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CLIMATES OF CAPITAL

For a Trans-Environmental Eco-Socialism

Climate politics has moved to centre stage.1 Even as pockets 
of denialism persist, political actors of multiple hues are 
turning green. A new generation of activist youth is insisting 
that we cease to evade the mortal threat posed by global warm-

ing. Chastising elders for stealing their future, these militants claim the 
right and responsibility to take all necessary steps to save the planet. 
At the same time, movements for degrowth are gaining strength. 
Convinced that consumerist lifestyles are driving us into the abyss, they 
seek a transformation of ways of living. Likewise, indigenous communi-
ties, North and South, have been winning wider support for struggles 
only lately recognized as ecological. Long engaged in defending their 
habitats and livelihoods from colonial invasion and corporate extractiv-
ism, they find new allies today among those seeking non-instrumental 
ways of relating to nature. Feminists, too, are infusing new urgency into 
long held ecological concerns. Positing psycho-historical links between 
gynophobia and contempt for the Earth, they mobilize for forms of life 
that sustain reproduction—both social and natural. Meanwhile, a new 
wave of anti-racist activism includes environmental injustice among 
its targets. Adopting an expansive view of what it means to ‘defund the 
police’, the Movement for Black Lives demands a massive redirection of 
resources to communities of colour, in part to clean up toxic deposits 
that ravage health. 

Even social democrats, lately complicit with or demoralized by neoliber-
alism, are finding new life in climate politics. Reinventing themselves as 
proponents of a Green New Deal, they aim to recoup lost working-class 
support by linking the shift to renewable energy with high-paying union 
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jobs. Not to be left out, strands of rightwing populism are also green-
ing. Embracing eco-national-chauvinism, they propose to preserve ‘their 
own’ green spaces and natural resources by excluding (racialized) ‘oth-
ers’. Forces in the Global South are also engaged on several fronts. While 
some claim a ‘right to development’, insisting that the burden of mitiga-
tion should fall on northern powers that have been spewing greenhouse 
gases for two hundred years, others advocate ‘commoning’ or a ‘solidary 
and social economy’; while still others, donning the environmentalist 
mantle, utilize neoliberal carbon-offset schemes to enclose lands, dis-
possess those who live from them and capture new forms of monopoly 
rent. Finally, corporate and financial interests have skin in the game. 
Profiting handsomely from booming speculation in eco-commodities, 
they are invested not just economically but also politically in ensuring 
the global climate regime remains market-centred and capital-friendly. 

Eco-politics, in a word, has become ubiquitous. No longer the exclusive 
property of stand-alone environmental movements, climate change now 
appears as a pressing matter on which every political actor must take a 
stand. Incorporated into a slew of competing agendas, the issue is vari-
ously inflected according to the differing commitments with which it 
keeps company. The result, beneath a superficial consensus, is a roil-
ing dissensus. On the one hand, growing numbers of people now view 
global warming as a threat to life as we know it on Planet Earth. On 
the other hand, they do not share a common view of the societal forces 
that drive that process—nor of the societal changes required to stop it. 
They agree (more or less) on the science but disagree (more than less) 
on the politics.2

Yet the terms ‘agree’ and ‘disagree’ are too pallid to capture the situ-
ation. Present-day eco-politics unfolds within, and is marked by, an 
epochal crisis. A crisis of ecology, to be sure, but also one of economy, 
society, politics and public health—that is, a general crisis whose effects 
metastasize everywhere, shaking confidence in established worldviews 
and ruling elites. The result is a crisis of hegemony—and a ‘wilding’ 

1 This essay is drawn from Nancy Fraser’s forthcoming book, Cannibal Capitalism, 
to be published by Verso later this year.
2 See, among other contributions: Herman Daly and Benjamin Kunkel, ‘Ecologies 
of Scale’, nlr 109, Jan–Feb 2018; Robert Pollin, ‘De-Growth vs a Green New 
Deal’, nlr 112, July–Aug 2018; Lola Seaton, ‘Painting Nationalism Green?’, 
nlr 124, July–Aug 2020; Sharachchandra Lele, ‘Environment and Well-Being’, 
nlr 123, May–June 2020. 
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of public space. No longer tamed by a ruling commonsense that fore-
closes out-of-the-box options, the political sphere is now the site of a 
frantic search not just for better policies, but for new political projects 
and ways of living. Gathering well before the Covid outbreak, but greatly 
intensified by it, this ‘unsettled atmosphere’ permeates eco-politics, 
which perforce unfolds within it. Climate dissensus is fraught, accord-
ingly, not ‘only’ because the fate of the Earth hangs in the balance, nor 
‘only’ because time is short, but also because the political climate, too, is 
wracked by turbulence.

In this situation, safeguarding the planet requires building a counter-
hegemony. What is needed is to resolve the present cacophony of opinion 
into an eco-political commonsense that can orient a broadly shared pro-
ject of transformation. Certainly, such a commonsense must cut through 
the mass of conflicting views and identify exactly what in society must 
be changed to stop global warming—effectively linking the authorita-
tive findings of climate science to an equally authoritative account of the 
socio-historical drivers of climate change. To become counter-hegemonic, 
however, a new commonsense must transcend the ‘merely environmen-
tal’. Addressing the full extent of our general crisis, it must connect its 
ecological diagnosis to other vital concerns—including livelihood inse-
curity and denial of labour rights; public disinvestment from social 
reproduction and chronic undervaluation of carework; ethno-racial-
imperial oppression and gender and sex domination; dispossession, 
expulsion and exclusion of migrants; militarization, political authori-
tarianism and police brutality. These concerns are intertwined with and 
exacerbated by climate change, to be sure. But the new commonsense 
must avoid reductive ‘ecologism’. Far from treating global warming as 
a trump card that overrides every thing else, it must trace that threat to 
underlying societal dynamics that also drive other strands of the present 
crisis. Only by addressing all major facets of this crisis, ‘environmen-
tal’ and ‘non-environmental’, and by disclosing the connections among 
them, can we begin to build a counter-hegemonic bloc that backs a com-
mon project and possesses the political heft to pursue it effectively. 

This is a tall order. But what brings it within the realm of the pos-
sible is a ‘happy coincidence’: all roads lead to one idea—namely, 
capitalism. Capitalism, in the sense I shall define below, represents the 
socio-historical driver of climate change, and the core institutionalized 
dynamic that must be dismantled in order to stop it. But capitalism, 
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so defined, is also deeply implicated in seemingly non-ecological forms 
of social injustice—from class exploitation to racial-imperial oppression 
and gender and sexual domination. And capitalism figures centrally, 
too, in seemingly non-ecological societal impasses—in crises of care 
and social reproduction; of finance, supply chains, wages and work; 
of governance and de-democratization. Anti-capitalism, therefore, 
could—indeed, should—become the central organizing motif of a new 
commonsense. Disclosing the links among multiple strands of injustice 
and irrationality, it represents the key to developing a powerful counter-
hegemonic project of eco-societal transformation.

That, at any rate, is the thesis I shall argue here. In what follows, I unfold 
it on three different levels, which complement and reinforce one another. 
Making the case, first, on the structural level, I contend that capitalism, 
rightly understood, harbours a deep-seated ecological contradiction, 
which inclines it non-accidentally to environmental crisis. But far from 
standing alone, I claim, this contradiction is entwined with several oth-
ers, equally endemic to capitalism, and cannot be adequately addressed 
in abstraction from them. Shifting, next, to the historical register, I chart 
the specific forms that capitalism’s ecological contradiction has assumed 
in the various phases of the system’s development, up to and including 
the present. Contra single-issue ecologism, this history discloses the per-
vasive entanglement of eco-crisis and eco-struggle with other strands of 
crisis and struggle, from which they have never been fully separable in 
capitalist societies. Turning, finally, to the political level, I contend that 
eco-politics today must transcend the ‘merely environmental’ by becom-
ing anti-systemic across the board. Foregrounding global warming’s 
entwinement with other pressing facets of our general crisis, I claim that 
green movements should turn trans-environmental, positioning them-
selves as participants in an emerging counter-hegemonic bloc, centred 
on anti-capitalism, which could, at least in principle, save the planet. 

1. capitalism’s ecological contradiction

What does it mean to say that capitalism is the principal socio-historical 
driver of global warming? At one level, this claim is empirical, a 
statement of cause and effect. Against the usual vague references to 
‘anthropogenic climate change’, it pins the rap not on ‘humanity’ in 
general, but on the class of profit-driven entrepreneurs who engineered 
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the fossil-fuelled system of production and transportation that released 
a flood of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. That’s a claim I shall 
defend empirically later on, in the historical portion of my argument. 
But there is more at work here than historical causality. Capitalism, as 
I understand it, drives global warming non-accidentally, by virtue of 
its very structure. It is this strong, systematic claim, and not its weaker 
empirical cousin, that I unpack now. 

I begin by preempting a possible misunderstanding. To say that capital-
ism drives climate change non-accidentally is not to say that ecological 
crises occur only in capitalist societies. On the contrary, many pre capitalist 
societies have perished as a result of environmental impasses, includ-
ing some of their own making—as when ancient empires ruined the 
farmlands on which they depended through deforestation or failure 
to rotate crops. Likewise, some self-proclaimed postcapitalist societies 
generated severe environmental damage, through relentless quotidian 
coal-burning and spectacular one-off disasters such as Chernobyl. Such 
cases show that ecological devastation is not unique to capitalism.

