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The Great Capitalist Climacteric

By John Bellamy Foster
November 1, 2015

This article is from a keynote address presented at Manifestain Ostend,
Belgium on September 19, 2015. This year’s Manifesta was organized around
the theme of climate change in preparation for the COP21 climate
negotiations (and protests) in Paris in December 2015.

Humanity today is confronted with what might be called the Great Capitalist
Climacteric. In the standard definition, a climacteric (from the
Greek klimakter or rung on the ladder) is a period of critical transition or a
turning point in the life of an individual or a whole society. From a social
standpoint, it raises issues of historical transformation in the face of changing
conditions.1 In the 1980s environmental geographers Ian Burton and Robert
Kates referred to “the Great Climacteric” to address what they saw as the
developing global ecological problem of the limits to growth, stretching from
1798 (the year of publication of Thomas Malthus’s Essay on the Principle of
Population) to 2048, 250 years later. “Applied to population, resources, and
environment throughout the world,” the notion of a Great Climacteric, they
wrote, “captures the idea of a period that is critical and where serious change
for the worse may occur. It is a time of unusual danger.”?2

I will use the term the Great Capitalist Climacteric here to refer to the
necessary epochal social transition associated with the current planetary
emergency. It refers both to the objective necessity of a shift to a sustainable
society and to the threat to the existence of Homo sapiens (as well as numerous
other species) if the logic of capital accumulation is allowed to continue
dictating to society as a whole. The current world of business as usual is
marked by rapid climate change, but also by the crossing or impending
crossing of numerous other planetary boundaries that define “a safe
operating space for humanity.”3 It was the recognition of this and of the
unprecedented speed of Earth system change due to social-historical factors
that led scientists in recent years to introduce the notion of the Anthropocene
epoch, marking the emergence of humanity as a geological force on a
planetary scale.4 As leading U.S. climatologist James Hansen explains, “The
rapidity with which the human-caused positive [climate] forcing is being
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introduced has no known analog in Earth’s history. It is thus exceedingly
difficult to foresee the consequences if the human-made climate forcing
continues to accelerate.”5

With the present rate of carbon emission, the world will break the global
carbon budget—reaching the trillionth metric ton of combusted carbon and
generating a 2°C increase in global average temperature —within a generation
or s0.6 Once we reach a 2°C increase, it is feared, we will be entering a world
of climate feedbacks and irreversibility where humanity may no longer be
able to return to the conditions that defined the Holocene epoch in which
civilization developed. The 2°C “guardrail” officially adopted by world
governments in Copenhagen in 2009 is meant to safeguard humanity from
plunging into what prominent UK climatologist Kevin Anderson of the
Tyndall Center for Climate Change has called “extremely dangerous” climate
change. Yet, stopping carbon emissions prior to the 2°C boundary, Anderson
tells us, will at this point require “revolutionary change to the political
economic hegemony,” going against the accumulation of capital or economic
growth characteristics that define the capitalist system. More concretely,
staying within the carbon budget means that global carbon emissions must at
present be cut by around 3 percent a year, and in the rich countries by
approximately 10 percent per annum —moving quickly to zero net emissions
(or carbon neutrality). For an “outside chance” of staying below 2°C,
Anderson declared in 2012, the rich (OECD, Annex I) countries would need to
cut their emissions by 70 percent by 2020 and 90 percent by 2030.7

Yet, despite the widespread awareness of the planetary emergency
represented by global warming, carbon emissions have continued to rise
throughout the world. The failure of capitalism to implement the necessary
cuts in carbon dioxide can be explained by the threat that this poses to its
very existence as a system of capital accumulation. As a result civilization is
faced by a threat of self-extermination that over the long run is as great as that
posed by a full nuclear exchange —and in a process that is more inexorable.
The present reality of global capitalism makes it appear utopian to call for a
revolutionary strategy of “System Change Not Climate Change.” But the
objective of stopping climate change leaves the world with no other option,
since avoiding climate-change disaster will be even more difficult —and may
prove impossible—if the global population does not act quickly and
decisively.

