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This article is a revised version of a talk given at Simon Fraser University in 
April 2018, sponsored by the Vancouver Ecosocialists. 

Raoul Peck‘s 2017 film The Young Karl Marx opens with a quiet scene of poor 
―peasant proletarians,‖ men, women, and children, dirty and in rags, 
gathering dead wood in a forest. Suddenly they are attacked by a troop of 
mounted police armed with clubs and swords. Some of the gatherers are 
killed; the rest are captured. The scene then cuts to Karl Marx, age twenty-
four, in the Cologne offices of the Rheinische Zeitung, where he was editor, 
writing an article on ―The Debates on the Law on the Theft Wood.‖ He 
penned five installments under this title from October to November 1842, and 
it was this more than anything else that brought the Prussian censors down 
on the newspaper and its talented young editor and writers.1 In the film, we 
see the young Marx and his associates debating the course that had led them 
to defy both the Prussian state and their own liberal industrialist paymasters. 
Marx was intransigent; there was no other possible path. As he later 
explained in his famous 1859Preface to a Critique of Political Economy, it was his 
attempt to address the expropriation of the customary forest rights of the 
poor that first drove him to the systematic study of political economy.2 

The criminalization of forest usufruct was a major issue in Germany at the 
time. In 1836, at least 150,000 of the 207,478 total prosecutions in Prussia were 
for ―wood pilfering‖ and related offenses. In the Rhineland, the proportion 
was even higher. These prosecutions led to heavy fines and imprisonment. In 
Baden in 1842, one in every four inhabitants had been convicted of wood-
stealing. Central to Marx‘s argument was the application of ―the category of 
theft where it ought not to be applied‖: not only the gathering of dead wood, 
but also the gathering of dead leaves and the picking of berries (a customary 
right accorded to children) were declared to be theft, even though these were 
long-established forms of traditional appropriation for the poor. The 
―customary right‖ of the poor to the free appropriation of dead wood, Marx 
insisted, did not apply to the live, ―organic‖ tree or to ―hewn timber‖—which 
could be seen as the property of the private owners—but only to what was 
already dead. The forest usufruct of the poor was being turned ―into 
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a monopoly of the rich,‖ through a process of expropriation by ―money-
grubbing petty traders…and Teutonic landed interest[s].‖ Marx in response 
referred to the ―elemental nature‖ of the forest system and, as historian Peter 
Linebaugh indicates, rooted his argument in an appeal to ―the bioecology of 
the forest‖ and the ―complex society‖ that it supported, including the way 
that the right of the poor to dead wood mirrored their more general 
impoverished position and relation to nature.3 

Questions regarding the expropriation of land/nature and of human beings 
never ceased to occupy Marx in his subsequent works, appearing in 
his Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts and in his two great discussions of 
―so-called primitive accumulation‖ in the Grundrisse and Capital. In Peck‘s 
film, the assault of the forest police on the poor is a recurring nightmare, in 
which Marx sees himself running alongside the landless rural workers as they 
are being chased down by the authorities. 

The Appropriation and Expropriation of Nature 

Marx‘s crucial distinction between appropriation and expropriation, around 
which his ecological as well as economic critique of capitalism revolves, is 
evident in his response to Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, as dramatically portrayed 
in The Young Karl Marx. Proudhon is shown giving a speech in which he 
makes his famous declaration that ―property is theft.‖4 From the audience, 
Marx asks, ―what kind of property, bourgeois property?‖ Proudhon answers, 
―property in general.‖ Marx remarks that this is ―an abstraction.‖5 

For Marx, as he indicates in a later encounter with Proudhon in the film, the 
latter‘s statement is logically untenable, for if property in general is defined as 
theft, and all proprietary claims are thus invalid, then the question arises: 
what is theft? It was necessary, in Marx‘s view, to distinguish appropriation, or 
property in its many varied historical forms, from expropriation, i.e., 
appropriation without an equivalent (in Marx‘s terms, also without exchange 
and without reciprocity).6 Classical political theory, from John Locke to G. W. 
F. Hegel to Marx, locates the basis of civil society and the state 
in appropriation—the active term for property or the right to possession 
through labor.7 