What is unique, however, is the structural character of the link between 
ecological crisis and capitalist society. Precapitalist eco-crises occurred in 
spite of ‘nature-friendly’ worldviews and largely thanks to ignorance—for 
example, through failure to anticipate the consequences of deforesta-
tion or overplanting. They could have been prevented—and sometimes 
were—by social learning that prompted shifts in social practice. Nothing 
in the inherent dynamics of these societies required the practices that 
spawned the damages. The same is true for self-proclaimed post-
capitalist societies. ‘Really existing socialisms’ practiced unsustainable 
agricultural and industrial regimens, poisoning the land with chemical 
fertilizers and fouling the air with CO2. Unlike their precapitalist pre-
decessors, of course, their practices aligned with worldviews that were 
not at all ‘nature-friendly’, and their actions were shaped by ideological 
pressures enjoining ‘the development of the productive forces’. 

What is crucial, however, is that neither the worldviews nor the pres-
sures arose from dynamics internal to socialism. Their roots lay, rather, 
in the geopolitical soil in which these socialisms germinated—in a 
world-system structured by competition with capitalist societies, by the 
‘catch-up’ extractivist mindset which that environment fostered, and by 
the fossil-fuelled models of mega-industrialization favoured by it. To 
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say this is not to let the rulers of these societies off the hook; they will 
remain forever culpable for disastrous decisions made in bureaucratic–
authoritarian milieus saturated with fear and obsessed with secrecy, 
qualities they deliberately cultivated. The point is rather that nothing in 
the nature of socialist society requires such milieus or such decisions. 
Absent the prevailing external constraints and internal deformations, 
such societies could in principle develop sustainable patterns of interac-
tion with nonhuman nature.

The same cannot be said for capitalist societies. They are unique among 
known social systems in entrenching a deep-seated tendency to eco-
logical crisis at their very core. As I shall explain, a systemic ‘ecological 
contradiction’ is inscribed in the dna of capitalist society, anchored in its 
signature institutional structure and developmental dynamics. As a result, 
capitalist societies are primed to generate recurrent environmental crises 
throughout their history. Unlike those of other societies, their ecologi-
cal impasses cannot be resolved by increased knowledge or green bona 
fides. What is required, in addition, is deep-structural transformation. 

Economic and non-economic

To see why, we must revisit the concept of capitalism. Contrary to the 
usual view, capitalism is not an economic system but something bigger. 
More than a way of organizing economic production and exchange, it 
is also a way of organizing the relation of production and exchange to 
their non-economic conditions of possibility. It is well understood in many 
quarters that capitalist societies institutionalize a dedicated ‘economic’ 
realm—the realm of a peculiar abstraction known as ‘value’—where 
commodities are produced through privately owned means of produc-
tion by exploited wage labourers and sold on price-setting markets by 
private firms, all with the aim of generating profits and accumulating 
capital. What is often overlooked, however, is that this realm is constitu-
tively dependent—one could say, parasitic—on a host of social activities, 
political capacities, and natural processes that are defined in capitalist 
societies as non-economic. Accorded no ‘value’ and positioned out-
side it, these constitute the economy’s indispensable presuppositions. 
Certainly, commodity production is inconceivable without the unwaged 
activities of social reproduction that form and sustain the human beings 
who perform wage labour. Nor could such production exist apart from 
the natural processes that assure availability of vital inputs, including 
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raw materials and sources of energy. Neither, finally, would profit or 
capital be possible without the legal orders, repressive forces and public 
goods that underpin private property and contractual exchange. Essential 
conditions for a capitalist economy, these non-economic instances are 
not external to capitalism, but integral elements of it. Conceptions of 
capitalism that omit them are ideological. To equate capitalism with its 
economy is to parrot the system’s own economistic self-understanding—
and thus to miss the chance to interrogate it critically. To gain a critical 
perspective, we must understand capitalism broadly—as an institution-
alized social order that encompasses not only the economy but also 
those activities, relations and processes, defined as ‘non-economic’, that 
make ‘the economy’ possible.3

What is gained from this revision is the ability to examine something 
crucial: the relation established in capitalist societies between the economy 
and its ‘others’—including that vital other known as nature. At its core, 
this relation is contradictory and crisis-prone. On the one hand, the sys-
tem’s economy is constitutively dependent on nature, both as a tap 
for production’s inputs and as a sink for disposing its waste. At the 
same time, capitalist society institutes a stark division between the two 
‘realms’—constructing the economy as a field of creative human action 
that generates value while positioning ‘nature’ as a realm of stuff, devoid 
of value, but infinitely self-replenishing and generally available to be pro-
cessed in commodity production. 

This ontological gulf becomes a raging inferno when capital enters the 
mix. A monetized abstraction engineered to self-expand, capital com-
mands accumulation without end. The effect is to incentivize owners 
bent on maximizing profits to commandeer nature’s gifts as cheaply 
as possible, while also absolving them of any obligation to replenish 
what they take and repair what they damage. The damages are the flip-
side of the profits. With their ecological-reproduction costs discounted, 
all the major inputs to capitalist production and circulation are vastly 
cheapened—not ‘just’ raw materials, energy and transport, but also 
labour, as wages fall with the cost of living when capital wrests food from 
nature on the cheap. In every case, capitalists appropriate the savings 
from cheap inputs in the form of profit, while passing the environmental 

3 Nancy Fraser, ‘Behind Marx’s Hidden Abode: For an Expanded Conception of 
Capitalism’, nlr 86, Mar–Apr 2014, pp. 55–72.
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costs to those who must live with—and die from—the fallout, including 
future generations.

More than a relation to labour, then, capital is also a relation to nature—
a predatory, extractive relation, which consumes ever more biophysical 
wealth in order to pile up ever more ‘value’, while disavowing ecologi-
cal ‘externalities’. What also piles up, not accidentally, is an ever-growing 
mountain of eco-wreckage: an atmosphere flooded by carbon emissions; 
climbing temperatures, crumbling polar ice shelves, rising seas clogged 
with islands of plastic; mass extinctions, declining biodiversity, climate-
driven migration of organisms and pathogens, increased zoonotic 
spillovers of deadly viruses; superstorms, megadroughts, giant locust 
swarms, jumbo wildfires, titanic flooding; dead zones, poisoned lands, 
unbreathable air. Systemically primed to free-ride on a nature that cannot 
really self-replenish without limit, capitalism’s economy is always on the 
verge of destabilizing its own ecological conditions of possibility.

The D-words

Here, in effect, is an ecological contradiction lodged at the heart of capi-
talist society–—the relation this society establishes between economy 
and nature. Grounded deep in the system’s structure, this contradic-
tion is encapsulated in four D-words: dependence, division, disavowal 
and destabilization. In a nutshell: capitalist society makes ‘economy’ 
depend on ‘nature’, while dividing them ontologically. Enjoining end-
less accumulation of value, while defining nature as not partaking of 
it, this arrangement programmes economy to disavow the ecological 
reproduction costs it generates. The effect, as those costs mount expo-
nentially, is to destabilize ecosystems—and, periodically, to disrupt the 
entire jerry-rigged edifice of capitalist society. Simultaneously needing 
and rubbishing nature, capitalism is a cannibal that devours its own vital 
organs, like a serpent that eats its own tail.4

4 My account of capitalism’s ecological contradiction is indebted to James O’Connor’s 
ground-breaking theorization of ‘the second contradiction of capitalism’. He paved 
the way by drawing on the thought of Karl Polanyi to conceptualize the ‘condi-
tions of production’ and the tendency of capital to undermine them. See ‘The 
Second Contradiction of Capitalism, with an Addendum on the Two Contradictions 
of Capitalism’, in James O’Connor, Natural Causes: Essays in Ecological Marxism, 
New York 1998, pp. 158–77. John Bellamy Foster correctly notes some reduction-
ist aspects of O’Connor’s account in ‘Capitalism and Ecology: The Nature of the 
Contradiction’, Monthly Review, vol. 54, no. 4, 2002, pp. 6–16. But O’Connor 
remains a major touchstone.
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The contradiction can also be formulated in terms of class power. By 
definition, capitalist societies devolve the task of organizing production 
to capital, or rather, to those dedicated to its accumulation. It is the class 
of capitalists whom this system licenses to extract raw materials, gen-
erate energy, determine land use, engineer food systems, bio-prospect 
medicinals and dispose of waste—effectively ceding to them the lion’s 
share of control over air and water, soil and minerals, flora and fauna, 
forests and oceans, atmosphere and climate, which is to say, over all the 
basic conditions that sustain life on Earth. Capitalist society thus vests a 
class that is strongly motivated to trash nature with the power to manage 
our relations with it. 

Granted, governments sometimes intervene post hoc to mitigate the 
damages—but always reactively, in the mode of catch-up, and with-
out disturbing the owners’ prerogatives. Because they are always a 
step behind the emitters of greenhouse gases, environmental regula-
tions are easily subverted by corporate workarounds. And because they 
leave intact the structural divisions that license private firms to organ-
ize production, they do not alter the fundamental fact: the system gives 
capitalists motive, means and opportunity to savage the planet. It is they, 
and not humans in general, who have brought us global warming—but 
not by chance or simple greed. Rather, the dynamic that has governed 
their actions and led to that outcome is baked into the very structure of 
capitalist society.