Some observers have been quick to conclude that 2°C will inevitably be
crossed given prevailing social reality and the failure of current climate
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negotiations, and that we should therefore simply accept this and shift the
target, choosing to stop climate change before it reaches a 3°C or a 4°C
increase. This is a view that the World Bank has subtly encouraged.8 It is
necessary, however, to take into account the likely non-linear effects of such
global warming on the entire Earth system. Beyond 2°C, the level of
uncertainty, and the threat of uncontrollable Earth warming due to “slow
feedbacks” and the crossing of successive thresholds (tipping points), are
magnified enormously.9 Human actions to cut greenhouse gas emissions
might then come too late, not simply in the sense of an increase in
catastrophic events such as extreme weather or the effects of sea level rise, but
also in the even more ominous sense of humanity’s loss of the power to
stabilize the climate (and civilization). We do not know when and where such
a global tipping point will be reached, but today’s climate science tells us that
it is much closer to a 2°C increase than was thought when that boundary was
originally proposed. What was once believed to be “dangerous climate”
change arising at 2°C is now considered to be “highly dangerous.”10 If
uncontrollable global warming —driven by the reduction in the albedo effect
(the reflectivity of the earth), the release of methane from the permafrost, and
other slow feedbacks—were to take over, human beings would have little
choice but simply to try to adapt in whatever ways they could, watching
while their own future, and even more that of future generations, evaporated
before their eyes.11

Indeed, even the 2°C guardrail approach, Hansen argues, is too conservative.
If major sea level rise engulfing islands and threatening coastal cities
throughout the world and displacing hundreds millions of people is to be
avoided, society needs to aim at reaching 350 parts per million (ppm) of
atmospheric carbon (down from the present 400 ppm) by 2100, which would
require cutting net carbon emissions by about 6 percent per annum
globally.12

As bad as all of this is, it is essential to keep in mind that climate change is
only one part of the Great Capitalist Climacteric confronting the world in the
twenty-first century —although related to all the others. The world economy
has already crossed or is on the brink of crossing a whole set of planetary
boundaries, each one of which represents a planetary emergency in its own
right, including ocean acidification, loss of biological diversity, the disruption
of the nitrogen and phosphorus cycles, disappearance of fresh water, land
cover change (particularly deforestation), and growing pollution from
synthetic chemicals (leading to biomagnification and bioaccumulation of
toxins in living organisms).13 The common denominator behind all of these
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rifts in the biogeochemical cycles of the planet is the system of capital
accumulation on a global scale. This points to the need for truly massive,
accelerated social change exceeding in scale not only the great social
revolutions of the past, but also the great transformations of production
marked by the original Agricultural Revolution and the Industrial
Revolution: namely, a twenty-first century Ecological Revolution.

Natural science can take us only so far on these issues. Since the source of the
Great Capitalist Climacteric lies in the historical constitution of human
society, necessitating a social revolution, we must turn to social science as a
guide. Yet, the dominant social science has as its underlying premise—
structuring its entire frame of analysis—the notion that the critique of
capitalism is off limits. This is so much the case that even the name
“capitalism,” as John Kenneth Galbraith pointed out in The Economics of
Innocent Fraud, was increasingly replaced in the 1980s by the “meaningless
designation” of “the market system.”14 When capitalism is referred to at all
today in the mainstream it is as a mere synonym for the watered down notion
of a competitive market society, viewed as the end (telos) of human history —
both in the sense that all of history is seen as the unfolding of a natural
tendency toward market capitalism, and that capitalism itself is “the end of
history.”15

The result of such ahistorical thinking is that conventional thought, with only
minor exceptions, has virtually no serious social scientific analysis on which
to rely in confronting today’s Great Capitalist Climacteric. Those who
swallow whole the notion that there is no future beyond capitalism are prone
to conclude —in defiance of the facts —that the climate crisis can be mitigated
within the present system. It is this social denialism of liberal-left approaches to
the climate crisis, and of the dominant social science, that led Naomi Klein to
declare in This Changes Everything that “the right is right” in viewing climate
change as a threat to capitalism. The greatest obstacle before us, she insists, is
not the outright denialism of the science by the far right, but rather the social
denialism of the dominant liberal discourse, which, while giving lip service to
the science, refuses to face reality and recognize that capitalism must go.16

If conventional social science is crippled at every point by corrupt adherence
to a prevailing class reality, the postmodern turn over the last few decades
has generated a left discourse that is just as ill-equipped to address the Great
Capitalist Climacteric. Largely abandoning historical analysis (grand
narratives) and the negation of the negation—that is, the idea of a
revolutionary forward movement—the left has given way to extreme
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skepticism and the deconstruction of everything in existence, constituting a
profound “dialectic of defeat.”17

