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Abstract: 

I define ecological imperialism under global capitalism rigorously by following a circuit of 

capital approach grounded in a dialectical scientific realist epistemology and ontology. I show 

that a theory of imperialism and ecological imperialism can be constructed by extending the 

classical circuits of capital to conceptualize a set of international circuits of capital. The dynamic 

theory thus constructed can analyze a diverse set of social, economic and political phenomena 

such as the global race for resources, new social and political movements and regional and global 

instabilities and conflicts. The extension of this theory of ecological imperialism to encompass 

world systems theory gives the ontological grounds for privileging concrete studies of situations 

in core-periphery-semi-periphery of the world system in a coherent and consistent manner. 

Key words: ecological imperialism, world systems theory, circuits of capital, international 

circuits of capital, monopoly capital, categorial dialectics, resistance 
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Introduction: 

 

The term ecological imperialism is being used increasingly in many quarters and not only in the 

critical scholarly literature. In this paper, my intention is to help clarify certain aspects of 

ecological imperialism from a Marxian perspective. Building on  earlier work on imperialism 

and ecology in the Marxian critical political economy tradition, I attempt to offer a somewhat 

novel perspective that can clarify some theoretical issues and lead to fruitful empirical work in 

the future. 

 

In my earlier work[Khan(1985)], I proposed a circuits approach to analyzing the political 

economy of imperialism as the highest stage of capitalism. It turns out that the framework can be 

extended further to include some aspects of ecological imperialism. This should be a welcome 

extension with the looming threats of global warming and the disasters resulting from  

unmitigated capitalist accumulation. In this paper, I define ecological imperialism under global 

capitalism rigorously by following a circuit of capital approach grounded in a dialectical 

scientific realist epistemology and ontology.1 

  

The present paper has two related theoretical goals. The first is to present a theory of imperialism 

and ecological imperialism in the World Capitalist System(WCS) by grounding both in a 

rigorous circuits of capital framework.2 This approach relates specifically to the imperialist or the 

export of finance capital phase of monopoly capitalism in which the advanced capitalist 

countries(ACCs) export  finance capital to the less advanced countries/regions in the WCS. Of 

course, export of capital is not the only characteristic of the advanced countries; but in their 

relation with the less advanced countries(LACs) of WCS, this plays a crucial role. Among other 

things, this relation allows us to characterize the specificities of resource transfer between ACCs 

and LACs. My theoretical move is to present the structural conditions of monopoly capital that 

lead to ecological imperialism under rigorously identifiable theoretical premises. Thus my 

explanation for ecological imperialism in the WCS in its current stage relies on the structural 

properties and relations of monopoly capitalism via the various circuits as they have developed 

 
1 See Khan(2008a and b) for a rigorous discussion of the ontological and epistemological issues and causality in 

scientific realism and historically grounded dialectics. 

2As mentioned before, Khan(1985) was an early attempt to look at imperialism as the highest stage of capitalism 

from a circuits perspective. There I used models of Foreign Aid and econometric results from estimating these 

models rigorously as confirmation of the circuits theory. More recently, Harvey(2005) has presented a theory of new 

imperialism with spatio-temporal fixes and accumulation by dispossession. When writing my 1985 paper for the 

New York ASSA conference, I  was unaware of Harvey’s excellent earlier work on the geography of capital 
accumulation and the “limits of capital”which was not yet developed into a theory of imperialism. Since the early 

1990s I have been following Harvey’s work and have learned much from his seminal contributions. The last one-

third of Zinn(1995) is also a valuable look at the political aspects of empire from below. 
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until now and as they might develop with capital accumulation interrupted by periodic crises that 

are increasingly global in nature. 

 

The second goal of this paper is to connect this ecologically relevant theoretical development of 

circuits approach under  monopoly capital with the idea of Center-Periphery –Semi-periphery in 

the World Systems Theory in such a manner that makes possible the carrying out of relevant 

empirical case studies for confirming the theory. In keeping with the tenets of a critical scientific 

realist epistemology and ontology, the deep causal explanation must be connected to verification 

procedures for the existence of the theoretical entities I posit. The task here is methodological. 