Whichever formulation we start with, the conclusion we reach is the 
same: capitalistically organized societies carry an ecological contradic-
tion in their dna. They are primed to precipitate ‘natural catastrophes’, 
which occur periodically but not accidentally throughout their history. 
Thus, these societies harbour a built-in tendency to ecological crisis. 
They generate ecosystemic vulnerabilities on an ongoing basis, as part 
and parcel of their modus operandi. Although not always acute or even 
apparent, the vulnerabilities pile up over time, until a tipping point is 
reached and the damage bursts forth into view. I shall consider some 
historical examples in the following section. 

Here, however, I have been stressing the structural character of this ten-
dency. The point is all-important, not least for its practical entailments. 
To say that capitalism’s ecological problem is structural is to say that 
we cannot save the planet without disabling some core, defining fea-
tures of our social order. What is needed, first and foremost, is to wrest 
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the power to dictate our relation to nature away from the class that cur-
rently monopolizes it, so that we can begin to reinvent that relation from 
the ground up. But that requires dismantling the system that under-
pins their power: the military forces and property forms, the pernicious 
ontology of ‘value’ and the relentless dynamic of accumulation, all of 
which work together to drive global warming. Eco-politics must, in sum, 
be anti-capitalist. 

Mutually constitutive domains

That conclusion is conceptually powerful as it stands. But it doesn’t 
yet tell the whole story. To complete the picture, we need to con-
sider some additional structural features of capitalist society that also 
impact nature and the struggles surrounding it. What is crucial here 
is a point I alluded to earlier: nature is neither the only non-economic 
background condition for a capitalist economy nor the only site of cri-
sis in capitalist society. Rather, as already noted, capitalist production 
also relies on social-reproductive and political prerequisites. And these 
arrangements, too, are contradictory—no less than the arrangements 
surrounding nature, with which they interact in ways that we ignore at 
our peril. These relations, too, must be included in an eco-critical theory 
of capitalist society. 

Consider the social-reproductive conditions for a capitalist society. Here, 
too, capitalism organizes more than just production. It also structures 
the relations between production and the multiple forms of carework 
performed by communities and families—chiefly, but not only, by 
women. Sustaining the human beings who constitute ‘labour’ and forg-
ing the social bonds that enable cooperation, carework is indispensable 
to any system of social provisioning. But capitalism’s distinctive way of 
organizing care is as contradictory as its way of organizing nature. Here, 
too, the system works through splitting—in this case, splitting produc-
tion off from reproduction and treating the first alone as a locus of value. 
The effect is to license the economy to free-ride on society, to appro-
priate carework without replenishment, to deplete the energies needed 
to provide it—and thus to jeopardize an essential condition of its own 
possibility. A tendency to social-reproductive crisis is lodged at the core 
of capitalist society.5

5 Nancy Fraser, ‘Contradictions of Capital and Care’, nlr 100, July–Aug 2016, 
pp. 99–117.
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An analogous contradiction dogs the relation in capitalist society 
between ‘the economic’ and ‘the political’. On the one hand, a capital-
ist economy necessarily relies on a host of political supports: repressive 
security forces that contain dissent and enforce order; legal systems that 
guarantee private property and authorize accumulation; multiple public 
goods that enable private firms to operate profitably. Absent these politi-
cal conditions, a capitalist economy could not exist. But capitalism’s 
way of relating economy to polity is also destabilizing. Splitting off the 
private power of capital from the public power of states, this arrange-
ment incentivizes the first to hollow out the second. Firms whose raison 
d’être is endless accumulation have every reason to evade taxes, weaken 
regulation, privatize public goods, offshore their operations—and thus 
to undermine the political prerequisites for their own existence. With 
the cannibal again primed to devour its own preconditions, a tendency to 
political crisis is installed at the very heart of capitalist society.6 

Here, then, are two further contradictions of capital, which also follow 
the 4–D logic of division, dependence, disavowal and destabilization. 
Considered in this light, as analytical abstractions, they closely parallel 
the ecological contradiction dissected here. But that formulation mis-
leads. The three contradictions do not in fact operate in parallel but, 
rather, interact with one another—and with the economic contradic-
tions diagnosed by Marx. In fact, the interactions between them are so 
intimate and mutually constitutive that none of them can be fully under-
stood in isolation from the others. 

Consider that the work of social reproduction is deeply concerned 
with matters of life and death. Care of children encompasses not only 
socialization, education and emotional nurturance but also gestation, 
birthing, postnatal tending to bodies and ongoing physical protection. 
Likewise, care for the sick and dying is focused on healing bodies and 
easing pain as well as on providing solace and assuring dignity. And 
everyone—young or old, sick or well—depends on carework to maintain 
shelter, nutrition and sanitation for both physical well-being and social 
connection. In general, then, social-reproductive work aims to sustain 
beings who are simultaneously natural and cultural. Confounding that 
distinction, it manages the interface of sociality and biology, community 
and habitat. 

6 Nancy Fraser, ‘Legitimation Crisis? On the Political Contradictions of Financialized 
Capitalism’, Critical Historical Studies, vol. 2, no. 2, 2015, pp. 1–33.
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Social reproduction is thus intimately entwined with ecological repro-
duction, which is why so many crises of the first are also crises of the 
second—and why so many struggles over nature are also struggles 
over ways of life. When capital destabilizes the ecosystems that sup-
port human habitats, it jeopardizes caregiving as well as the livelihoods 
and social relations that sustain it. Conversely, when people fight back, 
it is often to defend the entire eco-social nexus at a single stroke, as 
if to defy the authority of capitalism’s divisions. Eco-critical theorists 
should follow their example. We cannot adequately understand capital-
ism’s ecological contradiction unless we think the latter together with its 
social-reproductive contradiction. Although the system works to sepa-
rate both nature and care from the economy, it simultaneously sets in 
motion extensive interactions among them. These interactions deserve a 
prominent place in the eco-critical theory of capitalist society. 

The same point holds for the ecological and the political, which are also 
intimately linked in capitalist society. It is public powers, usually states, 
which supply the legal and military framework which enables capital 
to expropriate natural wealth gratis or on the cheap. And it is to public 
powers that people turn when ecological damages become so immedi-
ately threatening that they can no longer be ignored. It is states, in other 
words, that capitalist societies task with policing the boundary between 
economy and nature: with promoting or restraining ‘development’, 
with regulating or deregulating emissions, with deciding where to site 
toxic-waste dumps, whether and how to mitigate their effects, whom to 
protect and whom to place in harm’s way. 

Struggles over the relation between economy and nature are thus 
un avoidably political—in more than one sense. Typically focused on the 
concrete policies that states should pursue in order to protect nature 
from economy, they often turn into conflicts over the limits of public 
power, its right and capacity to rein in private (corporate) power. Also at 
stake in such struggles is jurisdiction: the proper scale and agency for 
intervention in matters, such as global warming, that are by definition 
trans-territorial. Likewise at issue is the grammar of nature: the social 
meanings attributed to it, our place within it and relation to it. Finally, 
what looms behind every eco-contest is the all-important meta-political 
question: who exactly in society should determine those matters? At 
every level, therefore, the nature-economy nexus is political. We can-
not understand the ecological dimension of capitalism’s current crisis 
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unless we grasp its interactions with the political strand. Nor can we 
hope to resolve the first without also resolving the second.

The ecological is also entangled, finally, with capitalism’s constitutive 
division between exploitation and expropriation. Corresponding roughly 
to the global colour line, that division marks off populations whose social-
reproduction costs capital absorbs, through the payment of wages, from 
those whose labour and wealth it simply seizes, without compensation. 
Whereas the first are positioned as free rights-bearing citizens, able to 
access (at least some level of) political protection, the second are consti-
tuted as dependent or unfree subjects, enslaved or colonized, unable to 
call on state protection and stripped of every means of self-defence. This 
distinction has always been central to capitalist development, from the 
era of New World racialized chattel slavery to that of direct-rule colonial-
ism, to postcolonial neo-imperialism and financialization. In each case, 
the expropriation of some has served as a disavowed enabling condition 
for the profitable exploitation of others.7

But expropriation has also served as a method by which capital accesses 
energy and raw materials very cheaply, if not for free. The system devel-
ops in part by annexing chunks of nature for whose reproduction costs it 
does not pay. In appropriating nature, however, capital simultaneously 
expropriates human communities, for whom the confiscated material 
and befouled surrounds constituted a habitat, their means of livelihood 
and the material basis for their social reproduction. These communities 
thus bear a hugely disproportionate share of the global-environmental 
load; their expropriation affords other (whiter) communities the chance 
to be sheltered, at least for a while, from the worst effects of capital’s 
cannibalization of nature. The system’s built-in tendency to ecological 
crisis is therefore tightly linked to its built-in tendency to create racially 
marked populations for expropriation. In this case too, eco-critical theory 
cannot adequately understand the first apart from the second.

