Global inequality is the ultimate evil – it categorically outweighs other impacts
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The appalling effects of global poverty have become crucially intertwined with contemporary economic globalisation, and should be seen against this background. I am not attempting to demonstrate here that global poverty is the only possible causal effect of globalisation. My point in what follows is to focus attention on the superfluity or dehumanisation of large segments of humanity which is manifested as one component of the globalisation of capitalism. Whatever else might be said about the potential benefits of economic globalisation - for clearly it has generated great wealth for some - it is also politically imperative to diagnose the worst offences of global capitalism as being none other than making numerous human beings superfluous. With this in mind, we must consider that globalisation has been accompanied by growing inequality, both between nations, in terms of the gap between the rich and the poor world, and within nations, as the rich get richer and the poor poorer. At present, around 1.2 billion human beings live on less than $1 a day, and another 1.5 billion people live on less than $2 a day. Further, around 850 million people are chronically malnourished, although 80 per cent of the malnourished in the developing world live in countries with food surpluses, and 1.3 billion people lack access to clean water.40 The global distribution of income reveals an extraordinarily high degree of structural inequality. The richest 20 per cent of the world’s population hold 75 per cent of the world’s income, while the poorest 40 per cent hold just 5 per cent. Nine out of every ten of the citizens of affluent countries are among the world’s richest 20 per cent, and ‘the gap between the average citizen in the richest and in the poorest countries is wide and getting wider’.41 In addition, the UN estimates that income, life expectancy, and literacy declined in 21 countries during the 1990s, this being a particularly dismal decade for sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America.42 Roughly one third of all human deaths, some 50,000 daily, are due to poverty-related causes, and of these more than 10 million annually are children under five; in fact, ‘98% of children who die each year live in poor countries’.43 100 million children live on the streets; half a million women die during pregnancy or in childbirth every year; one million a year die of malaria and two million of tuberculosis; 44 and more than 40 million people are ____________ 39. Carlos Santiago Nino, Radical Evil on Trial (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1996), vii. 40. United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report 2005 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 24. 41. Ibid., 36–7. 42. Human Development Report 2005, 21–3. 43. Ibid., 24. 44. World Health Organization, World Health Report 2004 (Geneva: WHO infected with HIV/AIDS, nearly two-thirds of whom live in sub-Saharan Africa.45 Despite such widespread yet preventable misery, total external debt for the world’s poorest countries in 2003 stood at a shocking $2.43 trillion,46 preventing any chance of addressing many of these issues. In light of this radical inequality, Manuel Castells speaks of the emergence within the global economy of a new ‘fourth world’.47 This refers to the emergence of an ‘underclass’ of ‘millions of homeless, incarcerated, prostituted, criminalized, brutalized, stigmatized, sick, and illiterate persons’ across every country, who are excluded from the benefits of globalisation and marginalised in terms of political participation and social belonging.48 A stark example of this underclass of humanity is the swelling numbers of the world’s urban poor, indicative of a shift in the locus of poverty from rural areas to urban centres. In its recent report,49 UN-HABITAT estimates that nearly 17 per cent of humanity - about one billion people - now live in urban slums; 72 per cent of the world’s slum dwellers are in sub-Saharan Africa. Globally, the slum population is expected to grow at a rate of 27 million people per year over the next 15 years. Despite their proximity to services, durable housing, and government institutions, the UN report concludes that the urban poor are almost wholly excluded from access to them and thus suffer from a systemic ‘urban penalty’. The ‘multidimensional nature of poverty experienced by the urban poor’ includes environmental degradation, discrimination, violence, chronic malnutrition, disease, a high, premature mortality rate, and recurrent dispossession. Yet notwithstanding their rapidly growing numbers, the urban poor remain ‘hidden’ and slums ‘largely ignored’.50 Zygmunt Bauman discusses the problem of global poverty in terms that help to illuminate how Arendt’s characterisation of political evil as making human beings superfluous may be applicable here. For Bauman, poverty takes on an intense significance today in a globalising world. We have moved, he argues, from a social order in which people were engaged primarily as workers, and where the non-working population existed as a reserve army of labour, to a society where people are engaged withinsocial orders primarily as consumers.51 Unemployment and insecurity become permanent for hordes of the ‘redundant’. The main figure of the poor today, then, is as ‘flawed consumer’. In Bauman’s view, the poor today are regarded as having no function, and they tend to be blamed for their condition. Their plight is no longer viewed as a collective social problem; rather, it is linked with criminality in that the poor are regarded as a ‘nuisance and worry’. The only role left to the poor is invisibility, to behave as if they do not exist. Much like Arendt, Bauman argues that modernity is characterised by instrumental rationality and a drive towards bureaucracy and technological order, with a resulting emptying out of moral responsibility. The era of neoliberal globalisation, Bauman contends, exposes how the project of modernity - or more accurately, of compulsive modernisation - necessarily produces ‘human waste’.52 Here three historical strands of modernisation converge: order-building, economic progress, and capitalist globalisation. For Bauman the modernisation process is defined by the drive to design, engineer and administer society, most fundamentally in terms of the ‘freedom’ to consume. The corollary of this process is that whatever cannot be assimilated into the model of modernisation (or ‘development’) as consumption must be treated as unfit, undesirable, redundant, useless, and disposable. Immigrants, refugees, and the impoverished are simply superfluous populations who, if they cannot be directly eliminated in the ‘post-totalitarian’ era, at least can be made to disappear from our consciousness. In Bauman’s words, we ‘dispose of leftovers in the most radical and effective way: we make them invisible by not looking and unthinkable by not thinking. They worry us only when the routine elementary defences are broken and the precautions fail.’53 The wasted lives of human refuse are stripped of dignity, driven to the furthest margins of society and eradicated from public space while hidden in plain sight. Bauman’s argument, couched in language that evokes the parallels drawn by Arendt between totalitarian systems and the basic conditions of modern capitalist society, lends support to the central claim of this article: that global poverty ‘erases’ the global poor, excludes them from recognition as fellow human beings, and denies them standing as equals within a shared public world. Simply put, global poverty makes a vast portion of humanity superfluous. The global poor have become, to borrow Arendt’s phrase for those deprived of their human rights, ‘the scum of the earth’, because of who they are (or where they are born) rather than what they have done.54 As Dana Villa asserts, in today’s world ‘untold millions will have to suffer the crushing fate of being no use tothe world economy’.55 Along these lines, Thomas Pogge has proposed that extreme global poverty may constitute ‘the largest crime against humanity ever committed, the death toll of which exceeds, every week, that of the recent tsunamis and, every three years, that of World War II, the concentration camps and gulags included’.56
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