As Marx explained in The Poverty of Philosophy and in the Grundrisse, all 
human society rests on free appropriation from nature, which is the material 
basis of labor and production. This is another way of saying that all society 
depends on property. There can be no human existence without the 
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appropriation of nature, without production, and without property in some 
form. ―All production is appropriation of nature on the part of an individual 
within and through a specific form of society. In this sense it is a tautology to 
say that property (appropriation) is a precondition of production.‖ For Marx, 
to declare that ―property is theft,‖ as Proudhon did, was therefore to skirt the 
fundamental issue—the development of various forms of appropriation in 
human history from the communal to the more extreme forms of private 
commodification.8 This approach allowed Marx to develop a powerful 
critique of capitalist society that was both economic and 
ecological.9 Proudhon‘s conception left no way out for humanity; since 
appropriation in some form was a universal basis of society and life itself, to 
declare that property in general was theft, irrespective of particular property 
forms, was a dead end for revolutionary movements.10 

A parallel can be drawn here with Hegel‘s notion of alienation as 
objectification, which in his philosophy could be transcended through the 
unification of subject and object, but only in thought, i.e., in the absolute 
knowledge of the Hegelian philosopher. For Marx, who rejected the idealist 
solution, objectification was inherent in human existence, since human beings 
were objective, sensuous, material beings, deriving their sustenance from 
outside themselves. Hence it was not objectification, in Marx‘s view, but 
rather the ―alienated mediation‖ intrinsic to capitalist commodity production 
that was subject to transcendence, and this had to be accomplished in 
material reality, not simply in thought.11 Similarly, human beings, as 
objective, material beings, could not be freed from the appropriation from 
nature, i.e., from property in all its varied forms, which was an objective 
condition of their existence. What was possible, however, was the 
revolutionary liberation of humanity from the more alienated, expropriative 
forms of the human social metabolism with nature. 

These same issues have reemerged today in debates on the meaning and 
method of what is broadly termed ecosocialism. For Raj Patel and Jason W. 
Moore, in their A History of the World in Seven Cheap Things, ―appropriation‖ 
in general, as in Proudhon, is defined as ―a kind of ongoing theft.‖12 Both here 
and in Moore‘s earlier Capitalism in the Web of Life, the focus is on the 
―appropriation of work‖ in all of its forms—by which is meant ―work‖ in the 
sense of physics (i.e., the measure of the energy transfer that occurs when an 
external force is applied to an object and moves it). In this naturalistic sense, 
we can speak of the ―work‖ of a river or oil well, in the same terms as that of 
a human being. Appropriation, or property, conceived by Patel and Moore as 
the theft of ―work,‖ is thus universal and inescapable, associated with 
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physical motion itself.13 Such appropriation of external nature, Moore tells us, 
outweighs the exploitation of labor in production.14 

No one of course would doubt that the appropriation of nature underlies all 
human production. Human beings are objective, material beings; as every 
child knows, we, like all other living beings, cannot exist without free 
appropriation from nature. Indeed, all material human production, as Marx 
stresses, is nothing but the change in form of what nature itself creates.15 But 
to argue, as do Patel and Moore, that the human appropriation of nature in 
general (that is, of its ―work‖ or energy) is ―a kind of ongoing theft,‖ and that 
this is the core of the ecological crisis, implicitly attributes the whole problem 
to the very existence of human beings—a misanthropic position. 

Such a perspective, common to most mainstream environmental thought, 
necessarily distracts from the alienated mediation of the human-social 
metabolic relation to nature, and from capitalism‘s specific forms 
of expropriation of nature and their effects on ecosystems. In the classical 
Marxian perspective, it is precisely because human history has created a 
mode of production (capitalism) that alienates the metabolic relations 
between human beings and nature, thereby creating a metabolic rift and 
rupturing the conditions of ecological reproduction, that we can hope to 
restore that essential metabolism—through a revolutionary overturning of 
the capitalist integument and the creation of a new, coevolutionary material 
reality. This is Marx‘s core ecological message. 