All told, capitalism’s ecological contradiction cannot be neatly sepa-
rated from the system’s other constitutive irrationalities and injustices. 
To ignore the latter by adopting the reductive ecologistic perspective of 
single-issue environmentalism is to miss the distinctive institutional 

7 Nancy Fraser, ‘Is Capitalism Necessarily Racist?’, Presidential Address, 2018 
Eastern Division, Proceedings and Addresses of the American Philosophical Association, 
vol. 92, 2018, pp. 21–42.
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structure of capitalist society. Dividing economy not only from nature 
but also from state, care and racial/imperial expropriation, this society 
institutes a tangle of mutually interacting contradictions, which critical 
theory must track together, in a single frame. As we shall see, that con-
clusion gains additional support when we shift our focus to history.

nature: a terminological excursus

First, however, a word about ‘nature’. Widely recognized as slippery, that 
term has appeared in the preceding pages in two different senses, which 
I now propose to disaggregate, before introducing a third. In speaking 
of global warming as a brute reality, I have assumed a conception of 
nature as the object studied by climate science: a nature that ‘bites back’ 
when carbon sinks are flooded, operating via biophysical processes that 
proceed behind our backs, independently of whether or not we under-
stand them. That scientific-realist conception—call it Nature I—is at 
odds with another meaning I invoked to explain capitalism’s ecologi-
cal contradiction. ‘Nature’ there was referenced from capital’s viewpoint, 
as the ontological other of ‘Humanity’: a collection of stuff, devoid of 
value, but self-replenishing and appropriable as a means to the sys-
temic end of value expansion. That conception—call it Nature II—is 
a construct of capitalism, historically specific to it, but by no means a 
simple fiction or mere idea. Operationalized in the dynamic of capital 
accumulation—which also proceeds systemically, independently of our 
understanding—it has become a potent force with momentous practi-
cal consequences for Nature I. Much of my argument to this point has 
sought to illuminate the catastrophic hijacking of Nature I by Nature II 
in capitalist society. 

Now, however, as we turn to history, we are poised to meet yet another 
conception of nature. This one, Nature III, is the object studied by 
historical materialism: concrete and historically changing, always 
already marked by prior metabolic interactions among its human and 
non human elements. This is nature entangled with human history, 
shaped by and shaping the latter. We see it in the transformation of 
biodiverse prairies into monocultural farm lands; in the replacement of 
old-growth forests by tree plantations; in the destruction of rain forests 
to make way for mining and cattle ranching; in the preservation of 
‘wilderness areas’ and the reclamation of wetlands; in farmed animals 
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and genetically modified seeds; in climate- or ‘development’-induced 
species migrations that trigger zoonotic spillovers of viruses—to cite 
examples from the (relatively short) capitalist phase of the Earth’s his-
tory. Jason Moore evokes the idea of Nature III when he proposes to 
replace the uppercase singular ‘Nature’ with the lowercase plural ‘his-
torical natures’ in his groundbreaking Capitalism in the Web of Life.8 I 
shall use Moore’s expression in what follows, along with the adjective 
‘socio-ecological’, to portray the society-nature interface as an interac-
tive historical nexus—a nexus that capital has tried to control and now 
threatens to obliterate. 

This third conception of nature, as inextricably entangled with human 
history, will be front and centre in the following step of my argument, 
which situates capitalism’s ecological contradiction historically. But that 
focus by no means excludes or invalidates Nature I or Nature II. Contra 
Moore, both of those conceptions are legitimate—and compatible with 
Nature III.9 And both will find a place in my story—whether as ‘objective’ 
historical forces that operate behind our backs or as (inter)‘subjective’ 
beliefs that motivate our actions. We’ll see, too, that the beliefs collide 
with one another—and with other, subaltern understandings of nature, 
yet to be identified, but also possessing the capacity to ‘bite back’—in 
this case, through social struggle and political action. In sum, we need 
all three conceptions of nature working in concert to chart the historical 
career of capitalism’s ecological contradiction.

8 Jason Moore, Capitalism in the Web of Life: Ecology and the Accumulation of Capital, 
London and New York 2015. Unfortunately, Moore appears to assume that Nature 
III can simply replace Nature I, which he proceeds to dismiss as ‘Cartesian’. That 
assumption is politically disabling, as it effectively invalidates climate science. It 
is also conceptually confused. As I explain below, those conceptions of nature are 
not in fact incompatible and can be deployed in concert. For more on my differ-
ences with Moore, see Nancy Fraser and Rahel Jaeggi, Capitalism: A Conversation in 
Critical Theory, Brian Milstein, ed., Cambridge 2018, pp. 94–6.
9 One should make use of all three conceptions of Nature. Each pertains to a differ-
ent level of analysis and genre of inquiry: Nature I to biophysical science; Nature 
II to structural analysis of capitalist society; Nature III to historical materialism. 
Properly understood, they do not contradict one another. The appearance of con-
tradiction arises only when one fails to distinguish the levels and confounds the 
conceptions. Thus, the current debate between critical realists and social con-
structivists (or ‘anti-Cartesians’) is largely misplaced. Each side fastens on one 
conception, which it illegitimately totalizes, while wrongfully excluding the oth-
ers. Cf. Andreas Malm, The Progress of this Storm: Nature and Society in a Warming 
World, London and New York 2018. 



2. socio-ecological regimes of accumulation

To this point, I have elaborated capitalism’s tendency to ecological crisis 
in structural terms, as if it existed outside of time. In reality, however, 
this tendency finds expression only in historically specific forms or, as 
I shall call them, ‘socio-ecological regimes of accumulation’. I use that 
phrase to designate the various phases whose succession forms capital-
ism’s history. Each regime represents a distinctive way of organizing the 
economy-nature relation. Each features characteristic methods of gen-
erating energy, extracting resources and disposing of waste. Likewise, 
regimes exhibit distinctive trajectories of expansion—ways of annexing 
previously external chunks of nature through historically specific mixes 
of conquest, theft, commodification, nationalization and financializa-
tion. Finally, regimes develop characteristic strategies for externalizing 
and managing nature: methods of offloading damages onto families 
and communities that lack political clout or are deemed disposable; and 
schemes for distributing responsibility for mitigation among states, 
intergovernmental organizations and markets. What makes a regime 
distinctive, then, is where it draws the line between economy and nature 
and how it operationalizes that division. Equally important, as we shall 
see, are the concrete meanings a regime ascribes to nature—in theory 
and practice.

None of these matters is given once and for all with the advent of capi-
talism. Rather, they shift historically, often in times of crisis. Those are 
times when the long-brewing effects of capitalism’s ecological contra-
diction become so apparent, so insistent, that they can no longer be 
finessed or ignored. When that happens, the established organization 
of the economy-nature relation appears dysfunctional, unjust, unprofit-
able or unsustainable and becomes subject to contestation. The effect 
is to incite broad struggles among rival political blocs with competing 
projects for defending or transforming that relation. When they do 
not end in stalemate, such struggles may install a new socio-ecological 
regime. Once in place, the new regime provides provisional relief, over-
coming at least some of its predecessor’s impasses, while incubating 
new ones of its own, whose effects will become apparent later, as it 
matures. That outcome is guaranteed, insofar as the new regime fails to 
overcome capitalism’s built-in tendency to ecological crisis, but merely 
defuses or displaces it, however creatively. 
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That, at any rate, is the scenario that has prevailed to date. As a result, 
capitalism’s history can now be viewed as a sequence of socio-ecological 
regimes of accumulation, punctuated by regime-specific ‘developmental’ 
crises, each of which is resolved provisionally by the successor regime, 
which in due course generates a developmental crisis of its own.10 Later, 
we shall consider whether this sequence may now be coming to an 
end, thanks to a deeper dynamic that subtends it: namely, the epochal 
trans-regime progression of global warming—cumulatively escalating, 
seemingly implacable, and threatening to stop the whole show. Whatever 
we say about that, there is no denying that the economy-nature division 
has mutated several times in the course of capitalism’s history, as has 
the organization of nature. My principal aim in this section is to chart 
these shifts—and the crisis dynamics that drive them.

The historical career of capitalism’s ecological contradiction spans four 
regimes of accumulation: the mercantile-capitalist phase of the six-
teenth through eighteenth centuries; the liberal-colonial regime of the 
nineteenth and early twentieth; the state-managed phase of the second 
third of the twentieth century; and the current regime of financialized 
capitalism. In each of these phases, the economy-nature relation has 
assumed a different guise, as have the crisis phenomena generated 
by it. Each regime, too, has precipitated distinctive types of struggles 
over nature. Yet one thing has remained constant throughout. In each 
case, eco-crisis and eco-struggle have been deeply entwined with other 
strands of crisis and struggle, also grounded in structural contradictions 
of capitalist society.

Animal muscle

I begin with mercantile capitalism—and with the question of energy. In 
that phase, agriculture and manufacturing ran almost entirely on animal 
muscle, both human and otherwise (oxen, horses, etc.), plus some wind 
and water, just as they had for millennia. Continuous in this respect 
with precapitalist societies, mercantile capitalism was what J. R. McNeill 

10 I owe the terms ‘developmental’ and ‘epochal’ crises, as well as the distinction 
between them, to Jason Moore, who has adapted them for eco-critical theory from 
Immanuel Wallerstein and Giovanni Arrighi. See Moore’s essay, ‘The Modern World 
System as Environmental History? Ecology and the Rise of Capitalism’, Theory and 
Society, vol. 32, no. 3, 2003.
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calls a ‘somatic’ regime: the conversion of chemical into mechanical 
energy occurred inside the bodies of living beings as they digested food, 
which originated from biomass.11 This meant that, as in earlier eras, the 
only way to augment available energy was through conquest. Only by 
annexing land and commandeering additional supplies of labour could 
mercantile-capitalist powers increase their forces of production. In the 
event, they made ample use of those time-tested methods, but on a vastly 
expanded scale that encompassed the ‘New World’ as well as the ‘Old’. 

