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Parts of  the argument on epochal crisis here were presented in three overlapping keynote addresses in: (1)
Esslingen, Germany on May 30, 2013 at a conf erence on Marxist thought organized by the Berlin Institute of
Crit ical Theory (InkriT) and the Historisch-Kritisches Wörterbuch Des Marximus; (2) New York City on June 9,
2013, at the Closing Plenary of  the Lef t Forum; and (3) Dublin on June 27, 2013, at the annual conf erence of
the International Association f or Media and Communication Research. The argument has been revised and
updated based on the original notes f or these talks.

It is an indication of  the sheer enormity of  the historical challenge conf ronting humanity in our t ime that the
worst economic crisis since the Great Depression, sometimes now called the Second Great Depression, is
overshadowed by the larger threat of  planetary catastrophe, raising the question of  the long-term survival of
innumerable species—including our own.1 An urgent necessity f or the world today is theref ore to develop an
understanding of  the interconnections between the deepening impasse of  the capitalist economy and the
rapidly accelerating ecological threat—itself  a by-product of  capitalist development.

I shall use the term “epochal crisis” here to ref er to the convergence of  economic and ecological contradictions
in such a way that the material conditions of  society as a whole are undermined, posing the question of  a
historical transit ion to a new mode of  production. This can be distinguished f rom the ordinary developmental
crises that punctuate the history of  capitalism. Such an epochal crisis, as Jason Moore has argued,
characterized the transit ion f rom f eudalism to capitalism f rom the late medieval period to the seventeenth
century—a crisis of  an entire historical epoch that was equally ecological, economic, and social in its
manif estations, stretching f rom recurrent f amine, the Black Death, and soil exhaustion to peasant revolts and
the escalation of  warf are.2 An even more momentous epochal crisis than the one that produced the transit ion
f rom f eudalism to capitalism, I will argue, is occurring today, arising f rom the unlimited expansion of  a capitalist
system geared to a process of  abstract wealth creation.

Contrary to economic myth, the system of  capitalist production and exchange does not take the f orm of
simple commodity production, or the circuit C-M-C, in which a commodity (C), representing a def inite, qualitative
use value is exchanged f or money (M), which is then exchanged f or a another commodity (C), representing a
dif f erent use value—to be simply consumed in the end. Rather, in line with what Marx termed the “general
f ormula of  capital,” or M-C-M′, money (M) is exchanged f or labor power and commodities with which to produce
a new commodity (C), to be sold f or more money (M′ = M + Δm or surplus value). Hence, it is not use value,
f ulf illing concrete, qualitative needs, that constitutes the aim of  capitalist production, but rather exchange
value, generating prof it f or the capitalist. The abstract, purely quantitative nature of  this process, moreover,
means that there is no end to the incentive of  seeking more money or surplus value, since M′ leads in the next
circuit of  production to a drive to obtain M′′, f ollowed by the drive to obtain M′′′ in the circuit af ter that, in an
unending sequence of  accumulation and expansion.

Characteristic of  monopoly capitalism is a f urther warping of  this process through the displacement of  natural-
material use value by specifically capitalist use value—the only real “use” of  which is to enhance exchange value
f or the capitalist. Thus wastef ul and destructive commodities increasingly dominate production, f rom military
hardware to superf icial car model-changes, to excessive packaging. Here Marx’s general f ormula f or capital, as
it pertains to production itself , has metamorphosed into M-CK-M′, where CK stands f or specif ically capitalist
use value.3
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At the more stratospheric level represented by contemporary f inance, the general f ormula f or capital, or M-C-
M′, is being increasingly supplanted by the circuit of  speculative capital, M-M′, in which the production of  use
values disappears altogether and money simply begets more money.4 What economists call “the real economy”
or the realm of  commodity production associated with GDP is thus being subordinated in the irrational logic of
today’s phase of  monopoly-f inance capital to a process of  wealth generation organized around f inancial-
asset appreciation and dependent on an unending series of  f inancial bubbles. Financial capital more and more
rules the roost, largely disconnected f rom the real economy of  commodity production and use value.

