THE CRISIS OF THE EARTH
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Any systematic, forward-looking ecological vision must include three elements: (a) a theory
of ecological crisis and its relation to human production; (b} a concept of sustainability as
a rature-imposed necessity for production; (¢) a vision of the transcendence of ecological
crisis that establishes sustainability as a core part of any future society. All three elements
are to be found in the work of Kar! Marx. Marx's analysis of the crisis of the earth (or soil)
in the mid-nineteenth century led him to a concept of sustainability that was central to his
vision of communist society. Because this concept of sustainability was rooted both in a
critique of capitalism and a vision of a future society, it has a richness and complexity ail
its own. A close examination of Marx's concept of sustainability therefore offers important
insights into the possibilities for the creation of a more sustainable social order.

The rise in recent years of various forms of social theory attuned to
ecological thought has meant major shifts within the different social
scientific paradigms, each of which has sought to incorporate green concerns to
some extent. In each case, this has involved the twofold task of rejecting much of
previous social thought (as ecologically unsound or even exploitative) coupled with
an attempt to build on the past, when possible. This twofold process associated with
the reconstruction of social theory to take into account ecological necessity can be
seen as taking place with unequal degrees of success within each of the great
traditions of social theory, such as conservatism, liberalism, socialism, and
feminism.

Some of the classic theorists whose work is being reevaluated (and in some cases
reconstructed) in relation to ccological analysis include such thinkers as Plato
(Hughes, 1975, pp. 58-63; Ponting, 1991, pp. 76-77), Francis Bacon {Leiss, 1974,
pp. 45-71; Merchant, 1980, pp. 164-191), Thomas Hobbes (Ophuls, 1973), Edmund
Burke (Ophuls & Boyan, 1992, pp. 294-295), Thomas Malthus (Catton, 1982,
pp. 126-129), David Ricardo (Barnet & Morse, 1963, pp. 51-71; Weisskopf, 1996,
p. 384), Jeremy Bentham (Ferry, 1995, pp. 26-27), Charles Fourier (Roelofs, 1996),
John Stuart Mill (Daly, 1996, pp. 3-7), W. 8. Jevons (Georgescu-Roegen, 1971, pp.
295-304), A. C. Pigou (de Steiguer, 1997, 51-59), Charlotte Perkins Gillman
(Mellor, 1992, pp. 252-257), Max Weber (Murphy, 1994), and Mahatma Gandhi
(Guha, 1995).

No single thinker, however, has generated greater interest and controversy in
this connection than Karl Marx. The literature on Marx and the environment is
voluminous-—far outstripping that of any other thinker—reflecting the wide range
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of disagreement, the theoretical complexity of the issues involved, and—above
all—the high stakes associated with the ecological evaluation of Marx’s thought.
Marx remains the preeminent critic of contemporary capitalist society, and the
extent to which his critique (and that of various traditions that he spawned) can be
integrated with an ecological critique of machine capitalism is not a minor issue

ithi i i 3 tote thio inueluns e oes do o
within gocial theory, As with other zréat social theorists, this involves more than a

question of political correctness (evaluated in green terms). What is really at issue
is whether Marx’s critique of political econotmy plays an essential part in the
reconstruction of social theory in an age of planetary ecological erisie. Furthermore,
to what extent does he offer direct ecological insights that are crucial to the solution
of the contemporary ecological crisis?

Not surprisingly, there are three distinct positions that have arisen among
environmentalists on Marx and ecology. The dominant position, associated with
mainstream liberal social thought (insofar as it considers environmental issues) and
much post-Marxist thought (especially those who have converted to liberalism from
the otficial Marxism ot the former Soviet bloc), is that Marx represented in many
ways the most extreme case of an antienvironmental perspective. Inthis perspective,
no distinction is made between Marx’s approach to nature and the destructive
ecological practice implemented by Soviet-type socicties (see Clark, 1989;
Ferkiss, 1993, pp. 105-118).

A more nuanced view associated with much of contemporary left and ecosocial-
ist thinking argues that Marx (1974) demonstrated ecological sensitivity at various
points in his work, especially in his early writings, most notably the Economic and
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, but that he ultimately gave way to a so-called
Promethean attitude that gloried in the technological domination of nature, exclud-
ing ecological problems from his analysis (Benton, 1996; Giddens, 1981, pp. 59-60;
Merchant, 1994, p. 2; Schmidt, 1971). These thearists, along with those who adopt
the first position, commonly allege that Marx denied any intrinsic value to nature
within his theory of value and wealth (Brown, 1995, pp. 171-173; Churchill, 1996,
pp. 467-468; Deléage, 1994, p. 48). Yet, according to this view, it is still possible
to “green Marx” and Marxism; indeed, it is often argued that Marx’s critique of
political economy, when “greened” in this way is an essential part of the general
ecological critique of capitalist society (Benton, 1996; Soper, 1996).

A third interpretation, also associated with the Left and ecosocialism, argues that
Marx had important direct insights into the ecological problem that were systematic
in character, that these insights were profound both in his day and ours, and that
they constitute a necessary—but not sufficient—basis for a general ecological
critique of capitalist economy, one that is dialectically connected to his larger
socioeconomic critique of capitalism (Altvater, 1993, pp. 181-233; Burkett, 1996,
1997, Foster, 1997a; Harvey, 1996, pp. 120-175; Parsons, 1977).

The development of this wide-ranging debate on Marx and ecology has gone
hand in hand with the unearthing of a vast, if somewhat scattered, set of writings
by Marx and Engels on ecology, making it apparent—even to those strongly critical
of Marx from an ecological standpoint—that his insights in this area were not
meager by any standard. The most influential text in this regard has been Howard
Parsons’s Marx and Engels on Ecology (Parsons, 1977), a widely referenced
collection of excerpts of Marx’s (and Engels’s) more ecological statements. The
influence of Parsons’s text has been twofold. On one hand, it has convinced even
many skeptics that Marx and Engels were deeply concerned about ecological issues
and commented—often in a penetrating way—on a wide variety of ecological
probiems, inciuding poiiution of air, water, and and; urban waste and congestion;
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