In the periphery, then, mercantile-capitalist agents installed brutal sys-
tems of socio-ecological extractivism. From the silver mines of Potosí 
to the slave plantations of Saint-Domingue, they worked land and 
labour to the point of exhaustion, making no effort to replenish what 
they expended.12 Electing instead to devour new human and nonhuman 
‘inputs’ forcibly incorporated from ‘the outside’, they left trails of envi-
ronmental and social wreckage across whole continents. Those on the 
receiving end fought back with varying degrees of success. Aimed at 
countering wholesale assaults on habitats, communities and livelihoods, 
their resistance was necessarily integrative. Whether communalist, 
counter-imperial or republican, it combined what we would now call 
‘environmental’ struggles with struggles over labour, social reproduc-
tion and political power. 

In the metropole, meanwhile, capital scaled up by other means. Forcible 
land enclosures in England facilitated the conversion of farmland to 
sheep pasture, enabling expanded manufacture of textiles even in the 
absence of mechanization. That shift in land use and property regime 
converged with a major round of administrative state-building in the 
sixteenth century—and with a world-changing scientific revolution 
in the seventeenth. The latter gave us the mechanical view of nature, 
an early version of Nature I that was instrumental in the creation of 
Nature II. Hardening distinctions inherited from Greek philosophy and 
Christianity, the mechanical view expelled nature from the cosmos of 
meaning, effectively replacing suppositions of socio-natural proximity 
with a deep ontological chasm. Objectified and externalized, Nature 

11 For the distinction between ‘somatic’ and ‘exosomatic’ energy regimes, see J. 
R. McNeill, Something New Under the Sun: An Environmental History of the 20th 
Century, London 2000, especially pp. 10–16.
12 Jason Moore, ‘Potosí and the Political Ecology of Underdevelopment, 1545–1800’, 
Journal of Philosophical Economics, vol. 4, no. 1, 2010, pp. 58–103.
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now appeared as Humanity’s antithesis—a view that seemed to some 
to license its ‘rape’.13 As it turned out, philosophical ideas of this sort 
proved inessential to modern science and were eventually dropped from 
later versions of Nature I. But they found a second life in capital’s meta-
physic, which posited Nature II as inert and there for the taking. 

In general, then, mercantile capitalism articulated conquest and extrac-
tivism in the periphery with dispossession and modern science in the 
core. We could say, with the benefit of hindsight, that in this era capi-
tal was amassing biotic and epistemic forces whose larger productive 
potential would only become apparent later, with the advent of a new 
socio-ecological regime of accumulation. 

King Coal

That regime began to take shape in early nineteenth century England, 
which pioneered the world-historic shift to fossil energy. Watt’s coal-
fired steam engine opened the way to the world’s first ‘exosomatic’ 
regime: the first to take carbonized solar energy from beneath the crust 
of the Earth and convert it to mechanical energy outside of living bodies. 
Tied only indirectly to biomass, the liberal-colonial regime appeared 
to liberate the forces of production from the constraints of land and 
labour. At the same time, it called into being a new historical nature. 
Coal, previously of interest only locally, as a substance to burn for heat, 
now became an internationally traded commodity. Extracted from con-
fiscated lands and transported in bulk across long distances, energy 
deposits formed over hundreds of million years were consumed in the 
blink of an eye in order to power mechanized industry—without regard 
for replenishment or pollution. Equally important, fossilized energy 
provided capitalists with a means to reshape the relations of production 
to their advantage. In the 1820s and 30s, British textile manufacturers, 
reeling from strikes in the mills, shifted the bulk of their operations 
from place-bound hydropower to mobile steam—which also meant 
from country to city. In that way, they were able to tap concentrated 
supplies of proletarianized labour—workers with less access to means 
of subsistence and more tolerance for factory discipline than their rural 

13 There are good accounts of all this in Philippe Descola’s brilliant book, Beyond 
Nature and Culture, trans. Janet Lloyd, Chicago 2014; and in Carolyn Merchant’s 
classic, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology and the Scientific Revolution, San 
Francisco 1990 [1980].
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counterparts.14 Apparently, the cost of coal (which, unlike water, had to 
be bought) was outweighed by gains from intensified exploitation. 

If coal-fired steam powered the industrial revolution in production, it 
also revolutionized transport. Railroads and steamships compressed 
space and quickened time, speeding the movement of raw materials and 
manufactures across great distances, thus accelerating capital’s turn-
over and swelling profits. The effects on agriculture were also profound. 
With hungry proletarians massed in the cities, there was money to be 
made from unsustainable, profit-driven farming in the countryside. But 
that arrangement greatly exacerbated the metabolic rift between town 
and country. Nutrients plundered from rural soil were not returned at 
the point of extraction but discharged into urban waterways as organic 
waste. Thus, the liberal-colonial regime exhausted farmlands and pol-
luted cities in a single stroke.15 

This massive disruption of the soil-nutrient cycle epitomized capitalism’s 
ecological contradiction in its liberal-colonial phase. Equally emblematic 
was the response, as fixes purporting to solve Europe’s soil-depletion cri-
sis served only to displace or exacerbate it. One improbable but profitable 
undertaking centred on guano. A new historical nature becomes a world 
commodity: that substance was scraped from steep rocky crags off the 
coast of Peru by semi-enslaved Chinese workers and shipped to Europe 
for sale as fertilizer—all to the principal benefit of English investors. 
One result was a series of anti- and inter-imperial wars for control of the 
trade.16 Another, as deposits built up over centuries began to dwindle 
within a few decades, was the motive to invent and deploy chemical ferti-
lizers, whose downstream effects include soil acidification, groundwater 
pollution, ocean dead zones and rising levels of nitrous oxide in the 
atmosphere—all deeply inimical to humans and other animals. 

There is also a further irony. Fossil-fuelled production in the capitalist 
core expanded throughout the liberal-colonial era. But as the guano 

14 Andreas Malm, ‘The Origins of Fossil Capital: From Water to Steam in the British 
Cotton Industry’, Historical Materialism, vol. 21, no. 1, 2013, pp. 15–68.
15 The expression ‘metabolic rift’ comes from Marx via John Bellamy Foster, as does 
this account of the disruption on the soil-nutrient cycle. See Foster, ‘Marx’s Theory 
of Metabolic Rift: Classical Foundations for Environmental Sociology’, American 
Journal of Sociology, vol. 105, no. 2, 1999, pp. 366–405.
16 John Bellamy Foster, Brett Clark and Richard York, The Ecological Rift: Capitalism’s 
War on the Earth, New York 2011. 
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gambit showed, the appearance of liberation from land and animal 
muscle was an illusion. Exosomatic industrialization in Europe, North 
America and Japan rested on a hidden abode of somatic-based extrac-
tivism in the periphery. What made Manchester’s factories hum was 
the massive import of ‘cheap natures’17 wrested from colonized lands 
by masses of unfree and dependent labour: cheap cotton to feed the 
mills; cheap sugar, tobacco, coffee and tea to stimulate the ‘hands’; 
cheap bird shit to feed the soil that fed the workers. Thus, the appar-
ent savings of labour and land was actually a form of ‘environmental 
load displacement’—a shift in the demands placed on biomass from 
core to periphery.18 Colonial powers ramped up the process by calcu-
lated efforts to wipe out manufacturing in their colonies. Deliberately 
destroying textile production in Egypt and India, Britain reduced 
those lands to suppliers of cotton for its mills and captive markets for 
its products.19 

Theorists and historians of eco-imperialism are only now reckoning the 
full extent of this cost shifting,20 while also revealing the close connec-
tion of anti-colonialism with proto-environmentalism. Rural struggles 
against liberal-colonial predation were also ‘environmentalisms of the 
poor’, struggles for environmental justice avant la lettre.21 They were 
struggles, too, over the meaning and worth of nature, as European 
imperialists raised on distanced scientific conceptions sought to sub-
jugate communities that did not distinguish sharply between nature 
and culture. 