In the classical historical materialist view, the free appropriation of nature by 
humanity (the use of nature‘s free gifts) is not to be condemned out of hand 
as theft. Indeed, ―actual labor,‖ for Marx, ―is [nothing but] the appropriation of 
nature for the satisfaction of human needs, the activity through which the 
metabolism between man and nature is mediated.‖16 Nor should the concern 
be primarily, as in bourgeois society, with the mere ―cheapness‖ of 
nature.17 Rather, it is the expropriation of nature in the sense of the 
appropriation of land or resources without reciprocity (maintenance of the 
―conditions of reproduction‖) by capital that constitutes theft in this 
sphere.18 In Marx‘s view, this reflects the ―law of ‗expropriation‘ not 
‗appropriation'‖ underpinninng capitalism.19 It is associated in its 
environmental aspects with capitalism‘s systematic violation of what the 
nineteenth-century German chemist Justus von Liebig called the natural-
material ―law of replenishment‖ (or ―law of compensation‖) necessary for 
ecological reproduction.20 
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Capitalism‘s destructive relation to the ecological realm depends on this 
robbery of what Marx referred to as ―the elemental powers of nature‖—
robbery not in the sense that these elements are not ―paid,‖ as Moore says, 
but rather in the violation of the law of replenishment.21 Like Erysichthon in 
Greek mythology, capital requires ever more rounds of expropriation just to 
keep going, even to the point of eating everything in existence—including, 
ultimately, itself.22 The dialectic of expropriation and exploitation, leading in 
the end to exterminism, thus lies at the core of the classical historical-
materialist critique of capital. For Marx, it was not the appropriation of dead 
wood from the forest by peasant-proletarians, but rather capital‘s alienated 
expropriation of all wood (and all land) to feed its insatiable drive for 
accumulation that constituted the essential reality of the plundering of the 
material world: a ―tragedy of the commodity,‖ not a tragedy of the 
commons.23 

If the exploitation of labor is the force behind capitalist valorization and 
accumulation, it follows that it cannot continue this contradictory process on 
an ever-increasing scale without new rounds of creative destruction at the 
boundaries of the system—the expropriation of the natural environment, 
along with the expropriation of social reproductive work, human 
communication, knowledge, and more.24 In Capital and in his later writings, 
Marx pointed to attempts under capitalism to speed up the turnover time in 
timber production by relying on faster-growing trees and in meat production 
through the breeding of livestock, arguing that this necessarily pressed 
against natural laws (and in the case of livestock, promoted cruelty toward 
animals).25 

For Marx, the metabolic rift—the alienated mediation between humanity and 
nature—was a product of the ―robbing‖ or expropriation of the soil, and thus 
of nature, thereby hindering ―the operation of the eternal natural condition 
for the lasting fertility of the soil.‖ This in turn demanded the ―systematic 
restoration‖ of this metabolism in a future society of associated producers 
capable of governing ―the human metabolism with nature in a rational 
way…accomplishing it with the least expenditure of energy,‖ and developing 
most fully their individual and collective human powers.26 
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Value and Nature 

With the rise of ecosocialism, brought on by the planetary rift, ecological 
critiques of the capitalist system have deepened and multiplied. But as in any 
period of headlong theoretical advance, this has yielded starkly different 
perspectives and positions, resulting in new debates over the conception, 
scope, and purpose of Marx‘s value critique. Left environmentalists and 
political ecologists such as Stephen Bunker, Alf Hornborg, Zehra Taşdemir 
Yaşin, and Giorgos Kallis have sought to jettison or deconstruct the labor 
theory of value altogether, arguing that nature in general, energy, and 
individual species create value in the abstract, which is not restricted to 
human labor—or that, in Hornborg‘s case, economic value is simply 
normative.27 Such analyses frequently come from theorists working outside 
the field of critical political economy, which tend to confuse concepts of 
energy use, use value, intrinsic value, and normative value with the economic 
system of commodity value based on abstract labor under capitalism. 

In Marx‘s critique of the historically specific capitalist valorization process, 
value is the crystallization of socially necessary abstract labor—‖labour as the 
expenditure of labour power.‖28 Essential to this critique is the recognition 
that natural-material use values, while elemental to each and every 
commodity and the basis of all real wealth, are excluded from capitalism‘s 
value generation calculus, insofar as no labor is incorporated in their 
production. As Marx himself put it in the Grundrisse, ―the purely natural 
material in so far as no human labor is objectified in it…has no [economic] 
value under capitalism.‖29 This contradictory character of capitalist 
commodity production, manifested in the opposition between use value and 
exchange value, places the narrow form of the capitalist value calculus at 
loggerheads with real wealth, which has its sources in both natural-material 
use values and concrete human labor.30 