Although some hope is to be found in the Green theory or “ecologism” that
has emerged in the context of the environmental movement, such views are
typically devoid of any secure moorings within social (or natural) science,
relying on neo-Malthusian assumptions coupled with an abstract ethical
orientation that focuses on the need for a new, ecocentric world-view aimed
at protecting the earth and other species.18 The main weakness of this new
ecological conscience is the absence of anything remotely resembling “the
confrontation of reason with reality,” in the form of a serious ecological and
social critique of capitalism as a system.19 Abstract notions like growth,
industrialism, or consumption take the place of investigations into the laws of
motion of capitalism as an economic and social order, and how these laws of
motion have led to a collision course with the Earth system.

It is therefore the socialist tradition, building on the powerful foundations of
historical materialism —and returning once more to its radical foundations to
reinvent and re-revolutionize itself —to which we must necessarily turn in
order to find the main critical tools with which to address the Great Capitalist
Climacteric and the problem of the transition to a just and sustainable society.
A period of self-criticism within Marxian theory, commencing in the 1960s
and developing over decades, eventually gave rise to a revolution in its
understanding of social-ecological conditions. Yet, like most intellectual
revolutions the new insights arose only by standing “on the shoulders of
giants” —that is, based on the rediscovery and reconstruction of prior
understandings, in the face of changing conditions.

The advance of Marxian ecology was the product of a massive archaeological
dig in the scientific foundations of Marx’s thought, allowing for the
development of a much richer understanding of the relation of the materialist
conception of history to the materialist conception of nature—and generating a
deeper, wider social-ecological critique of capitalist society.

By the end of the last century this return to Marx’s ecology had resulted in
three crucial scientific breakthroughs: (1) the rediscovery of what could be
called Marx’s “ecological value-form analysis”; (2) the recovery and
reconstruction of his theory of metabolic rift; and (3) the retrieval of the two
types of ecological crisis theory embedded in his analysis. These critical
breakthroughs were to generate new strategic insights into revolutionary
praxis in the Anthropocene.
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The Three Critical Breakthroughs of Ecological Marxism

What has often been called the Western Marxist tradition that arose in the
1920s and "30s, was distinguished primarily by its rejection of the dialectics of
nature and Soviet-style dialectical materialism.20 The interpretation of Marx’s
approach to the relation of nature and society in the Western Marxist
tradition found its most systematic early expression in Alfred Schmidt’s
1962 The Concept of Nature in Marx, originally written as a doctoral thesis
under the supervision of Frankfurt School philosophers Max Horkheimer and
Theodor Adorno. Schmidt recognized the central importance of Marx’s
notion of social metabolism in the development of a revolutionary, new
conception of nature. Yet, this was to be set aside in Schmidt’'s wider
criticism, which attributed to Marx the same narrow instrumentalist-
productivist vision purportedly characteristic of the “dialectic of
Enlightenment” as a whole.21

In the 1970s and '80s Schmidt’s overall negative assessment of Marx on
nature was adopted by what has now come to be known as “first-stage
ecosocialism,” associated with figures such as Ted Benton and Andre
Gorz.22 Benton argued that Marx had gone overboard in his criticism of
Malthus’s population theory to the point of denying natural limits
altogether.23 The mature Marx (as distinguished from the Marx of
the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts) was thus seen as devoid of
positive ecological values and as promoting a crude “Promethean”
productivism. A common practice of first-stage ecoscialism was to graft both
neo-Malthusian concepts and the primarily ethical standpoint of Green
theory onto more traditional Marxian theory, creating a hybrid ecosocialism
or what was referred to as “the greening of Marxism.”24 As Raymond
Williams critically observed, the result was a tendency to “run together two
kinds of thinking” associated with Green theory and Marxism, rather than
going back to the roots of historical materialism to uncover its own ecological
premises.25

