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One could argue that this medium is unconventional. One could even argue that this is not 

even a medium at all, but we consider the showbox as a phenomenon that is – unlike most 

media or forms of art – uniquely capable of displaying a realistic situation in a three-

dimensional manner. By means of its peepholes from different angles, the showbox both 

hides and conceals, offers different perspectives and consequently enables different ways of 

interpretation. The narrative this particular showbox displays, concerns the visibility and 

invisibility of environmental pollution.  

 

We will start by clarifying the link between visibility and international cooperation on 

environmental pollution, after which we will provide a detailed rationale of the showbox and 

its elements. 

 

Climate change and environmental pollution are global problems that demand to be addressed 

through international cooperation. However, the political willingness to adopt new measures 

that help protect the environment depends to a large extent on whether the population actually 

feels and sees the negative consequences or not, otherwise known as social visibility (Boyce, 

2002). Social visibility can be defined here as “the extent to which a particular environmental 

problem is readily detectable through first hand observation of the phenomenon.”(Gould, 

1993) The impact of environmental pollution that is seen or felt by the public and 

acknowledged as a problem is more socially visible than less directly detectable impact. In a 

more secondary sense, availability and salience of certain information makes environmental 

issues more socially visible as well. In many cases, social visibility touches upon the general 

public as well as it does upon policymakers. (Crenson, 1971; Schnaiberg, 1980) Therefore, 

there is an interesting link between the social visibility of localized environmental problems 

and the actual action on it. (Tilly, 1984)  

 

Sadly, there is a large disparity in the degree to which countries are affected, whereby less 

developed states are often among those impacted the most (Bretschger, 2011). Given these 

facts - political willingness depending on social visibility and these mainly being 

concentrated in a few countries - the locality and visibility of pollution and climate change 

has a direct impact on international decision-making, impacting the eventual effectiveness of 

global summits.  

 

To illustrate this, we will quickly look at the Paris Agreement of 2015. This agreement is 

aimed at reducing greenhouse-gas emissions to limit global warming to a maximum of 1,5 

degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels (UNFCCC, 2015). A total of 197 states are 

signatories of this agreement (UNTC, 2018). The first states to ratify the agreement have 
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been Small Island Developing States (SIDS)1, which will suffer the most from any increase in 

global temperature. As the consequences of global warming are already becoming visible, the 

SIDS are very eager to make the Paris Agreement a success. Yet, on their own these countries 

cannot make much of a difference as they only account for 5% of total emissions. (Ourbak & 

Magnan,2017) 

 

However, 16 countries still refuse ratification. Among these countries are large emitters, such 

as Russia, Turkey and Iran, all of which are not greatly affected by global warming yet. 

(UNTC, 2018) Also, Donald Trump announced in 2017 that he intends to withdraw from the 

agreement on the earliest date possible (Trump, 2017). As these countries are not (yet) 

directly hit by extreme consequences of global warming, their governments are not willing to 

invest much in reducing greenhouse-gas emissions, even though these countries could really 

make a difference.  

This example shows, without going into too much detail, how governmental action reflects 

the expected impact of global warming on their respective countries. On the one hand, well-

developed (Western) countries that are not feeling major consequences of global warming 

yet, are very passive. On the other hand, the SIDS, who are already majorly impacted by 

climate change and sea pollution, are active in trying to reduce their greenhouse-gas 

emissions.  

 

Crudely put, for highly-developed countries (HDCs), trade offers wealth and the opportunity 

to purchase goods at the lowest possible price, while for lesser developed industrial countries 

(LDC), this exchange comes at high costs often invisible to the consumers. While 

environmental degradation is a global problem, its social visibility is concentrated in LDCs, 

allowing Western consumers to turn a blind eye to the problem, thereby impeding 

international cooperation.  

  

The showbox  

Before even looking through the peepholes of the showbox, one could already consider the 

box itself as a representation of the day-to-day invisibility of environmental pollution. It 

literally represents the metaphorical “black box” of a system that is only visible in terms of its 

input and output, without knowledge of its internal (or in this case, distant) workings. The 

scene we focus on is a cargo ship crossing the ocean while transporting products produced in 

a LDC to a HDC. The respective countries, or more concretely, individuals, both only see a 

small percentage of the environmental impact of their actions. These limited visions are 

represented by the two peepholes on either side of the box.   

Looking through peephole X, one sees a cargo ship transporting an amount of sea containers 

through blue open water, surrounded by birds and jumping dolphins. It seems the ideal 

picture of capitalism; a ship providing wealth through trade. It is only after turning the box 

around and looking through the other peephole (Y), when one sees the same cargo ship in an 

ocean that is polluted by a plastic soup, leaking fuel and falling sea containers. We recognize 

complex and diverse consequences of global trade are simplified and generalized here. We 

                                                
1 A list of member states can be found on this website: http://aosis.org/members/.  

http://aosis.org/members/
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merely mean to visualize that perspectives can differ to show that these different realities can 

have real political consequences.  

 

Thus, this way of visually representing the narrative of environmental pollution reflects the 

issue’s dependence on social visibility and our willingness to see and recognize the problem. 

In an IR context, one can expect governments of countries, in which environmental impact is 

more socially visible (represented by peephole Y), to be urging for action more than less-

affected governments (X).  

 

The black box’ exterior 
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