Behind the worldwide veil of  capitalist value relations, hundreds of  millions, even billions, of  people are poor
and destitute, of ten lacking the most basic prerequisites of  material existence—adequate f ood, water,
clothing, housing, employment, healthcare, and a non-toxic environment—due to the f ailures and
contradictions of  accumulation. Meanwhile, what ecologists call “real wealth,” i.e., the product of  nature itself ,
is being extracted f rom the environment on an ever- increasing scale devoid of  any concern f or either the
rationality of  production or the sustainability of  natural systems, thereby robbing both present and f uture
generations. Since unequal exchange relations with respect to both nature and labor prevail within the
international economy this robbery f alls disproportionately on poorer nations, a portion of  whose natural use
values (and economic surplus) is systematically siphoned of f  to enrich nations at the apex of  the global
imperialist pyramid.5

Everywhere the narrow rationality of  monopoly-f inance capital is coming into conf lict with real-material
relations, undermining real production and real wealth—indeed the entire realm of  use value, human well being,
and lif e itself —generating a growing socio-ecological malaise that is spreading in all directions at once.
“Capitalist economic rationality,” Samir Amin writes in his Three Essays on Marx’s Value Theory (2013), has been
transf ormed in the twenty-f irst century into “social irrationality on the scale of  the human race” and the earth
as a whole.6 To understand the f ull signif icance of  this it is essential to explore in much greater detail both the
economic and ecological dimensions of  capitalism’s epochal crisis.

The Economic Dimensions

The economic dimensions of  the epochal crisis can be described in terms of  three mutually reinf orcing trends:
monopolization, stagnation, and f inancialization—combined, at the world level, with the global labor arbitrage.
The late nineteenth century and the beginning of  the twentieth century saw the emergence of  the monopoly
stage of  capitalism, arising out of  the concentration and centralization of  capital. The typical f irm is now a
quasi-monopoly or oligopoly with considerable monopoly power with respect to price, output, and investment.
Industries within the manuf acturing sector of  the economy are highly concentrated, dominated by a f ew giant
f irms benef itt ing f rom substantial monopoly rents. The same is true in the sphere of  f inance where the big
f our U.S. banks own almost half  the country’s total banking assets. In 2007, at the outset of  the Great
Financial Crisis, the 200 largest U.S. corporations accounted f or over 30 percent of  all gross prof its in the
economy (up f rom 13 percent in 1950), while the world’s 500 largest f irms were taking in about 35–40 percent
of  all global revenue (up f rom less than 20 percent in 1960). What is of ten described as increasing international
competit ion is in reality the intensif ied global rivalry of  monopolistic f irms engaged in a mixture of  price
collusion and various f orms of  non-price competit ion.7

These giant, globe-straddling corporations enjoy widening prof it margins, generating increasing problems of
inequality and surplus capital absorption, and slowing down the overall rate of  accumulation, particularly at the
core of  the capitalist world economy. Stagnation rather than rapid growth is theref ore the normal state of  the
monopoly capitalist economy, partially counteracted at t imes by specif ic historical f actors (such as wars,
epoch-making innovations, the sales ef f ort, and f inancialization).8
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What Paul Sweezy ref erred to as “the f inancialization of  the capital accumulation process” has been the main
means in which monopoly capital in recent decades has adapted to this deepening economic stagnation.9
Faced with the dif f iculty of  prof itably absorbing the enormous potential economic surplus at their disposal, big
corporations and wealthy investors increasingly poured their surplus capital into the f inancial sphere in order
to secure high speculative returns. Financial institutions responded to this additional demand f or their products
by supplying an endless array of  new, exotic speculative opportunit ies (junk bonds, derivatives, options, hedge
f unds, etc.) leading to an explosion of  credit/debt. Even commodity producing corporations such as General
Electric and General Motors set up f inancial divisions to try to capture some of  the prof its to be made in
f inance. The result was a series of  f inancial bubbles lif t ing the economy but at the cost of  the greater f ragility
of  the entire system. Eventually, this new f inancial superstructure took on a lif e of  its own, dominating over
production, with decision-making migrating more and more f rom corporate boardrooms to f inancial markets.10

