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In what Age do we now live? Is this the Modern Age? The Information Age? The Postmodern Age? The Post Industrial Age? The Age of Globalization? These terms all have some merit, but they seem, to me, already outdated. I want to offer another term that may help us make sense of the confusing times in which we live: The Age of Liquid Modernity. The word “liquid” helps describe the pace and fluidity of goods, services, and information–and also the attending feelings of uncertainty that seep into our lives. My ideas expand on sociologist Zygmunt Bauman’s original conception of Liquid Modernity found in his 2007 book titled: Liquid Times: Living in an Age of Uncertainty. Bauman explains that Liquid Modernity is a new period of global development in which five things occur simultaneously: first, institutions and social forms are decomposing and melting faster than the time it takes to cast them (examples of this would be the rapid rise and quicker fall of Enron); second, power and politics are divorcing as power is held by factions and global business interests, while political organizations (local and national) are unable to regulate global forces (see my example of coltan below); third, social safety nets are dissolving at the same time as monopolies are being deregulated (the health insurance crisis and HMO profits are examples); fourth, long-term planning and thinking about the shape of communities and social patterns has given way to quick fixes and quick profits (the ill-fated proposal for a gasoline tax holiday, and the ill-planned Newport Road development are examples); and fifth, economic and political risks generated by global power are shifting the burden of volatile markets onto the shoulders of individuals (for example, debt-burdened citizens are encouraged to keep the U.S. economy afloat by spending their stimulus checks). This list does not sound very promising, and unless your bank account is recession proof, unless your neighborhood is anxiety-free, crime-free, prescription-drug free, and foreclosure-free it is worth our time to investigate how Liquid Modernity works.


Two examples may help make the case for the importance of understanding Liquid Modernity. The first is the story of a critical yet relatively unknown rare earth mineral called coltan. In “Stolen Goods: Coltan and Conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo,” Dena Montague, a researcher at the World Policy Institute traces a direct line from the demand by consumers for electronic goods to the bloodshed in Rwanda, Uganda, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. Nearly 75% of the world’s known reserves for coltan, a necessary material for high-tech capacitors used in cell phones, computers, and electronic toys, is located in the eastern regions of the DRC, a volatile region that, because of its rich natural resources, has been attacked and exploited at least since King Leopold’s imperial conquests of the late nineteenth century. More recently, since the mid 1990s, neighboring Rwanda and Uganda have attacked the DRC. Although the DRC is rich in diamonds, timber, copper, gold and cobalt, the most lucrative raw material is coltan. Its value for major global companies is so high that since the 1990s, neighboring countries Rwanda and Uganda have waged war to get at the land holding coltan. The rebel groups finance their murderous land-grab by the sale of coltan. High-tech companies who need as much cheap coltan as they can find, search it out regardless of the lives devastated by mining it. Like many precious minerals, coltan is unregulated and therefore nearly impossible to trace to its exact source. Coltan’s importance to rebel groups like Larent Kabila’s AFDL and to extra-national organizations like Bechtel Corporation underscore the global stakes in this high-tech yet black-market material. Coltan is the blood diamond inside our first-world electronic gadgets. Montague cites sources that claim over 4 million deaths in the Congo region since 1998. And so, when the release of Sony’s PlayStation2 was delayed back in 2000 because of a global coltan shortage, the anger of children and their parents together with the hype of Sony surrounding this delay during the holiday season can be seen as the epitome of the disconnect between individual consumption and its human and environmental costs. Clearly, globalization incurs costs that sometimes trump its benefits. The continuing instability, forced migration, and murder in this region are often portrayed as being the result of ethnic divisions. Partly true. But in this case, the ethnic divisions are driven by desire to control natural resources underneath the land that is occupied by other ethnic groups. Following these highly secretive threads of globalized trade and armed incursions is notoriously difficult. And this murkiness is another trademark of Liquid Modernity. The global elite who pursue coltan operate outside of the channels of legitimate business practices and recognized government and media oversight; they do not want to be seen or regulated because of their relations with murder, exploitation, and profiteering. Bauman says that Liquid Modernity leaves us with little time for thinking about the necessity of investigating the lives lost to coltan and other global trade flows, or the necessity of connecting with a wider and wider society, because we are consumed with the unending task of hunting for a new and better products to construct our new and better identities, instead of reflecting on what is already there and working to bridge gaps in language and understanding. One could argue that PlayStation’s escapism is offset by the rise of online communities such as MySpace. But even a cursory glance at online communities reveals racism, misogyny, name-calling and a general Balkanization of communities into clusters of like-minded people who–all to often–lash out to defend their turf and hide underneath a blanket of anonymity. This is coltran-enabled escapism of another sort. The hyper-individualism of Liquid Modernity is a product of a generalized fear and uncertainty of global forces (terror, business, disaster) that is sold to consumers. Thus, more and more people turn toward reinforcing their own group and their own individuality rather than seeking a collective dialogue. I believe that fear and uncertainty are created by a narrow focus on security and separation. So, the more we share experiences, languages, and stories; the more we mix with strangers, the less uncertainty and fear becomes available as an outlet for natural anxieties about the future. 