Since use value plays no direct role in the internal logic of valorization under 
capitalism, this gives rise, in both classical and neoclassical economics, to the 
notion of the ―free gift of Nature to capital.‖31 Capitalist exploitation and 
accumulation, as Marx explains, ultimately depend on capital‘s usurping of 
nature‘s gifts for itself, thereby monopolizing the means of production and 
wealth in its entirety.32 This alienation of nature has its counterpart in the 
alienation of labor—that is, in the emergence of a class with no basis of 
existence except the sale of its own labor power. 
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Understood in this way, the historically constructed commodity value form 
under capitalism is not one in which energy or bees directly participate, but is 
instead a product of human social-class relations.33 To see nature or energy, 
not just socially necessary abstract labor, as generating commodity value 
would only serve to naturalize and universalize the capitalist value process, 
eliding its specific social and historical character and its relation to the 
alienation and exploitation of labor. Even neoclassical economics—along with 
the ecological economics of Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen—attributes all value-
added in the economy to labor or human services, and none to nature or 
energy.34 Capitalism thus excludes nature, (including the corporeal nature of 
human beings) from its value form—a fundamental and in many ways fatal 
contradiction of the system. 

In contrast to the frontal attacks on Marx‘s value theory described above, 
Moore‘s subtler approach appears at first to conform to Marxian value theory, 
attributing value to labor. But on closer examination, his analysis effectively 
robs Marx‘s own approach of all significance and undermines any coherent 
ecological (or economic) critique of capitalism. As Moore puts it, his 
―argument proceeds from a certain destabilization of value as an ‗economic 
category.'‖35 Unlike Marx‘s critique of capitalist valorization, which 
recognizes that under capitalism all value is the crystallization of socially 
necessary labor, and which makes a hard and fast distinction between value 
and wealth, Patel and Moore, in A History of the World in Seven Cheap Things, 
seek to obliterate these distinctions altogether. Hence they pronounce that 
―value is a specific crystallization of ‗the original sources of wealth‘: human 
and extra-human work.‖36 Here Marx is quoted against himself, presenting 
his famous definition of wealth as the basis of a definition of value, thereby 
erasing an absolutely crucial distinction separating Marx from bourgeois 
economics. Indeed, the core of Marxian critique rests on the distinctions 
between use value and exchange value and between wealth and value. 

Likewise, in Capitalism in the Web of Life, Moore seeks to transform Marx‘s 
notion of the ―law of value,‖ which focused on quid pro quo as the basis of 
capitalist commodity exchange, into its opposite, in relation to the ―world 
ecology‖ as a whole.37 For Moore, the ―law of value‖ centers on the absence of 
a quid pro quo (in exchange terms) between capital and Cheap Nature—an 
absence which then becomes the ultimate basis, in his ―expansive value‖ 
analysis, of capitalist valorization—in total contradiction to Marx‘s own 
analysis.38 He thus contends that value in its all-encompassing expansive form 
(including non-labor value) derives primarily from the appropriation of 
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work/energy in general, of which the exploitation of labor is simply an 
epiphenomenon. 

Hence, for Moore, the secret of accumulation is ―capitalism‘s unified logic of 
appropriating human and extra-human ‗work‘ that is transformed into 
value.‖ In this view, the capitalist world ecology/economy and the entire 
human interaction with nature amount to the appropriation of the ―four 
cheaps‖: labor-power, food, energy, and raw materials.39 Labor-power is thus 
presented as no more significant with respect to the law of value than food, 
energy, and natural resources. (In his later work with Patel, Moore expanded 
the framework from four to seven cheaps, adding nature, work, money, lives, 
and care work and dropping labor-power and raw materials.) This 
convoluted formulation, however, effectively inhibits any coherent critique of 
capitalist value production, much less any meaningful understanding of the 
ecological crises engendered by the capitalist system.40 