It was in this context that a “second-stage ecosocialism,” challenging the first,
arose in the 1990s in the work of various Marxian political economists.
Socialist theorists proceeded to dig into the very foundations of classical
historical materialism and its value-theoretical framework. The first critical
breakthrough, dramatically altering our understanding of Marx on ecology,
was provided by Marxian economist Paul Burkett, who in his 1999 Marx and
Nature recovered the ecological value-form analysis underpinning Marx’s
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entire critique of political economy.26 It was the early Soviet economist, LI
Rubin, who had first emphasized the double nature of Marx’s value theory as
consisting of: (1) a theory of the value-form, or what Marxian economist Paul
Sweezy in the United States was to call “the qualitative value problem,” and
(2) a theory of the quantitative determination of value and price. It was the
value-form analysis, focusing on the social form that value assumes and the
larger qualitative aspects of capitalist valorization connecting it to class and
production, which was to be Marx’s singular achievement —altering as well
the understanding of the quantitative aspects of value.27 In Burkett’'s work,
Marx’s value-form theory was elaborated to explain systematically for the
first time the ecological value-form analysis embedded in classical historical
materialism.28

From this standpoint, Marx’s entire critique was seen as rooted in the
contradictory relations between what he called “production in general,”
characterizing human production in all of its forms, and the historically
specific capitalist labor and production process.29 In production in general
the human labor process transforms the products of nature, or natural-
material use values, which constitute real material wealth. However, in
capitalism, conceived as a specific mode of production, this characteristic of
production in general takes a more alienated form, as the majority of workers
are estranged from the means of production, and particularly the land, and
are thus proletarianized —able to survive only by selling their labor power.

All value, the classical political economists argued, came from labor.
But classical-liberal political economists saw this as a universal, trans-
historical reality, while Marx, in sharp contrast, conceived it as a historically
specific one, confined to capitalism. Nature was excluded, as Marx stressed,
from the direct creation of value/exchange value under capitalism.30 This is
still reflected in our national income or GDP statistics, which account for
economic growth entirely in terms of the value added of human services,
measured in the form of wages or property income.31 The -capitalist
calculation of value or economic growth thus has as one of its underlying
premises, to quote Marx, the notion of the “free gift of Nature to
capital.”32 Nature’s powers are presumed by the system to be a direct gift to
capital itself, for which no exchange must be made.33 This means, in truth,
that nature, or real wealth, is robbed. As the socialist ecological economist, K.
William Kapp, wrote in the 1960s, “capitalism must be regarded as an
economy of unpaid costs.”34 (It should be noted here that the existence of
rents for land and resources does not alter the essential fact that nature is
excluded from the value calculation. Instead, rents ensure that part of the
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surplus produced by society is redistributed to those who are able to
monopolize the “rights” to natural resources.)

The second critical breakthrough in Marxian ecology was the recovery of
what has come to be known as Marx’s theory of metabolic rift. Marx’s
adoption of the concept of metabolism to address the systemic relations of
nature and society was evident beginning with his writings in
the Grundrisse in the late 1850s and in all of his major political-economic
writings thereafter —up through his 1879-1880 Notes on Adolph Wagner. In
1850 Marx encountered what amounted to an early ecological system
perspective, in the extension of the concept of metabolism (Stoffwechsel) to the
interconnected relations of plants and animals, through Mikrokosmos, written
by his close friend and political associate, the socialist physician-scientist
Roland Daniels.35

Marx was later to be influenced by the German chemist Justus von Liebig’s
critique of British industrial agriculture, particularly the introduction to the
1862 edition of Liebig's great work on agricultural chemistry. Liebig’s
virulent critique of capitalist agriculture was concerned with the nineteenth-
century soil crisis. He noted that the essential soil nutrients, such as nitrogen,
potassium, and phosphorus, were shipped in the form of food and fiber to the
new densely populated urban-industrial centers, where they contributed to
the pollution of the cities, and were lost to the soil. Hence, Liebig and Marx
both referred to industrial capitalist agriculture as a robbery system, leaching
the soil of its nutrients. Britain in this period was forced to make up for its
robbing the soil of its nutrients by imperialistically importing bones from the
Napoleonic battlefields and the catacombs of Europe, and guano from Peru,
in order to obtain the natural fertilizer to replenish English fields. The global
metabolic rift, according to Marx, meant that capitalism disrupted “the
eternal natural condition” of life itself. It therefore produced “an irreparable
rift in the interdependent process of social metabolism, a metabolism
prescribed by the natural laws of life itself.”36This rift could also be seen in
the unequal ecological exchange between countries, whereby capital in the
center systematically robbed the periphery of its soil and resources.37