17 This expression comes from Jason Moore, ‘The Rise of Cheap Nature’, in Moore, 
ed., Anthropocene or Capitalocene? Nature, History and the Crisis of Capitalism, 
Oakland ca 2016, pp. 78–115.
18 Alf Hornborg, ‘Footprints in the Cotton Fields: The Industrial Revolution as 
Time-Space Appropriation and Environmental Load Displacement’, Ecological 
Economics, vol. 59, no. 1, 2006, pp. 74–81.
19 Aaron Jakes, Egypt’s Occupation: Colonial Economism and the Crises of Capitalism, 
Stanford 2020. 
20 For example: Mike Davis, ‘The Origins of the Third World’, Antipode, vol. 32, 
no. 1, 2000, pp. 48–89; Alf Hornborg, ‘The Thermodynamics of Imperialism: 
Toward an Ecological Theory of Unequal Exchange’, in Hornborg, The Power of the 
Machine: Global Inequalities of Economy, Technology, and Environment, Lanham 2001, 
pp. 35–48; Joan Martinez-Alier, ‘The Ecological Debt’, Kurswechsel, vol. 4, 2002, 
pp. 5–16; John Bellamy Foster, Brett Clark and Richard York, ‘Imperialism and 
Ecological Metabolism’, in Foster, et al., The Ecological Rift, pp. 345–74. 
21 Joan Martinez-Alier, The Environmentalism of the Poor: A Study of Ecological 
Conflicts and Valuation, Northampton ma 2003. 
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In the capitalist core, where people did make that distinction, (proto-)
environmentalism looked rather different. The most celebrated ver-
sion conjured a ‘Nature’ viewed, like the one fantasized by capital, as 
Humanity’s Other, but figured as sublime and beyond price—hence 
as demanding reverence and protection. The flip side of Nature II, this 
Nature was equally ideological. But far from licensing extractivism, it 
fed Romantic-conservative critiques of industrial society. Originally 
pastoralist and backward-looking, the natural sublime infused stand-
alone ‘environmentalisms of the rich’,22 which focused on wilderness 
preservation. Often thought to exhaust the whole of (proto-)environmen-
talism in this era, it coexisted in reality with another perspective, which 
linked capital’s assault on nature with class injustice. Key proponents of 
that perspective were William Morris, whose eco-socialism included a 
powerful aesthetic dimension, and Friedrich Engels, whose social envi-
ronmentalism focused initially on industrialism’s deleterious impact on 
urban working-class health and later on ‘the dialectics of nature’—or 
what we would now call co-evolutionism and biological emergentism. 
Both thinkers seeded rich traditions of socialist ecology, subsequently 
obscured by narrow single-issue understandings of environmentalism, 
but now being recovered and extended.23

Age of the car

Liberal-colonial capitalism’s chief legacy was not environmentalism, 
however, but the fateful world-changing shift to exosomatic energy, 
which ‘liberated’ fossilized stores of carbon that had been safely seques-
tered beneath the Earth’s crust for many millennia. That legacy, which 
brought us global warming, was embraced and extended in the following 
era of state-managed capitalism, as a new global hegemon orchestrated a 
vast expansion in greenhouse gas emissions. The United States, having 
supplanted Britain, built a novel exosomatic-industrial complex around 
the internal-combustion engine and refined oil. The result was the age 
of the automobile: icon of consumerist freedom, catalyst of highway 
construction, enabler of suburbanization, spewer of carbon dioxide and 

22 To invert Joan Martinez-Alier’s expression.
23 For a masterful reconstruction of 19th- and 20th-century socialist environmen-
talism in England, see John Bellamy Foster, The Return of Nature: Socialism and 
Ecology, New York 2020. Among the many recent extensions of this tradition, see 
Murray Bookchin, Social Ecology and Communalism, Chico ca 2005, and Michael 
Löwy, Ecosocialism: A Radical Alternative to Capitalist Catastrophe, London 2015. 
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reshaper of geopolitics. Thus, coal-fired ‘carbon democracy’ gave way to 
an oil-fuelled variant, courtesy of the United States.24 

Refined oil also powered social democracy. Profits from auto and 
related manufactures supplied a sizeable chunk of the tax revenues that 
financed postwar social provision in wealthy countries. The irony went 
largely unnoticed: what underwrote increased public spending on social 
welfare in the Global North was intensified private plunder of nature in 
the Global South. Apparently, capital would foot the bill for some social-
reproduction costs here only if permitted to dodge a much larger bill for 
natural-reproduction costs there.25 The linchpin of the arrangement was 
oil, without which the whole operation would have ground to a halt. To 
guarantee supplies and control, the us sponsored a raft of coups d’état in 
the Persian Gulf and Latin America, securing the profits and position of 
Big Oil and Big Fruit. The latter, like Big Food more generally, capitalized 
on the evolving technology of oil-guzzling, ozone-depleting refrigerated 
transport to regionalize an unsustainable industrialized food system, 
while further contaminating the atmosphere.26 All told, oil-fuelled social 
democracy at home rested on militarily imposed oligarchy abroad.27 

At the same time, the us also begat a powerful environmental movement. 
One current, descended from the nature-romanticism of the previous 
regime and originating in the nineteenth century, centred on wilderness 
protection through the creation of reserves and national parks, often 
by means of indigenous displacement.28 ‘Progressive’, as opposed to 
backward-looking, this environmentalism of the rich was compensatory: 
it aimed at enabling (some) Americans to escape industrial civilization 
temporarily; it neither confronted the latter nor sought to transform it. 
As state-managed capitalism developed, however, it hatched another 
environmentalism, which targeted the industrial nucleus of the regime. 
Galvanized by Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, this current pushed for state 
action to curtail corporate pollution. The result was the Environmental 

24 Timothy Mitchell, ‘Carbon Democracy’, Economy and Society, vol. 38, no. 3, 2009, 
pp. 399–432.
25 Alyssa Battistoni, Free Gifts: Nature, Households and the Politics of Capitalism, PhD 
thesis, Yale University 2019.
26 Susanne Freidberg, Fresh: A Perishable History, Cambridge ma 2010. 
27 Mitchell, ‘Carbon Democracy’. 
28 Karl Jacoby, Crimes Against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves and the Hidden 
History of Conservation, Oakland ca 2014. 
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Protection Agency, a parallel of sorts to the New Deal agencies that 
supported social reproduction. Founded in 1970, at the tail end of the 
state-managed era, the epa was the regime’s last major effort to defuse 
systemic crisis by ‘internalizing externalities’ as objects of state regula-
tion. The jewel in its crown was the Superfund, tasked with cleaning up 
toxic-waste sites on us territory on capital’s dime. Financed chiefly by 
taxes on the petroleum and chemical industries, the Fund realized the 
principle of ‘polluter pays’ through the coercive agency of the capitalist 
state—in contrast to current carbon-trading schemes, which substitute 
the carrot for the stick and work through markets. 

However progressive in that respect, state-capitalist regulation of 
nature—like that of social reproduction—was built on disavowed cost-
shifting. The regime unloaded eco-‘externalities’ disproportionately onto 
poor communities, especially communities of colour, in the core, while 
ramping up extractivism and environmental-load displacement in the 
periphery. Moreover, us environmentalism’s industrial wing misframed 
its central issue of corporate pollution. Positing the national-territorial 
state as the relevant unit for eco-policy, it failed to reckon with the inher-
ently transborder character of industrial emissions.29 That ‘oversight’ 
would prove especially fateful with respect to greenhouse gases, whose 
effects are by definition planetary. Although the process was not fully 
understood at the time, the detonation of that ticking timebomb was 
hugely hastened, as the regime relentlessly cranked out CO2 throughout 
its lifespan.

Globalized bads

All of these ‘bads’ continue on steroids today, in the era of financialized 
capitalism—but on an altered basis. Relocation of manufacturing to the 
Global South has scrambled the previous energic geography. Somatic 
and exosomatic formations now coexist side-by-side throughout Asia, 
Latin America and some regions of Africa. The Global North, mean-
while, increasingly specializes in the ‘post-material’ triad of it, services 
and finance—aka Google, Amazon and Goldman Sachs. But once again, 
the appearance of liberation from nature is misleading. Northern ‘post-
materialism’ rests upon southern materialism—mining, agriculture, 
manufacturing—as well as on fracking and offshore drilling in its own 

29 For ‘misframing’, see Nancy Fraser, ‘Reframing Justice in a Globalizing World’, 
nlr 36, Nov–Dec 2005, pp. 69–88.
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backyard. Equally important, consumption in the Global North is ever 
more carbon intensive—witness steep rises in air travel, meat-eating, 
cement-making and overall material throughput. 

Meanwhile, capital continues to generate new historical natures at a 
rapid pace. These include new must-have minerals, such as lithium 
and coltan—the latter an essential ingredient of mobile phones, Central 
African casus belli and super-profitable commodity mined in some 
instances by enslaved Congolese children. Other neoliberal natures are 
familiar objects newly enclosed, such as water, whose privatization is 
fiercely resisted by populations intent on safeguarding not only their 
‘material interests’ but also ‘the source of life’ and related subaltern 
views of the nature-community nexus.30 

Although enclosures have been integral to every phase of capitalism, 
they assume some ingenious-insidious new forms under the current 
regime, as cutting-edge bio-tech joins with state-of-the-art intellectual-
property law to engineer new types of monopoly rent. In some cases, 
Big Pharma claims ownership of indigenous plant-based medicinals, 
such as those derived from the Indian neem tree whose genome they 
lately decoded, despite the fact that the curative properties in ques-
tion have been known and used for centuries throughout South Asia; 
similarly, Big Agra seeks to patent crop strains, such as Basmati rice, 
on the basis of notional genetic ‘improvements’ in order to dispos-
sess the farming communities that developed them. In other cases, by 
contrast, the expropriators bioengineer new historical natures that do 
not occur ‘in nature’. A notorious example is Monsanto’s Terminator 
seeds, deliberately designed to be sterile so that farmers must purchase 
them every year. Here, a multinational intentionally snuffs out the 
natural life-renewing process by which seeds are reproduced in order to 
engorge the artificial life-extinguishing process by which capital repro-
duces itself.31 Effectively turning its own conception of Nature II upside 
down, capital now denies to others the use of that ‘free gift’ on which it 
has always relied: nature’s capacity to self-replenish. The result is a tan-
gle of super-profits and multiple miseries, in which the environmental 

30 Adrian Parr, The Wrath of Capital: Neoliberalism and Climate Change Politics, New 
York 2013.
31 The best account of dispossession through this marriage of bio-tech and intel-
lectual property remains Vandana Shiva’s ‘Life Inc.: Biology and the Expansion of 
Capitalist Markets’, Sostenible?, vol. 2, 2000, pp. 79–92.
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entwines with the social. Sharply rising peasant debt leads to waves of 
peasant suicides, further impoverishing regions already saddled with a 
growing share of the global environmental load: extreme pollution in 
cities, hyper-extractivism in the countryside and disproportionate vul-
nerability to the increasingly lethal impacts of global warming. 