Moore‘s argument regarding the four (or seven) cheaps is rooted in his more 
elastic conception of what constitutes value under capitalism and in 
civilization in general, with which he aims to present nothing less than a 
―new law of value,‖ encompassing both labor exploitation and the 
appropriation of physical nature/energy.41 ―Laws of value,‖ he writes, are 
phenomena ―that shape and cohere a civilization.‖ They are the product in 
large part of the appropriation of the physical ―work,‖ i.e., energy of the 
universe. Such ―expansive value relations,‖ as he calls them, ―lead a double 
life,‖ extending beyond the labor process and value production proper, as 
well as beyond the phenomenon of unpaid human labor, to include all the 
―extra-human work‖ involved in the capitalist world ecology. These wider 
realms of ―unpaid work/energy‖ associated with the ―zone of appropriation‖ 
far outweigh the exploitation of labor in the determination of the overall, 
expansive value dimensions of a given civilization.42 

―The law of value,‖ Moore thus contends, ―far from reducible to abstract 
social labor, finds its necessary conditions of self-expansion through the 
creation and subsequent appropriation of Cheap Nature,‖ i.e., appropriation 
of the web of life in general.43 Again, we are left at a level of obscurity 
equivalent to Proudhon‘s ―property is theft.‖ The ―law of value‖ is said to be 
based ultimately on the ―appropriation of the unpaid ‗work of nature'‖ (along 
with the unpaid labor of women in the household and other forms of unpaid 
human labor). Both ―the accumulated work/energy of fossil fuel formation‖ 
and the exploitation of labor power in a factory are ―moments inscribed in the 
law of value.‖ The atmosphere is ―put to work‖ in absorbing greenhouse 
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gases, for which it too is ―unpaid,‖ thus contributing to capitalist 
valorization.44 

Here Moore‘s expansive law of value, based on a ―world of unpaid work‖ in 
which the ―law of value in capitalism is the law of Cheap Nature,‖ runs into 
an unresolved problem, since such a conception is virtually without bounds, 
encompassing not just the planetary environment but the entire universe. As 
he is forced to admit, an entire ―world of unpaid work‖ in this sense simply 
―cannot be quantified.‖45 Although he declares that ―value does not work 
unless most work is not valued,‖ this rests on a simple tautology, since the 
―work‖ referred to includes everything subject to the laws of motion of 
physics, insofar as it relates in the last instance to the economy—from 
subsistence agriculture to a beehive to a waterfall to a radioactive isotope to a 
nuclear reaction.46 ―Coal and oil,‖ he writes, ―are dramatic examples of this 
process of appropriating unpaid work.‖47 

It is this universal ―unpaid‖ appropriation of the work/energy of the earth, as 
an eternal condition of human existence, which Patel and Moore describe as 
―ongoing theft,‖ leading in the end to ever more expensive ―cheaps.‖48 Yet 
although capital may end up possessing natural powers for which it does not 
pay, just as it does not pay for the worker‘s ability to think, only confusion 
can result from attempts to treat such appropriation of nature‘s capacity for 
work, in the sense of physics, as quantifiable and somehow commensurate 
with economic value production in capitalist social relations.49 Nor does it 
help much to characterize a waterfall, even one used to generate electricity, as 
―unpaid.‖ 

In Moore‘s ―new law of value,‖ all of material existence, whether paid social 
labor, unpaid social labor, or the unpaid work/energy of the universe, 
matters largely to the extent that it is harnessed to the capitalist valorization 
process. The work/energy carried out by the sun, and that of the Earth 
System that over millions of years led to the formation of coal and oil 
deposits—plus the physical work that coal and oil perform in present-day 
production as low-entropy energy sources—all enter into the determination 
of Moore‘s expanded law of commodity value, which he claims can account 
for the ―transforming [of] nature‘s work into the bourgeoisie‘s 
[economic] value.‖ Physics, ecology, and economy all get rolled into one, 
erasing fundamental distinctions, crucial to Marx‘s ecological (and economic) 
critique. Indeed ―the capital relation,‖ for Moore, ―transforms the 
work/energy of all natures into…value.‖50 
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The viewpoints discussed above either deny the labor theory of value under 
capitalism outright (as in Bunker, Hornborg, Yaşin, and Kallis), or stretch it to 
the point of absurdity in search of ―a single logic of wealth, power, and 
nature‖ under capitalism (as in Moore). In contrast, it is argued here that the 
metabolic relation between human beings and nature is an alienated and 
contradictory one, driving a wedge between the antagonistic laws of motion 
(and law of value) of capitalism and the Earth System.51 Ecological crises do 
not arise simply or even mainly because the world economy (or the world 
ecology) appropriates the work of external nature without payment, nor 
because Cheap Nature is becoming Expensive Nature, undermining 
capitalism‘s bottom line. Properly understood, an ecological crisis, or crisis of 
sustainable human development, cannot be quantified in dollars and cents, or 
in terms of Cheap Nature, much less ―unpaid nature.‖ 