The whole logic of  the system under the current phase of  monopoly-f inance capital is theref ore one in which
the accumulation of  capital in the tradit ional sense, i.e., centered on real capital f ormation, is being
subordinated to an increasingly abstract process of  wealth generation through the promotion of  f inancial-
asset appreciation. M-C-M′ has given way to M-M′—a possibility that Marx raised and Keynes f eared.11

At the international level the system is governed by the global labor arbitrage, whereby giant, multinational
f irms seek out the lowest unit labor costs worldwide, shif t ing the greater part of  industrial production to export
zones in the global South and spurring the growth of  a handf ul of  export-dependent emerging economies.
Imperialist relations are intensif ied worldwide through an accelerated process of  unequal economic exchange
(where the dif f erence in the wages is greater than the dif f erence in the productivit ies) and a general system of
imperial rent.12 Not surprisingly under these conditions, the average annual per capita GDP of  developing
countries (excluding China) was a mere 6.1 percent of  that of  the G7 countries (the United States, Japan,
Germany, France, the United Kingdom, Italy, and Canada) in 1970–1989, dropping to 5.6 percent in 1990–2006
(just prior to the Great Financial Crisis).13

The Ecological Dimensions

The ecological dimensions of  the epochal crisis are best understood in terms of  Marx’s analysis of  the
metabolism of  nature and society—extended to take into account the relations of  monopoly capitalism.14 In
Marx’s conception, production existed as a social process within “the universal metabolism of  nature.” Material
use values were appropriated f rom “the natural world” and transf ormed by production into social use values to
f it “human needs.” This constituted “the universal condition f or the metabolic interaction between nature and
man, and as such is a natural condition of  human lif e.”

Marx viewed what he called “extractive industry”—“the f ish caught in water…or the wood f elled in the primeval
f orest, or the ore brought up out of  the pit”—in terms of  natural use values (real wealth) provided by nature
independent of  human labor. He wrote in Capital: “The earth, on the one hand, labour on the other…are
material elements of  any process of  production,” related to the universal metabolic process of  nature, and
thus not reducible to “social f orms.”15 This conception of  elemental natural conditions to which society must
conf orm led him to develop his crit ique of  the “irreparable rif t in the interdependent process of  social
metabolism” associated with capitalism’s transgression of  “the natural laws of  lif e itself .”16 So universal was
this rif t in the metabolism between nature and society under industrial capitalism—ref lected in the robbing of
the soil of  its nutrients shipped to the city in the f orm of  f ood and f iber with the resulting pollution of  urban
centers—that it extended to international trade, with some countries in ef f ect robbing others of  their soil
within a general process of  ecological imperialism.17
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How is this analysis of  the metabolism of  nature and society developed by Marx to be applied to today’s
epochal crisis? There is now an extensive body of  work utilizing Marx’s concept of  metabolic rif t to analyze
today’s ecological problems.18 However, the other, more commodity-related, part of  the analysis of  the
nature-society metabolism, concerned specif ically with the role of  use-value production, has barely been
addressed in an ecological context. A crucial question is how the changing use-value structure of  the economy
has contributed to planetary ecological degradation. Marx himself  provided us with f ew direct clues in this area.
Although he pointed to the existence of  specif ically capitalist use values (such as the lock designed by the
locksmith who thus benef itted f rom the criminality promoted by the system) as well as to what he ref erred to
as “use values” that occupy “a higher rank in the system of  needs” (hence a hierarchy of  social needs), he did
not systematically analyze such phenomena related to the historical development of  use values, since they
were relatively unimportant in the competit ive capitalism of  his day.19