These asymmetries are compounded by new, financialized modes 
of regulation, premised on new, neoliberal conceptions of Nature II. 
With the delegitimation of public power comes the new-old idea that 
the market can serve as the principal mechanism of effective govern-
ance, now tasked with saving the planet by curtailing greenhouse-gas 
emissions. But carbon-trading schemes only draw capital away from 
the sort of massive coordinated investment needed to de-fossilize the 
world’s economy and transform its energic basis. Money flows instead 
into speculative trade in emissions permits, ecosystem services, carbon 
offsets and environmental derivatives. What enables such ‘regulation’, 
and is also fostered by it, is a new green-capitalist imaginary, which sub-
jects the whole of nature to an abstract economizing logic, even when it 
does not directly commodify it. The idea that a coal-belching factory here 
can be ‘offset’ by a tree plantation there assumes a nature composed 
of fungible, commensurable units, whose place-specificity, qualitative 
traits and experiential meanings can be disregarded.32 

The same is true for the hypothetical auction scenarios, beloved of envi-
ronmental economists, that purport to assign value to a ‘natural asset’ 
according to how much various actors would pay to realize their compet-
ing ‘preferences’ regarding it: are indigenous communities sufficiently 
‘invested’ in preserving their local fishing stocks to outbid the corporate 
fleets that threaten to deplete them? If not, the rational use of the ‘asset’ 
is to allow its commercial exploitation.33 These green-capitalist scenarios 
represent a sophisticated new way of internalizing nature, which cranks 
epistemic abstraction up a notch, to the meta-level. But some things 
never change. Like its predecessor variants of Nature II, financialized 
nature, too, is a vehicle of expropriation. 

32 Larry Lohmann, ‘Financialization, Commodification and Carbon: The 
Contradictions of Neoliberal Climate Policy’, Socialist Register, vol. 48, 2012, pp. 
85–107.
33 Martin O’Connor, ‘On the Misadventures of Capitalist Nature’, in Martin 
O’Connor, ed., Is Capitalism Sustainable? Political Economy and the Politics of Ecology, 
New York 1994, pp. 125–51; Joan Martinez-Alier, The Environmentalism of the Poor. 
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Under these conditions, the grammar of eco-politics is shifting. As 
global warming has displaced chemical pollution as the central issue, 
so markets in emissions permits have supplanted coercive state power 
as the go-to regulatory mechanism, and the international has replaced 
the national as the favoured arena of eco-governance. Environmental 
activism has altered accordingly. The wilderness-protection current has 
weakened and split, with one branch gravitating to the green-capitalist 
power centre, the other to increasingly assertive movements for envi-
ronmental justice. The latter rubric now encompasses a broad range of 
subaltern actors, from southern environmentalisms of the poor resisting 
enclosures and land grabs, to northern anti-racists targeting disparities 
in exposure to toxins, indigenous movements fighting pipelines and 
eco-feminists battling deforestation—many of which overlap and link to 
one another in transnational networks. 

At the same time, state-focused projects, lately sidelined, are now re-
emerging with new vigour. As populist revolts, both left and right, have 
shattered belief in the magical properties of ‘free markets’, some are 
returning to the view that national-state power can serve as the principal 
vehicle of eco-societal reform—witness nationalists like Marine Le Pen’s 
‘New Ecology’, on the one hand, and Green New Dealers, on the other. 
So, too, labour unions, long committed to defending the occupational 
health and safety of their members but wary of curbs on ‘development’, 
now look to green infrastructure projects to create jobs. Finally, at the 
other end of the spectrum, degrowth currents find new recruits among 
youth attracted by their bold civilizational critique of spiraling material 
throughput and consumer lifestyles—and by the promise of buen vivir 
through veganism, commoning or a social and solidary economy.

3. for a new eco-politics

To this point, I’ve offered structural arguments and historical reflec-
tions in support of two propositions: first, that capitalism harbours a 
deep-seated ecological contradiction that inclines it non-accidentally to 
environmental crisis; and second, that those dynamics are inextricably 
entwined with other, ‘non-environmental’ crisis tendencies and cannot 
be resolved in isolation from them. The political implications are con-
ceptually simple if practically challenging: an eco-politics capable of 
saving the planet must be anti-capitalist and trans-environmental. 
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The historical reflections offered here deepen those propositions. What I 
first presented as an abstract 4–D logic, wherein capital is programmed 
to destabilize the natural conditions on which it depends, now appears 
as a concrete process, unfolding in space and time. Its trajectory looks 
roughly like this: a socio-ecological impasse originating in the core 
prompts a round of plunder in the periphery (including the periph-
ery within the core), which targets the natural wealth of populations 
deprived of the political means of self-defence. In each case, too, the 
‘fix’ involves the conjure and appropriation of a new historical nature, 
previously dross, but suddenly gold, a must-have world-commodity, 
conveniently viewed as unowned and there for the taking. What follows 
in each case, finally, are uncontrolled downstream effects, which spark 
new socio-ecological impasses, prompting further iterations of the cycle. 
Reiterated in each regime, this process unfolds expansively, on a world 
scale. Churning through sugar and silver, coal and guano, refined oil and 
chemical fertilizers, coltan and gmo seeds, it proceeds in stages from 
conquest to colonization, neo-imperialism to financialization. The result 
is an evolving core-periphery geography, in which the boundary between 
those two co-constituted spaces shifts periodically, as does the boundary 
between economy and nature. The process that produces those shifts 
generates the distinctive spatiality of capitalist development. 

That process also fashions capitalism’s historical temporality. Each 
impasse is born from the collision of our three Natures, which operate 
on different time scales. In each episode, capital, in thrall to its fantasy 
of an eternally giving Nature II, able to self-replenish without end, re-
engineers Nature III to its own specifications, which dictate minimal 
outlays for eco-reproduction and maximal speed up of turnover time; 
Nature I, meanwhile, proceeding on a time scale ‘of its own’, registers 
the effects biophysically and ‘bites back’. In time, the ensuing eco-
damages converge with other ‘non-environmental’ harms, rooted in 
other ‘non-environmental’ contradictions of capitalist society. At that 
point, the regime in question enters its developmental crisis, leading 
to efforts to fashion a successor. Once installed, the latter reorganizes 
the nature-economy nexus in a way that dissolves the specific blockage 
but preserves the law of value, which commands maximum expansion 
of capital at maximum speed. Far from being overcome, then, capital-
ism’s ecological contradiction is repeatedly displaced—in time as well 
as in space. The costs are offloaded not only onto existing populations 
that ‘do not count’ but also onto future generations. The lives of the 
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latter, too, are discounted so that capital may live unencumbered and 
without end.

That last formulation suggests that the temporality of capitalism’s eco-
logical contradiction may not be ‘merely’ developmental. Beneath the 
system’s tendency to precipitate an unending string of regime-specific 
crises lies something deeper and more ominous: the prospect of an 
epochal crisis, rooted in centuries of escalating greenhouse-gas emissions, 
whose volume now exceeds the Earth’s capacities for sequestration. The 
trans-regime progression of global warming portends a crisis of a differ-
ent order. Implacably cumulating across the entire sequence of regimes 
and historical natures, climate change provides the perverse continuity 
of a ticking timebomb, which could bring the capitalist phase of human 
history—if not human history tout court—to an ignoble end. 

A trans-environmental project

To speak of an epochal crisis is not, however, to proclaim imminent 
breakdown. Nor does it rule out the advent of a new regime of accumu-
lation that could provisionally manage or temporarily defer the current 
crisis. The truth is that we can’t know for sure whether capitalism has 
any more tricks up its enormously inventive sleeve that could stave off 
global warming, at least for a while, nor if so, for how long. Nor do we 
know whether the system’s partisans could invent, sell and implement 
those tricks quickly enough, given that they, and we, are in a race for 
time with Nature I. But this much is clear: anything more than a pro 
tem stopgap would require a deep reordering of the economy-nature 
nexus, severely constraining, if not wholly abolishing, the prerogatives 
of capital. 

That conclusion vindicates my principal thesis: an eco-politics aimed at 
preventing catastrophe must be anti-capitalist and trans-environmental. 
If the rationale for the first of those adjectives is already clear, the jus-
tification for the second lies in the close connection between ecological 
depredation and other forms of dysfunction-cum-domination inherent 
in capitalist society. Consider, first, the internal links between natural 
despoliation and racial/imperial expropriation. Claims of terra nullius to 
the contrary, the chunks of nature that capital appropriates are virtu-
ally always the life-conditions of some human group—their habitat and 
meaning-laden place of social interaction; their means of livelihood and 
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material basis of social reproduction. Moreover, the human groups in 
question are virtually always those that have been stripped of the power 
to defend themselves, and often those relegated to the wrong side of the 
global colour line. This point was evidenced again and again throughout 
the sequence of regimes. It shows that ecological questions cannot be 
separated from questions of political power, on the one hand, nor from 
those of racial oppression, imperial domination and indigenous dispos-
session and genocide, on the other. 

