University of

\msterdam (UVA)



78 European ways of life

a choc en retour of colonial violence to the metropole, as Aimé Césaire did in
Discourse on Colonialism.>*

There is also, as Naomi Klein and many others note, increasing resist-
ance against the coloniality of the ‘European way of life’.>> These movements
address how it is connected to ecological destruction and political violence,
interconnecting resistance against the atrocities in Palestine to protests against
colonial continuities in ecology. Ariella Aisha Azoulay argues for the ‘right
not to be a perpetrator’ as a crucial right of resisting imperialism for citizens
of the global North.3® Such a right, not as an individual right but as a collective,
shared right, would be a better fit for citizens and institutions of the European
Union in this crucial decade than the ‘right to be safe in one’s own home and
street’ as part of a European way of life, without taking into account the costs
for our ‘impossibly unequal and unaffordable countries and cities’.?” This is
not because these rights are diametrically opposed to each other, which they
are not, but rather because no one is (relatively) safe and free until everyone
is (relatively) safe and free. One of the urgent ways to fulfil this right is to
collectively and at many societal and political levels acknowledge European
complicity in coloniality and to try ending it while taking responsibility for
Europe’s role in various colonial continuities; as said this is not about an indi-
vidual right.”® This also implies the need, for Europeans and European organi-
sations and institutions today, to acknowledge how European responsibility
for the Holocaust and its aftermath should go hand in hand with a much more
explicit acknowledgement of the extent and legacies of colonial atrocities, as
Césaire argued. And then to pair such acknowledgement with a commitment
to ‘unlearning imperialism’ by first acknowledging and trying to understand
and unlearn how colonialism forms part of the deep structures of European
social and political existence.

> See, e.g., Naomi Klein ‘The Iron Dome is Global and so is the Resistance,

Red Pepper (2 March 2024) <www.redpepper.org.uk/global-politics/palestine
-middle-east/the-iron-dome-is-global-and-so-is-the-resistance/> accessed 20
March 2024.

3 Ibid.

% Ariella Aisha Azoulay, Potential History, Unlearning Imperialism (Penguin
Random House 2019). She rethinks the notion of rights from an anti-imperial
perspective.

57 Klein (n 55).

38 About ending complicity as an ethical duty, see, e.g., Omar Barghouti,
‘Why I believe the BDS movement has never been more important than now’ The
Guardian (16 October 2023) <www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/oct
/16/why-i-believe-the-bds-movement-has-never-been-more-important-than-now>
accessed 12 March 2024.
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