Marx’s overall analysis in this respect is best understood in terms of a triad of
concepts discussed in his Economic Manuscripts of 1861-1862 and Capital: “the
universal metabolism of nature,” the “social metabolism,” and the metabolic
rift.38 Human beings, he argued, exist within the “universal metabolism of
nature,” from which they extract nature’s use values, and transform these in
production, i.e., the “social metabolism,” in order to meet their needs for
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subsistence and development. Yet, capitalism, as a historically specific form
of production, systematically alienates workers from the means of production
(the land, nature, tools) thereby proletarianizing labor, and making possible
capitalist exploitation and accumulation. In the process, both the soil and the
worker, the “original sources of all wealth,” were undermined, generating a
metabolic rift. The result, Marx argued, was the necessity of the “restoration”
of this metabolism, which however, could only take place in a higher society,
i.e. socialism.39

It was with such considerations in mind that Marx introduced the most
radical conception of ecological sustainability ever developed. As he wrote
in Capital:
From the standpoint of a higher socio-economic formation, the private
property of particular individuals in the earth will appear just as absurd as
the private property of one man in other men. Even an entire society, a
nation, or all simultaneously existing societies taken together, are not the
owners of the earth. They are simply its possessors, its beneficiaries, and have

to bequeath it in an improved state to succeeding generations, as boni patres
familias [good heads of the household].40

In Marx, ecological sustainability together with substantive equality defined
the entire basis of socialism/communism. “Freedom, in this sphere,” he
wrote, “can consist only in this, that socialized man, the associated producers,
govern the human metabolism with nature in a rational way...accomplishing
it with the least expenditure of energy and in conditions most worthy and
appropriate for their human nature.”41

The third critical breakthrough of second-stage ecosocialism was the retrieval
of Marx’s dual conception of ecological crisis in capitalist society. In the first
form of ecological crisis, depicted in Capital, the focus was on natural resource
scarcity. Here the problem is how increasing scarcities of resources and
environmental amenities in general lead to enhanced ecological costs, thereby
squeezing profit margins. This can be seen in Marx’s treatment of the British
cotton crisis during the U.S. Civil War, the role of resources in elevating the
cost of constant capital in his theory of the tendency of the rate of profit to
fall, and in his discussions of the need of capital to conserve constant capital.
Increasing resource costs with the degradation of the environment can create
huge problems for capitalist accumulation. Here it is evident how
imperialism, in keeping the price of internationally sourced raw material
prices low, helps promote capital accumulation in the center of the system.
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Yet, there is also to be found in Marx a theory of ecological crisis proper, or a
crisis of sustainable human development, going beyond the value calculus of
the system itself —as exemplified by the theory of metabolic rift. Simply
because capitalism is a robbery system, in Liebig and Marx’s sense, it
externalizes most of the costs of environmental (and social) degradation on
nature and society without this directly affecting its bottom line. Thus such
phenomena as desertification and deforestation—both of which were
discussed by Marx —have implications for sustainable human development
but do not enter directly into the value calculation of the commodity system.
A metabolic rift that disrupts biogeochemical cycles may be fully compatible
with continued accumulation. In its relative insulation from the
environmental degradation that it systematically creates everywhere around
it, capitalism is unique among modes of production.

As Burkett writes, “For Marx...capital accumulation can maintain itself
through environmental crises. In fact, this is one thing that makes capitalism
different from previous societies. It has the ability to continue with its
competitive, profit-driven pattern of accumulation despite the damage this
does to natural conditions.”42 Today we see economic growth continue while
the disruptions of the biogeochemical cycles of the entire planet upon which
all living beings depend for their existence do not enter into the accounting.
In fact, these disruptions and rifts open new profit-making opportunities for
capital such as the agrichemical (fertilizers and pesticides) industry or today’s
carbon markets.

Most of the concrete research inspired by Marxian theories of ecological crisis
in recent years has focused on the theory of metabolic rift, since it is the crisis
of sustainable human development that defines the current planetary emergency.
Moreover, the metabolic rift perspective has provided an understanding of
systemic environmental changes not reducible simply to issues of scale and
carrying capacity or to the economics of the system —thereby probing new
dimensions of the problem. Marx’s metabolic rift analysis intersects with the
treadmill of production analysis (which grew out of his theory of
accumulation), and at the same time relates to developments in natural
science, thus tying into the most developed ecological perspectives.43 It
points to the deep contradictions associated with capital’s division of nature
(alongside the division of labor).