The answer to the question of  the ecological implications of  the changing use-value structure of  the capitalist
economy must theref ore be sought in the historical shif t f rom competit ive to monopoly capitalism—extending
beyond Marx’s t ime. Thorstein Veblen provided the main outlines of  such an analysis at the outset of  the
twentieth century in his 1923 book, Absentee Ownership and Business Enterprise in Recent Times. Veblen
argued that the production of  waste—which he had def ined in The Theory of the Leisure Class as expenditure
that “does not serve human lif e or human-well being as a whole”—had become integral to the new corporate
economy as a means of  enhancing sales and prof its in f ace of  limited demand. Such unproductive
expenditures had penetrated so deeply into the entire structure of  production, he suggested, that “the
distinction between workmanship and salesmanship has progressively been blurred…until it  will doubtless hold
true now that the shop-cost of  many articles produced f or the market is mainly chargeable to the production
of  saleable appearances, ordinarily meretricious.”20

Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy expanded upon this argument in 1966 in Monopoly Capital. Building on both Marx
and Veblen, they dealt extensively with the growth of  economic waste as a means of  surplus absorption—in
such varied f orms as military spending, the sales ef f ort, and FIRE (f inance, insurance, and real estate). The
sales ef f ort, they insisted, had grown so prodigiously under monopoly capitalism that the use-value structure
of  the economy could no longer be viewed as a rational expression of  production costs. What they called “the
interpenetration ef f ect” thus stood f or this intermixing of  sales costs and production costs with the result that
an ever- larger proportion of  what were considered costs of  production were in f act f orms of  waste imposed
by the system, i.e., specif ically capitalist use values (CK). Product obsolescence was intentionally built into
consumer durables, while consumer goods were structurally designed overall at enormous expense to promote
extreme, acquisit ive f orms of  buying behavior. With waste associated with marketing penetrating into the deep
structure of  production under the regime of  the giant corporation, the buyer had no choice but to pay f or such
unproductive costs—included in the price of  even the most necessary wage goods as a condition of  their
availability. All of  this was deemed “rational” and “ef f icient” by a monopoly-capitalist economy continually beset
by problems of  saturated markets, slow growth, and unemployment/underemployment.21
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The essential problem, then, in the crit ique of  monopoly capitalism, as Baran explained in a letter to Sweezy on
December 19, 1961, was to account f or the economic “output imputable to misused input—and by ‘misused’ I
mean here exploited in the Marxian sense, wasted in our sense [i.e., “not conducive to and not required f or the
health, happiness and development of  man”], unemployed in the Keynesian sense.” Viewed “crit ically and
negatively,” this meant: “no air conditioned nightmares like Chase Manhattan buildings, no motorized monsters
to the tune of  60 million, no rape of  the country by superhighways and billboards.” There was no f easible way,
of  course, of  calculating all of  the misused input and the resulting economic (and ecological) waste. But the
enormity, even predominance, of  this general phenomenon was not to be denied. The sheer magnitude of  such
unproductive expenditures stood in a negative way f or the potential of  a more rational, more sustainable
society to satisf y real human needs. What Peter Custers, building on Baran and Sweezy’s Monopoly Capital in
his Questioning Globalized Militarism (2006), has termed “negative use values” are clearly visible today in the
U.S. trillion-dollar-a-year war machine, but also in the products—all too of ten toxic—that are the basis of
everyday consumption.22

All of  this relates to what Juliet Schor has called “the materiality paradox.”23 This is the notion that what we
produce and what we consume is, at present, determined less by the product’s material use value than by the
symbolic worth that is placed on it in terms of  social status and the f ulf illment of  psychological needs—as
inculcated by modern marketing. From this standpoint, as Raymond Williams declared, the problem is not that
we are “too materialist” but that we are “not materialist enough.” A high-consumption, throwaway society in
which the world of  commodities has been transf ormed by advertising into a “magic kingdom” devoted to the
pursuit of  symbolic needs will inevitably be destructive of  its environmental surroundings.24

