Synopsis

Marx’s Ecology. John Bellamy Foster

Introduction

 Foster argues that Karl Marx and Charles Darwin were the greatest materialists of the nineteenth century. Without discussing the lengthy description of the three forms of materialism, suffice it to state that materialism is a belief that the ordinary affairs of life (making our living, organizing our social lives) determine, or are at least instrumental and coincident in, the way we think about reality. So, materialism trumps spiritualism – a simplistic expression but a shorthand way of describing what Marx was about.

 Foster is attempting to revive what he believes is a lost history of the naturalist side of Marxian thought. He claims, for example, that we can draw a parallel between the alienation of labor from the production process (once workers owned their own tools and controlled the output from that production) with the alienation of people from the natural world from whence the objects come that are the necessary inputs into production. He believes that contemporary socio-ecology is in crisis and incapable of fully explaining the global environmental condition because, in part, it relies predominantly on reference to “values” and “spiritualism” to construct its arguments.

 Citing Epicurus, the Greek philosopher whose ideas were the subject of Marx’s Ph.D. dissertation, Foster claims that materialism rejects religious authority in explaining the interaction between humans and their environment. Like Darwin’s theory of evolution, matter or fundamental earthly affairs that unfold over long periods of time effect conditions within which humans, through freedom of action and thought, can “transcend our alienation from [the natural world] – creating our own human-natural relations – by acting through our material praxis” (5). So, Marx, who studied Hegel at the University of Berlin, rejected Hegelianism because it placed ideas (idealism, thought) above action, and instead he argued that theory and practice were inseparable; and, like Epicurus, held that religion enslaves and impiety animates self-determination. In other words, if you believe, as Epicurus did, that all life is transitory (the only thing immortal is death itself) then humans are freed from crippling ideology to act to effect change in their lives and in their relations to other living things.

 Another way of stating this is that it is very liberating to think that we were all formed from carbon atoms that will remain in existence long after we’re gone. Just as social formations are mortal and transitory, so is nature itself. This is not the materialism of Descartes who looked upon nature as an object (a sort of mechanical materialism) available for our manipulation – a kind of “thing-in-itself” form of existence. 

 Marx’s arguments against both Hegelianism and Feurbach were based on the notion that their ideas were imprisoned in thought itself. Marx wanted to “shift materialism in the direction of practice…” (6). Thought, as he claimed, was just a “manifestation of actual life”, i.e. language derives from social existence and once we change social existence our ideas will also be transformed. By the way, this notion came about after he left Germany for France and discovered that ideas were not just the purview of ivory tower scholars but could be put into practice in the streets – he was in France during the attempted revolution of 1848. 

 Foster takes modern Marxism itself to task for rejecting the materialist conception of nature and calls for a reengagement of Marxism with nature. Marx actively studied science, particularly the natural sciences (he was said to be toying with the idea of dedicating Capital to Darwin). (Ironically, Ché Guevara was a doctor and Cuba was the first country to send doctors to Haiti after the Jan 2010 earthquake. The U.S. first sent soldiers while Pat Robertson contended that Haiti was just being punished for “making a pact with the devil” when it gained its independence from France in 1804. Read Richard Wolff’s article on pp 100-102 of his book for this course.)

Foster argues that what he calls “Green thought” traces our disastrous (did you know that ‘dis - aster’ means against the stars) relationship with the environment to the triumph of scientific reasoning from Francis Bacon’s time. That is, the Bacon-Descartes notions, once conjoined, promote an objectification of nature, free humans (and science through experimentation) to exploit what is merely dead, dumb matter and accordingly drive out a respect for “all living things” (what Foster calls vitalistic or organistic views). And, Foster contends, environmentalists accuse Marx’s materialism of being a piece with this line of reasoning.  Foster cites Caudwell, an early twentieth century Marxist, who, Foster claims, correctly characterized this condition of modern thought as a simplistic dichotomy of extremes as the following.

                                      Mechanism  --- Teleology  

On the left is cold, hard science and on the right is idealism, faith in natural design and a rejection of rationalism and scientific reasoning. Both, according to Cauldwell, are illusionary. It seems true to me, as Foster claims, that modern Marxists fall too much on the mechanistic side (I rarely heard any reference to the relationship between humans and nature in my graduate classes at the New School – they almost exclusively focused on the struggle between capital and labor) and modern environmentalists fall too much on the teleology side (Notice that our major is called Environmental Studies not Environmental Science at Green Mountain). Cauldwell wrote,

Men, in their struggle with Nature (i.e. in their struggle for freedom) enter into certain relations with each other to win that freedom… But men cannot change Nature without changing themselves… [and viewed correctly, this interdependent process involves] … consciousness emerging in active union with practice [and thus is] simply concrete living – the whole process of working, feeling, thinking and behaving like a human individual in one world of individuals and Nature. (qtd in Foster 12)

Cauldwell called for a co-evolutionary theoretical position, informed by the Marx-Darwin connection, that makes the use of nature (albeit not the mastery of it – rather working with natural processes) and sustainability as perfectly compatible. So, things are not the way they are by some immutable design…We’re rocking and rolling together. This is why the 2010 Copenhagen Summit was so maddening. The industrialized world failed to see that simple economic and military power means nothing in face of a catastrophic natural calamity. Our social existence (whose on top) constrains our ability to change.  

So, we’re struggling with this opposing set of views between the “human conquest of nature [bad] and nature worship [good, ala the movie Avatar]”. Foster believes the problem of Green theory (modern ecology) is that it has developed as a reaction to 19-20th century socio-economic theory, moving towards a kind of idealism and spiritualism, and would benefit by a “deeper critique of the alienation of humanity from nature that was central to Marx’s work (and, [he argues], to Darwin’s)” (20). I recall a summer conference of the Union of Radical Political Economists at which the environment was the central theme. The coordinator of the conference (we have a very interesting tradition at these conferences of never allowing more than two white males to be called on consecutively – it’s very effective. Maybe we should institute it in our class, eh?) had invited the environmentalist Mark Sagoff to speak at the conference. Sagoff turned the offer down stating, “Economists have nothing important to say about the environment”. Too bad, because it was a moment that radical economics could have joined forces with radical environmentalism. Later when I was teaching Economics of the Environment I ran across a quote from Sagoff that read, “The reasons to protect nature are moral, religious and cultural far more often that they are economic” (as qtd in Goodstein Economics and the Environment 24) -- Hence, the importance of Foster’s point of view.

This piece of writing is important to the rest of the course because it highlights our struggle to overcome conventional thinking and to place our views in perspective to the way we live our lives, what times we live in, how we were raised and taught and the consequent difficulty in sorting truth from falsehood. 