For example, the metabolic rift allows us to understand more fully the
implications — of which Marx was already critical in the nineteenth century —
of the attempts of the system to accelerate the growth rates of animals in
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factory-style production, by removing them from their ecosystems, changing
their food intake, breeding, and so on. Animals are decomposed, their various
body parts manipulated, converted into mere processes of production to be
commodified to the n th degree.44

The metabolic rift analysis was also seen by Marx and Engels in terms of
open-system thermodynamics, in the context of which, as Engels observed in
1882, humanity was “squandering” the fossil fuels associated with “past solar
energy” while failing to make good use of present solar energy.45

Marxism and the Great Capitalist Climacteric

It is on the basis of this set of critical theoretical breakthroughs — constituting
a scientific revolution in Marxian theory reaching back into the very
foundations of historical materialism —that it is possible to draw five broad
conclusions about the ecological and social revolution that is now necessary
in the face of today’s Great Capitalist Climacteric.

First, the problem threatening the global environment is the accumulation of
capital under the present phase of monopoly-finance capital, and not just economic
growth in the abstract. That is, issues of the qualitative nature of development
as well as quantitative development are involved. This raises the question of
the ecological value form associated with capitalism in its monopoly-finance
phase, geared to the promotion of economic and ecological waste as a
stimulus to accumulation. Today the rich economies are well developed and
capable of satisfying the material needs of their populations, and of
emphasizing qualitative human development. Capitalism, however, requires
continual value expansion and commodity consumption, with increasing
throughputs of energy and materials.46 This is promoted today by means of a
massive sales effort, amounting to well over a trillion dollars a year in the
United States, and through a vast outpouring of economic waste in the form
of synthetic goods that are toxic to the environment.47 As the Marxian
economist Paul Baran wrote in the 1960s, “people steeped in the culture of
monopoly capitalism do not want what they need and do not need what they
want.”48 On top of this vast waste system (including military waste), which
drives accumulation, is a financialized superstructure that has enabled the
system to transfer wealth and income more rapidly to the 0.01 percent at the
top of society.49 In the new financial architecture that has emerged the credit-
debt system dominates over the entire global economy. It is this irrational
system of artificially stimulated growth, economic waste, financialized
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wealth, and extreme inequality that needs to be overturned if we are to create
a society of ecological sustainability and substantive equality.

If economic growth in the wealthy countries continues as at present—even by
the standards of our current period of relative economic stagnation — there is
very little or no chance of avoiding breaking the world climate budget with
disastrous global consequences. It is the growth in the scale of the economy,
and the destructive tendencies of our ecologically inefficient, technologically
destructive society, geared to roundabout production—whereby plastic
spoons are made in China and shipped to the United States where they have
a lifetime use of a few minutes before reentering the waste stream, generating
all sorts of toxic chemicals in the process—that are threatening the
biogeochemical processes of the entire planet. Capital’s social metabolic
processes attempt to recreate the planet in its own image, treating all
planetary boundaries as mere barriers to surmount, thus generating a global
metabolic rift on a rapidly warming planet. All of this points to the need to
place limits on economic growth, and specifically on the expansion of today’s
disaster capitalism.

Second, capitalism is suffering at present from an epochal crisis — both economic
and environmental. This is manifested in overaccumulation, stagnation, and
financialization, on the one hand, and ecological rifts and disruptions, both
within each and every ecosystem and on the level of the planet as a whole, on
the other.50 These two long-term structural crises of the system are not
reducible to each other, except in the sense that they are both induced by the
logic of capital accumulation. What we have called ecological crisis proper is
largely invisible to the value accounting of the capitalist system, and is
systematically given a lower priority in relation to economic imperatives.
Society is constantly told that the solution to economic stagnation is economic
growth by any means: usually involving the promotion of neoliberal disaster
capitalism. Yet such an economic solution —which is beyond the power of the
system to effect in a long-term, stable way, but only on a temporary, ad-hoc
basis —would be fatal to the planetary environment, which requires less, not
more expansion of the economic treadmill. The epochal crisis of economy and
ecology within the capitalist system is thus likely to continue, with both fault
lines widening, as long as the logic of capital prevails. This conflict between
economic and ecological objectives is not a contradiction of analysis, but of
the capitalist system itself.