My second example of Liquid Modernity hits even closer to home: ethanol production. Despite the lower mileage attributed to ethanol, despite the unfair subsidies, despite plant-building, infrastructure, and production costs, despite the increased water and fertilizer usage necessary to produce ethanol, many Iowans think it is good for business and the economy. These people must not have to shop at the grocery store. According to a February 29, 2008 article in Science, diverting existing food and feed crops to corn ethanol production triggers higher food prices. The overlooked reason for this is due to land-use change–which has the twin consequences of decreasing food crop acreage (which increases prices) and also increasing greenhouse gases. Land-use change is global, and because overall demand for food is generally inelastic, the conversion of crop land to agrofuel corn production forces other countries to forgo U.S. exports (often cheaper than their own) and rely on their own production​– which causes further increases in food prices, fuel use, and land clearing. What is especially startling is the study’s claim that worldwide “GHG [greenhouse gas] savings from corn ethanol would equalize and therefore ‘pay back’ carbon emissions from land-use change in 167 years, meaning GHGs increase until the end of that period.” That is not very “green”. Further, potential emissions per hectare of land conversion greatly exceed the annual greenhouse reductions per hectare of biofuel. For example, “at 2015 yields, a ha [hectare] of corn for ethanol reduces GHGs by 1.8 metric tons, but each ha of forest converted has up-front emissions of 604 to 1146 metric tons.” Why? Because the carbon in the forest has been sequestered for many, many years. And once cut down, all that sequestered carbon is released. Higher prices for ethanol will accelerate rainforest, forest, and grassland conversion. The result? We will never gain any benefit in GHG with ethanol production. Overlooking the problem of land conversion is another example of short-term planning to solve energy uncertainty. 


And as far as solving the US reliance upon Middle East oil, Tad W. Patzek, professor of environmental engineering at UC Berkeley denies the possibility of replacing or making a dent in our liquid energy needs. According to Patzek, the earth spent at least 460,000,000 years gathering and transforming “some of the buried ancient plant mass into the fossil fuels we love and loathe so much.” Compared to the efficiency of using fossil fuels that took half a billion years to produce, any attempts to extract an equivalent amount of fuel from biomass (such as with ethanol) will, after only a few years, simply clean out most of the earth’s topsoil. Patzek concludes with two ideas. First, transportation vehicles soon must run less on fossil fuels and agrofuels and more on electricity produced by solar photovoltaic cells and wind turbines. Second, continued reliance on agrofuels will contribute to untold corruption, human misery, squalor, and slave labor. The current agrofuel system will destroy regional and perhaps even national food systems, it will create food riots, and it will degrade low yield agrofuel lands into ecological deserts​–all of which will have the effect of displacing human populations. Two characteristics of Liquid Modernity are at work here. Short-term fixes by global forces, and connected to this force (seen as the oil and car industries) is the continued reliance on individual consumer solutions– in this case, reliance upon large vehicles over public transportation (and walking and bicycles). 



What can we do? In a broad sense, Bauman says that we must plan for the long term. We must avoid believing that the result of unfettered capitalism is safety and happiness. This is a myth. In fact, its goal is ever-increasing production and consumption. Actual satisfaction arrives through regulated institutions that reunite power and politics, reunite different communities that live and work side by side–but that too often are separated and segregated due to both imagined and real fences. We must have collective self-defense systems against the vagaries of economic crises such as the continuing housing/credit crisis; we must have instruments for collective bargaining. There are no “externalities” in actual reality and so accounting for the benefits of globalization must be constantly analyzed for the true human costs. 


Right now many Iowans are dealing with an actual flood. I believe that the heavy rains and winter snow are not the sole contributing factors for the serious flooding. I am increasingly convinced that short-term and poor planning of human-made environments has acted had a multiplier effect on the raised waterways. Specifically, more sprawling subdivisions, more roads, more massive parking lots, and more big box retailers–all of which, together with neglected water-way management, has dramatically decreased natural water absorption. We humans have seriously contributed to this flood. We need to sandbag our neighbors’ homes and businesses and question our building and transportations practices. The mark of Liquid Modernity is the human urge to exploit nature and avoid personal responsibility. If we deny the costs of converting scarce resources into individual rights, we do so at our peril. Civil society certainly requires social rights, but these rights must be fundamentally attached to social and individual responsibilities–attached to each other and to the environment, and yes, attached to the economy. Again, it is the system as a whole that requires analysis. For without systemic analysis, without collective tools, and without long-term planning, Liquid Modernity will continue to point the fearful individual toward the least beneficial outlets of human potential: fence building and bargain shopping.
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