The wider ecological irrationality of  modern production includes the extraordinary misuse of  natural inputs,
notably energy resources. As Barry Commoner argued in 1976, in a talk entit led “Oil, Energy, and Capitalism,”
the “social use values” of  the modern capitalist economy were produced in an energy- intensive and
thermodynamically inef f icient manner, merely in order to save on labor cost—since capitalism, as Marx had
rightly pointed out, was geared to the displacement of  labor in order to hold down wages. For example,
handbags, Commoner explained, were increasingly made out of  plastic instead of  leather, despite the f ar
greater energy input required in the case of  the f ormer, merely because this served to reduce labor cost (due
to the substitution of  f ossil- f uel energy f or labor input), providing wider prof it margins. The socially irrational
nature of  this structure of  production was evident in the generation of  a larger reserve army of  the
unemployed side-by-side with enormously enhanced ecological degradation.25

From a global perspective it is important to recognize that the periphery of  the world capitalist system is
subject to most (if  not all) of  the economic and ecological contradictions of  monopoly capitalism described
above, while also being subject to those specif ic inequities imposed by imperialism. The pillage of  the global
South has never depended simply on unequal economic exchange but has also relied throughout on unequal
ecological exchange. Here it is signif icant that Howard T. Odum, one of  the f oremost systems ecologists of
the twentieth century, was also the leading analyst of  the process of  unequal ecological exchange. Crucial to
Odum’s approach, which was derived partly f rom Marx, was the conception of  what he called “real wealth” in the
f orm of  embodied energy (emergy) incorporated in a natural or social product.26 On this basis Odum was able
to demonstrate that exchanges of  goods produced in the periphery of  the world economy typically
encompassed more embodied energy taken f rom the f ree environment (outside of  monetary relations) than
the goods of  countries producing in the center of  the world economy, creating a net loss of  embodied energy
or real wealth f or the peripheral countries in any international market exchange of  goods.
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“Free trade,’” Odum wrote, “is an ideal based on the assumption of  equitable exchange…. But f ree trade made
developed countries rich, with high standards of  living, leaving less developed countries devastated.” The
underlying reason f or this is that goods produced in the periphery generally contained more “f ree gif ts” of
nature (not included in the labor-based value accounting of  the capitalist economy) than was the case f or
goods produced in center countries. For example, Odum calculated that in the 1980s and ‘90s Ecuador was
exporting as much as ten times more embodied energy than it was importing through the normal mechanism of
“f ree trade.” In contrast the United States under the same system of  f ree trade exported only half  as much
embodied energy as it imported (and countries such as the Netherlands, Germany, and Japan only a quarter as
much). Trade between the global North and the global South, he argued, thus took the f orm of  “imperial
capitalism,” in which rich nations gained at the expense of  poor.27 This inequality is f urther exacerbated by the
migration of  polluting industries f rom the global North to the global South—so as to concentrate the toxic
ef f ects of  production in the latter and the benef its, in the f orm of  economic surplus monopolized by
multinational corporations, in the f ormer.

An Epochal Revolution

In the f oregoing analysis I have argued that the epochal crisis of  our t ime emanates f rom a dangerous and
disruptive intersection of  economic and ecological contradictions traceable to the growing distortion,
displacement, and degradation of  natural-material use values. This is t ied not only to the accumulation process
directly, but also to the acceleration of  environmental throughput that it entails, and the accompanying rif t in
the biogeochemical processes of  the planet.

In Marx’s hopef ul vision, “mankind…inevitably sets itself  only such tasks as it is able to solve, since closer
examination will always show that the problem itself  arises only when the material conditions f or its solution
are already present or at least in the course of  f ormation.” Today the material potential exists—both
economically and ecologically—to overcome the epochal crisis of  our t imes. This potential is manif ested in the
exploitation, waste, idle capacity, displacement of  use values, and rapacious destruction of  real wealth that
characterizes the present system. The gigantic misuse of  human and natural resources that constitutes the
modern capitalist economy means that we already have the potential many times over to redirect production
and consumption to meet human needs and to practice conservation on a global level, creating a society of
ecological sustainability and substantive equality.