Third, if accumulation or economic growth is to be halted in the rich
countries, even temporarily, out of sheer ecological necessity, this would
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require a vast new system of redistribution. As Lewis Mumford indicated in 1944
in The Condition of Man, a stationary state or steady-state economy is only
possible under conditions of “basic communism,” a term which Mumford
(after Marx) used to refer to a society in which distribution is organized
“according to need, not according to ability or productive
contribution.”51 There must be a vast redirection of society’s social surplus to
genuine human requirements and ecological sustainability as opposed to the
giant treadmill of production generated by the profit system. It is by creating
a society directed to use value rather than exchange value that we can find
the resources to develop a world that is sustainable because it is just, and just
because it is sustainable. Society will need to be reordered, as Epicurus said,
and Marx concurred, according to the principle of enough—that is, through a
rich development of human needs, applicable to everyone.52

Fourth, Marx provided a model of socialism as one of sustainable human
development.53 In order to meet the challenge of the Great Capitalist
Climacteric it will be necessary to shift power to the associated producers,
who, acting in accord with science and communal values, will need to
regulate the complex, interdependent metabolism between nature and society
according to their own developed human needs and in conformity with the
requirements of the earth metabolism. In today’s context, this will require
what Marx called the “restoration” of the essential human-natural
metabolism, healing the metabolic rift.54 In discussing the principle of
“metabolic restoration,” Del Weston wrote in her book The Political Economy of
Global Warming: “The need is for human societies to live within metabolic
cycles —that is, production, consumption and waste — thereby forming part of
a self-sustaining cycle in which the only new inputs are energy from the
sun.... Nature, in the new economics, will be recognised as the ultimate
source of wealth.”55 Moreover, given the present planetary emergency we
have to move fast to create this new economics and new ecological relation to
the earth, diverting resources massively to creating the new energy
infrastructure that can exist within the solar budget, while at the same time
promoting Mumford’s “basic communism,” or a society based on the
principle of to each according to need.

Fifth, the hoped for revolutionary change can only occur through human agency.
Although it is widely recognized that the world needs an ecological and
social revolution, the question remains: From whence and by what agency
will such a revolution arise? Ecological Marxists suggest that we may already
be seeing signs of the rise of what could be called a nascent “environmental
proletariat” —a broad mass of working-class humanity who recognize, as a
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result of the crisis of their own existence, the indissoluble bond between
economic and ecological conditions.56 Degraded material conditions
associated with intermingled economic and ecological crises are now being
encountered on a daily basis by the great majority of the world’s population
and affecting all aspects of their lives. At the ground level, economic and
ecological crises are becoming increasingly indistinguishable. Food crises,
land grabs, electricity shutdowns, water privatization, heightened pollution,
deteriorating cities, declining public health, increasing violence against
oppressed populations—are all converging with growing inequality,
economic stagnation, and rising unemployment and underemployment. In
South Africa, for example, the class struggle is now as much an
environmental as an economic struggle—already exhibiting signs of an
emerging environmental working class.57 The logical result is a coming
together of material revolts against the system —what David Harvey has
usefully referred to as a “co-revolutionary” struggle.58 This is best
exemplified by the global environmental/climate justice movement and
through the radical direct action movement that Naomi Klein calls
“Blockadia.”59

Traditional working-class politics are thus coevolving and combining with
environmental struggles, and with the movements of people of color, of
women, and all those fighting basic, reproductive battles throughout society.
Such an ecological and social struggle will be revolutionary to the extent that
it draws its force from those layers of society where people’s lives are most
precarious: third world workers, working-class women, oppressed people of
color in the imperial core, indigenous populations, peasants/landless
agricultural workers, and those fighting for fundamentally new relations of
sexuality, gender, family, and community —as well as highly exploited and
dispossessed workers everywhere.