Rather, at the heart of today‘s metabolic rift, as Marx argued, is the logic of 
the alienated capitalist system of accumulation, in which all natural 
boundaries are treated as mere barriers to be surmounted, opening up 
anthropogenic rifts in the fundamental biogeochemical cycles that constitute 
the overall Earth System.52 Ecological crises proper are thus not crises of 
economic value, but of the disruption and destruction of conditions of 
ecological reproduction and human development at the expense of future 
human generations and living species more generally.53 Viewed in this way, 
the primary ecological contradiction resides in the expropriation of nature as a 
free gift to capital, leading to ―the squandering of the powers of the earth.‖ 
This is what Marx meant when he said that the soil was ―robbed‖ of the 
conditions of its reproduction, thereby generating a rift in the metabolism of 
humanity and the earth.54 

It is not so much the appropriation of nature‘s work/energy as an inherent 
condition of human society and production, and indeed of life itself, that we 
should be primarily concerned with—although the increase in environmental 
throughput is central—so much as the ever-expanding ecological rifts 
imposed on the Earth System by the antagonistic logic of capital. Put 
differently, it is not the mere fact of the free appropriation of physical 
work/energy by human beings (an objective condition of existence) that is the 
chief source of our ecological contradictions, but rather the rapacious 
expropriation of nature by capital and the metabolic rift itself—i.e., the 
commodity system‘s historically specific disruption of the elemental 
conditions and biogeochemical cycles of natural reproduction on which 
human existence and that of countless other species ultimately depend. 
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Against the Expropriation of the Earth 

One of Marx‘s most profound insights was that ―productive forces‖ under 
capitalism turned into ―destructive forces.‖ The very ―productivity of labor‖ 
under capitalism led to ―progress here, regression there.‖ He attributed this 
regression specifically to the degradation of ―natural conditions,‖ to ―the 
exhaustion of forests, coal and iron mines, and so on‖—even extending to the 
negative effects of regional climate change.55 Beginning with his earliest 
works, he conceived of the expropriation and alienation of land/nature as a 
necessary counterpart, even a prior condition, of the expropriation and 
alienation of the laborer. In the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, he 
observed that capitalism, even more than feudalism before it, was rooted in 
―the domination of the earth as of an alienated power over man.‖56 The 
expropriation and removal of human beings from the natural conditions of 
production through the capitalist seizure of the earth, created the alienated 
conditions for the exploitation of workers. By the same token, private riches 
were everywhere enhanced by the destruction of public wealth (the 
Lauderdale Paradox).57 

―So-called primitive accumulation,‖ Marx went on to explain in Capital, 
―means the expropriation of the immediate producers,‖ involving the dual 
expropriation of the direct producers and of the earth.58 The imposition of 
these conditions (marked by the historic enclosures of the commons), the 
growth of the proletariat, and the alienation of both labor and land, produced 
the elemental destructiveness of the capitalist system. As Max Weber 
observed during his trip to Indian Territory (today Oklahoma) in 1905, ―with 
almost lightning speed everything that stands in the way of capitalist culture 
is being crushed.‖ Like Liebig and Marx before him, Weber pointed to 
capitalist culture in this sense as a system of robbery, Raubbau (or Raubsystem), 
that destroyed the earth and natural resources along with any precapitalist 
economic formations standing in its way.59 This Raubsystem, however, was not 
attributed to the notion that property (appropriation) was theft, but to the 
specific historical forms of the capitalist expropriation of humanity and 
nature. 