A similar proposition holds for social reproduction, which is closely 
imbricated with natural reproduction. For most people, most of the 
time, ecosystemic damages add heavy stresses to the business of 
caregiving, social provision and the tending of bodies and psyches—
occasionally stretching social bonds to the breaking point. In most cases, 
too, the stresses bear down hardest on women, who shoulder primary 
responsibility for the well-being of families and communities. But there 
are exceptions that prove the rule. These arise when power asymmetries 
enable some groups to offload the ‘externalities’ onto others—as in the 
era of state-managed capitalism, when wealthy northern welfare states 
financed (more or less) generous social supports in the homeland by 
intensifying offshore extractivism. In that case, a political dynamic link-
ing domestic social democracy to foreign domination enabled a racialized, 
gendered tradeoff of social reproduction for eco-depredation—a bargain 
that capital’s partisans later rescinded by designing a new, financialized 
regime that allowed them to have it both ways. 

No wonder, then, that struggles over nature have been deeply entan-
gled with struggles over labour, care and political power in every phase 
of capitalist development. Nor that single-issue environmentalism is 
historically exceptional—and politically problematic. Recall the shift-
ing forms and definitions of environmental struggle in the sequence 
of socio-ecological regimes. In the mercantile era, extractivist mining 
poisoned Peruvian lands and rivers, while land enclosures destroyed 
English woodlands, prompting considerable pushback in both cases. 
But participants in these struggles did not separate protection of nature 
or habitat from defence of livelihoods, political autonomy or the social 
reproduction of their communities. They fought rather for all those ele-
ments together—and for the forms of life in which they were integrated. 
When ‘nature defence’ did appear as a free-standing cause, in the liberal-
colonial era, it was among those whose livelihoods, communities and 
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political rights were not existentially threatened. Unencumbered by those 
other concerns, their stand-alone environmentalism was—necessarily—
an environmentalism of the rich.34 

As such, it contrasted starkly with contemporaneous social environmen-
talisms in the core and anti-colonial environmentalisms in the periphery, 
both of which targeted intertwined harms to nature and humans, antici-
pating present-day struggles for eco-socialism and environmental 
justice. But those movements were expunged from environmentalism’s 
official history, which canonized the single-issue definition. This broad-
ened somewhat in the following era of state-managed capitalism, as 
wilderness protectionists were joined by activists urging deployment of 
capitalist-state power against corporate polluters. What eco-successes 
this regime achieved were due to its use of that power, while its failures 
stemmed from the refusal to reckon seriously with trans-environmental 
entanglements—with the inherently trans-territorial character of emis-
sions; with the force of home-grown environmental racism; with the 
power of capital to subvert regulation by lobbying, workarounds and 
regulatory capture; and with the limitations intrinsic to a focus on eco-
abuses as opposed to the normal, lawful workings of a fossil-fuelled 
consumerist economy. All those evasions are alive, well and still wreaking 
havoc today, in the era of financialized capitalism. Especially problem-
atic, then and now, is the guiding premise that ‘the environment’ can be 
adequately protected without disturbing the institutional framework and 
structural dynamics of capitalist society. 

The path ahead

Will these failures be repeated today? Will our chances to save the 
planet be squandered by our failure to build an eco-politics that is trans-
environmental and anti-capitalist? Many essential building blocks for 
such a politics already exist in one form or another. Environmental-
justice movements are already in principle trans-environmental, 
targeting entwinements of eco-damage with one or more axes of domi-
nation, especially gender, race, ethnicity and nationality; and some of 

34 The point parallels one that Black- and socialist-feminists have repeatedly made 
about single-issue feminism, which purports to isolate ‘genuine’ gender issues 
from ‘extraneous’ concerns and thereby ends up with a ‘bourgeois’ or corporate 
feminism tailored to the situation of professional-managerial women, for whom 
alone those concerns are extraneous.
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them are explicitly anti-capitalist. Likewise, labour movements, Green 
New Dealers and some eco-populists grasp (some of) the class pre-
requisites for fighting global warming, especially the need to link the 
transition to renewable energy to pro-working-class policies on incomes 
and jobs, and the need to strengthen the power of states against cor-
porations. Finally, decolonial and indigenous movements plumb the 
entwinement of extractivism and imperialism. Along with degrowth 
currents, they press for a deep rethink of our relation to nature and 
ways of living. Each of these eco-political perspectives harbours some 
genuine insights. 

Nevertheless, the current state of these movements is not (yet) adequate 
to the task at hand—whether viewed individually or as an ensemble. 
Insofar as environmental-justice movements remain focused overwhelm-
ingly on the disparate impact of eco-threats on subaltern populations, 
they fail to pay sufficient heed to the underlying structural dynamics of 
a social system that produces not only disparities in outcomes but a gen-
eral crisis that threatens the well-being of all, not to mention the planet. 
Thus, their anti-capitalism is not yet sufficiently substantive, their trans-
environmentalism not yet sufficiently deep. 

Something similar is true of state-focused movements, especially (reac-
tionary) eco-populists, but also (progressive) Green New Dealers and 
labour unions. Insofar as these actors privilege the frame of the national-
territorial state and job creation through green-infrastructure projects, 
they presume an insufficiently broad and variegated view of ‘the work-
ing class’, which in reality includes not just construction workers, but 
also service workers; not only those who work for a wage, but also those 
whose work is unpaid; not just those who work ‘in the homeland’, but 
also those who work offshore; not only those who are exploited, but also 
those who are expropriated. Nor do state-focused currents adequately 
reckon with the position and power of that class’s opposite number, 
insofar as they retain the classic social-democratic premise that the state 
can serve two masters—that it can save the planet by taming capital and 
needn’t abolish it. Thus, they, too, are insufficiently anti-capitalist and 
trans-environmental—at least at present. 

Finally, degrowth activists tend to muddy the political waters by conflat-
ing what must grow in capitalism—namely, ‘value’—with what should 
grow but can’t within capitalism—namely, goods, relations and activities 
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that can satisfy the vast expanse of unmet human needs across the globe. 
A genuinely anti-capitalist eco-politics must dismantle the hard-wired 
imperative to grow the first, while treating the question of how sustain-
ably to grow the second as a political matter, to be decided by democratic 
deliberation and social planning. Equally, orientations associated with 
degrowth, such as lifestyle environmentalism, on the one hand, and pre-
figurative experiments in commoning, on the other, tend to avoid the 
necessity of confronting capitalist power. 

Taken together, moreover, the genuine insights of these movements do 
not yet add up to a new eco-political commonsense. Nor do they yet con-
verge on a counter-hegemonic project for eco-societal transformation that 
could, at least in principle, save the planet. Essential trans-environmental 
elements—labour rights, feminism, anti-racism, anti-imperialism, class 
consciousness, pro-democracy, anti-consumerism, anti-extractivism—
are present, to be sure. But they are not yet integrated in a robust 
diagnosis of the structural-cum-historical roots of the present crisis. 
What is missing to date is a clear and convincing perspective that con-
nects all of our present woes, ecological and otherwise, to one and the 
same social system—and through that to one another.

I have insisted here that that system has a name: capitalist society, con-
ceived expansively to include all the necessary background conditions 
for a capitalist economy—nonhuman nature and public power, expropri-
able populations and social reproduction—all non-accidentally subject 
to cannibalization by capital, all now under the wrecking ball and reeling 
from it. To name that system, and conceive it broadly, is to supply another 
piece of the counter-hegemonic puzzle we need to solve. This piece can 
help us to align the others, to disclose their likely tensions and potential 
synergies, to clarify where they have come from and where they might 
go together. Anti-capitalism is the piece that gives political direction and 
critical force to trans-environmentalism. If the latter opens eco-politics 
to the larger world, the former trains its focus on the main enemy. 

Anti-capitalism is thus what draws the line, necessary to every historical 
bloc, between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Unmasking carbon trading as the scam 
that it is, it pushes every potentially emancipatory current of eco-politics 
to publicly disaffiliate from ‘green capitalism’. It pushes each current, 
too, to pay heed to its own Achilles heel, its inclination to avoid confront-
ing capital, whether by pursuing (illusory) delinking or (lopsided) class 
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compromise or (tragic) parity in extreme vulnerability. By insisting on 
their common enemy, moreover, the anti-capitalism piece of the puzzle 
indicates a path that partisans of degrowth, environmental justice and a 
Green New Deal can travel together, even if they can’t now envision, let 
alone agree on its precise destination. 

It remains to be seen, of course, whether any destination will actually be 
reached—or whether the Earth will continue to heat to boiling point. But 
our best hope for avoiding the latter fate is to build a counter-hegemonic 
bloc that is trans-environmental and anti-capitalist. Where exactly such 
a bloc would take us were it to succeed also remains obscure. But if I had 
to give the goal a name, I’d opt for ‘eco-socialism’.35

35 The content of a viable, 21st-century eco-socialism remains to be invented. For 
some preliminary reflections, see Nancy Fraser, ‘What Should Socialism Mean in 
the Twenty-First Century?’, Socialist Register, vol. 56, 2020, pp. 282–94.