A revolutionary struggle in these circumstances will need to occur in two
phases: an ecodemocratic phase in the immediate present, seeking to build a
broad alliance—one in which the vast majority of humanity outside of the
ruling interests will be compelled by their inhuman conditions to demand a
world of sustainable human development. Over time this should create the
conditions for a second, more decisive, ecosocialist phase of the revolutionary
struggle, directed at the creation of a society of substantive equality,
ecological sustainability, and collective democracy. All of this points to the
translation of classical Marx’s ecological critique into contemporary
revolutionary praxis.60
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In the ecodemocratic phase, the goal would be to carry out those radical
reforms that would arrest the current destructive logic of capital, by fighting
for changes that are radical, even revolutionary, in that they go against the
logic of capital, but are nonetheless conceivable as concrete, meaningful forms
of struggle in the present context. These would include measures like: (1) an
emergency plan of reduction in carbon emissions in the rich economies by 8-
10 percent a year; (2) implementing a moratorium on economic growth
coupled with radical redistribution of income and wealth, conservation of
resources, rationing, and reductions in economic waste; (3) diverting military
spending, now universally called “defense spending” to the defense of the
planet as a place of human habitation; (4) the creation of an alternative energy
infrastructure designed to stay within the solar budget; (5) closing down coal-
tired plants and blocking unconventional fossil fuels such as tar sands oil; (6)
a carbon fee and dividend system of the kind proposed by Hansen, that
would redistribute 100 percent of the revenue to the population on a per
capita basis; (7) global initiatives to aid emerging economies to move toward
sustainable development; (8) implementation of principles of environmental
justice throughout the society and linking this to adaptation to climate change
(which cannot be stopped completely) to ensure that people of color, the
poor, women, indigenous populations, and third world populations do not
bear the brunt of catastrophe; and (9) adoption of climate negotiations and
policies on the model proposed in the Peoples’ Agreement on Climate
Change in Cochabamba, Bolivia in 2010. Such radical change proposals can be
multiplied, and would need to effect all aspects of society and individual
human development. The rule in the ecodemocratic phase of development
would be to address the epochal crisis (ecological and economic) in which the
world is now caught, and to do so in ways that go against the logic of
business as usual, which is indisputably leading the world toward
cumulative catastrophe.

The logic of the ecodemocratic phase of the struggle, if it were carried out
fully, would create the conditions for an ecosocialistphase in which the
mobilization of the population on their own behalf, and the cultural and
economic changes that this brings about, would give the impetus to the
creation of a society of from each according to ability, to each according to
need.61 The system of social metabolic reproduction would be reconstituted
on a more communal basis taking into account not only present and future
generations, but the Earth system itself and the diversity life within it. The
necessary social and ecological planning would start from local needs and
local communities and would be integrated with larger political-executive
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entities responsible for coordination and implementation in relation to these
needs.

Such a society would be democratic in the classical sense of the word —rule of
society by the people, the associated producers.62 It was this that Marx had in
mind when he stressed (as quoted above) that “socialized man, the associated
producers, [would] govern the human metabolism with nature in a rational
way...accomplishing it with the least expenditure of energy and in conditions
most worthy and appropriate for their human nature.” For Marx in the
nineteenth century this was a struggle for human freedom; today, in the
twenty-first century, it is a struggle for human freedom and human survival.

In 1980, the British Marxist historian E.P. Thompson wrote a cautionary essay
for New Left Review entitled “Notes on Exterminism, The Last Stage of
Civilization.” Although directed particularly at the growth of nuclear arsenals
and the dangers of global holocaust from a nuclear exchange in the final
phase of the Cold War, Thompson’s thesis was also concerned with the larger
realm of ecological destruction wrought by the system. Rudolf Bahro later
commented on Thompson’'s ideas in his Avoiding Social and Ecological Disaster,
explaining: “To express the exterminism-thesis in Marxist terms, one could
say that the relationship between productive and destructive forces is turned
upside down. Marx had seen the trail of blood running through it, and that
‘civilisation leaves deserts behind it."”” 63 Today this ecologically ruinous trend
has been extended to the entire planet with capitalism’s proverbial “creative
destruction” being transformed into a destructive creativity endangering
humanity and life in general.64

“The dream that man can make himself godlike by centering his energies
solely on the conquest of the external world,” Mumford wrote in The
Condition of Man, “has now become the emptiest of dreams: empty and
sinister.”65 The result is a kind of economics of exterminism. Today making war
on the planet is fought as a means to the end of capital accumulation, in
which the limits of the earth itself have become invisible to the narrow value
calculations of the system. Turning this economics of exterminism around,
and creating a more just and sustainable world at peace with the planet is our
task in the Great Capitalist Climacteric. If we cannot accomplish this
humanity will surely die with capitalism. The prophesy of all defenders of the
current order over the last century will then be fulfilled. Capitalism will mark
the end of human history by bringing to an end human civilization —and
even human existence.
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The Great Capitalist Climacteric presents us with a fatal choice: System Change
Not Climate Change!
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