The expropriation of the earth has invariably been accompanied by the 
expropriation of humans as corporeal beings, through innumerable forms of 
labor bondage and servitude always present at the logical and historical 
boundaries of the system, helping to make capitalism possible. Such 
expropriation is always an essential part of the system, determining its 
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parameters. The system of capital, Marx famously remarked, ―comes 
dripping from head to toe, from every pore, with blood and dirt.‖60 The role 
of slavery, genocide, and every kind of human servitude, including the vile 
robbing of the earth itself, was crucial both to capitalism‘s origins and to its 
continuing antagonistic reproduction. Today the gross exploitation (or super-
exploitation) through the global labor arbitrage of the mass of the workers in 
the global South is giving rise to a ―planet of slums‖ and imperialist warfare 
imposed on the periphery, along with the continued expropriation of 
women‘s unpaid labor.61 

During what Eric Hobsbawm called ―the Age of Capital‖—the system‘s 
period of greatest vitality, coming out of the Industrial Revolution—it was 
possible to focus mainly on capitalism‘s progressive features, abstracting 
somewhat from expropriation.62Marx‘s critique thus centered not on 
expropriation as such, but on the exploitation of labor, and it was on 
proletarianized labor in this sense that he placed his hopes of revolutionary 
transition. Today, however, despite some remarkable technological 
developments—only partially attributable to the system—we are seeing a 
breakdown of the main mechanisms of capitalist accumulation, with all that 
is solid once again melting into air. Rates of exploitation are so heightened 
today as to pose problems of surplus absorption associated with the 
―overproduction of the means of production.‖63 Hence, in the neoliberal era, 
capitalism, in its attempt to surmount the material conditions of its existence, 
has sought to bring all of reality within the logic of valorization, via 
financialization—reflecting what Karl Polanyi called the ―utopian‖ 
conception of the market society.64 

In this new age of global plunder and dispossession, the struggle has 
increasingly shifted to profit upon expropriation, the seizing of all monetary 
flows, assets, and individual property, wherever they exist. Land grabs are a 
dominant factor in much of the global South.65 Carbon trading has been 
introduced ostensibly to address climate change, but instead creating markets 
to profit upon it. The Earth System itself is being destroyed as a habitable 
place for humanity. Labor is being deconstructed, growing ever more 
precarious and insecure. In these circumstances, Marx‘s sardonic dictum, 
―Accumulate, accumulate! That is Moses and the Prophets!‖ is more than ever 
the goal of the system, even as all life as we know it is imperiled.66 

To reduce the ecological problem of capital merely to a question of Cheap 
Nature, as if it were all simply a matter of internalizing nature‘s contributions 
into the market—a view ideologically justified by various theories of natural 
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capital and ecological services—would be a grave mistake.67 Rather, at the 
root of the contemporary environmental emergency is the sheer 
incompatibility of a system of capital accumulation with human existence and 
the Earth System. If capital has been immensely successful at exploiting 
human labor, its resulting crises of overaccumulation and surplus absorption 
now have as their counterpart the visible deconstruction of the planet as a 
place of human habitation, as the oceans fill with plastic and the atmosphere 
with carbon. The renewed thrust toward the expropriation of the planet in 
these circumstances is not a sign of capitalism‘s vitality but its threatened 
dissolution. 

The world ecological movement arose in what is now commonly called the 
Anthropocene epoch in geological history, brought on by the Great 
Acceleration—the period of a rapidly increasing anthropogenic rift in 
biogeochemical cycles, usually dated to 1945 with the advent of the atomic 
bomb, or to the early 1950s with the above-ground nuclear testing of the 
hydrogen bomb and the resulting nuclear fallout.68 The answer to the crisis of 
the Anthropocene, however, has to be far more revolutionary than that of the 
Green movement that arose in the 1960s, and which sought simply to 
preserve the environment and combat pollution, while hardly questioning the 
social system. Today it can no longer rationally be denied that capitalist 
valorization is an inherently destructive process, the enemy not only of the 
free, creative labor of human beings, but also of the earth as a place of 
habitation for humanity and many other species. Capitalism‘s famed 
―creative destruction,‖ if allowed to continue, threatens the annihilation of 
―the chain of human generations.‖69 

In this century, the battle against the expropriation of the earth must unite 
with the fight against the expropriation of human beings, ultimately 
challenging the dialectic of expropriation and exploitation, and the entire 
―barbaric heart‖ of capital.70 The future lies with the development of the 
twenty-first-century socialist/ecosocialist movement, to be rooted in a 
diverse, all-inclusive environmental working class. What is needed is the 
revolutionary reconstitution of the interdependent social metabolism with 
nature, bringing it under the rational control of human beings—aiming not 
only at ecological sustainability and the conservation of energy, but also at 
the full development of human needs and powers in and through society. 
Nothing else will do. 
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