Accomplishing this though means breaking with capitalism’s expansionist drive, which is now destroying the
earth as a “saf e operating space f or humanity,” through the crossing of  crit ical planetary boundaries. This is
manif ested in such planetary rif ts as: climate change, ocean acidif ication, destruction of  the ozone layer,
species extinction, the disruption of  the nitrogen and phosphorus cycles, loss of  f reshwater, loss of  land
cover, aerosol loading, and chemical pollution.28

For capitalism time is money and the f uture of  humanity and the earth is theref ore systematically discounted
within the cash nexus. Monopoly capital alters the use-value structure of  the economy itself , generating
specif ically capitalist use values that are f requently negative in character, in order to accelerate commodity
circulation, the level of  environmental throughput, and overall production—with the sole object of  generating
more wealth f or the wealthy in the present.29 Après moi, le déluge! is thus the spirit of  capitalism, particularly in
its present phase of  monopoly-f inance capital.30 It f ollows that the current epochal crisis requires a no less
epochal transit ion f rom one mode of  production to another, reminiscent of  the transit ion f rom f eudalism to
capitalism, but on a f ar bigger scale. Indeed, what is needed, to quote István Mészáros, is the kind of  “global
epochal…structural change advocated by Marx.”31
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How will the necessary revolutionary transit ion come about? I am convinced that objective f orces today are
progressively erasing previous distinctions between workplace exploitation and environmental degradation—as
capitalism universally undermines all real-material conditions of  production. This dramatic change is occurring
more rapidly in the global South than the global North. As a result we are seeing in places as diverse as China,
India, Egypt, Turkey, South Af rica, Brazil, Bolivia, Ecuador, and even parts of  North America (f or example in the
larger movement growing up around Canada’s indigenous- led Idle No More) the emergence of  what could be
called an “environmental working class” arising out of  wider alliances of  oppressed groups around degraded
material conditions. This broadening of  working-class struggles into environmental struggles and the f orging
of  diverse community alliances should not surprise us, since the early struggles of  the working class in Europe
were directed as much at the toxicity of  the industrial centers in which workers were compelled to live as at the
exploitation within the f actories.32 The extensive privatization engineered by what Naomi Klein has aptly
designated as “disaster capitalism” is producing in response a new ecological sociability, embracing a vision of
human production in its most f undamental sense as the metabolism of  nature and society.33

Central to the epochal crisis, as we have seen, is the misuse of  natural-material use values, both within
production narrowly conceived, and also within what Marx called “the metabolic interaction of  nature and
society,” or human production in its widest, most dialectical sense. All material relations, whether economic,
cultural-communal, or environmental, are af f ected. We are theref ore approaching a historical moment—a
product of  the vast creative destructiveness of  capitalism in our age—when these various material conditions
will no longer be as disconnected as they have been f or most of  the past century. Although all sorts of
conf licts remain within working communities around labor, environmental, and cultural issues—with the powers
that be doing their best to disunite workers in line with the age-old principle of  divide and conquer—the
objective conditions are nonetheless emerging that are creating the potential f or a larger material alliance
against the system. This will likely take the f orm of  a co-revolutionary struggle, in the sense suggested by
David Harvey, embodying an alliance of  gender, race, class, indigenous, and environmental movements.34

All of  this depends of  course on the rise to prominence of  an environmental working class (and ecological
peasantry) capable of  init iating a broad, counter-hegemonic struggle f or the f ulf illment of  human needs in line
with the f undamental biogeochemical processes of  the planet—a world of  substantive equality and ecological
sustainability. There is no doubt that this is an objective necessity and that it will increasingly become a
subjective one as well. Yet, there is no certainty as to the f uture of  humanity. The very continuation of  the
human species along with most of  the other “higher” f orms of  lif e is now in doubt. The f uture and even survival
of  humanity thus rests as never bef ore on the revolutionary struggle of  humanity itself .
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