Future work will demonstrate through concrete case studies of core countries, peripheral 

countries and semi-peripheral countries that the theory developed here can indeed be tested in a 

non-positivistic realist manner so that the ontological status of the theoretical entities and the 

theory itself can be confirmed, at least to a first approximation. In a companion work (Khan and 

Piovani, 2012) we demonstrate this possibility by carrying out a preliminary study of PRC as a 

semi-peripheral country in the WCS. The relationship between PRC and Africa is specially 

noteworthy and requires a deep structural explanation. We point to the way such an explanation 

may be constructed.3 

 

I emphasize the preliminary nature of this investigation. Many theoretical and empirical tasks 

remain. I suggest some avenues for further research along these lines. One intriguing possibility 

is to build a critique of the ideological side of standard ecological and environmental economics 

by developing ideas of commodity fetishism and capital fetishism within the context of a 

Gramscian approach to hegemony and counter- hegemony in the World Capitalist System. 

Although I do not develop this particular aspect in this paper, the circuits approach, particularly 

the money and commodity circuits embody and carry over the critique of commodity (and 

capital) fetishism from Marx’s brilliant preliminary investigations in Capital Vol. I. Here, as in 

Khan(1985), I focus specifically on the extension of Marx’s ideas in Capital Vol. II to the 

imperialist stage of capitalism; but this implicit ideological critique is also there in an even more 

intensified form with the development of WCS in the age of so-called globalization. 

  

 

 
3  

The World Capitalist System, following the insights of WST, can be divided into Center, 

Periphery and Semi-periphery. China started the 20th century as a peripheral country; but went 

through a socialist revolution and until the mid-1980s manifested the contradictions of socialism 

in a peripheral country(please see my discussion of the contradictions of Chinese Socialism  

using a qualitative value theory in Khan 2007). Since the mid-1990s it has moved towards a 

semi-peripheral status  where both features of state capitalism and developmental state are 

manifested. In its behavior towards the center(G-7 countries) it still manifests some degree of 

unequal resource transfer towards these countries. With regards to the resource rich peripheral 

countries---particularly in Africa--- China has an unequal exchange of resources that is 

asymmetric in the other direction. The African countries transfer more resources and energy to 

China than China does to them. 
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Part I: Imperialism as  World Capitalism---The classical approach and the failure to 

conceptualize ecological imperialism 

 

After a relative lull of more than 50 years since the publication of Lenin's popular 

pamphlet on imperialism, a renewed interest in its theoretical underpinnings emerged in the late 

sixties. However, the advent of neoliberalism, the fall of Soviet-style socialism and the rhetoric 

of globalization had overshadowed this early revival. Only after the invasion of Afghanistan and 

Iraq  did the subject of Empire and Imperialism start a limited revival. Imperialism had of course 

always been a political catchword in the twentieth century not only among the left but also 

among the nationalists. Dependency theory dominated the field of discussion for nearly three  

decades since the mid-fifties until recently. In contrast to the Marxist dependency and other non-

Marxist theories, the new development referred to in the opening sentence actually went back to 

Lenin's classic work and claimed to elaborate upon and extend it in various ways. The post 9/11 

wotk by Harvey and others also follow this trend while the pre-9/11 literature---e.g., Hardt and 

Negri(2000)--- follow a somewhat Foucaultian approach and give “globalization” a postmodern 
twist. Patnaik(2009, 1997) has offered a new theory that builds on both Lenin and Luxemburg 

and emphasizes the role of periphery in supplying the core as well as the role of finance capital. 

 The discussion in this section as well as the present undertaking as a whole are in the 

classical  spirit with the exception that my purpose is somewhat more specific. I make an attempt 

to clarify certain key theoretical concepts in order to reformulate some theoretical and empirical 

questions so that the relevance of Lenin's theory in particular for the 21st century ecological 

challenges can be examined rigorously. More specifically, this paper attempts to provide a 

theoretical sketch of how accumulation takes place on a global level and whether energy and 

other natural resources are transferred in an unequal manner between the North and the South 

globally. Previous economistic approaches (profit maximization on a global level) have often 

obscured the complex interaction between the politics and economics of imperialism. It can not 

be overemphasized that a genuine development of an appropriate theory of imperialism and its 

testing scientifically both require a dialectical meshing of politics and economics in a categorical 

reasoning framework. It will be argued later that methodologically, this requires a dialectically 

interpretive case study approach that pinpoints this dialectical relation between economics and 

politics. 

  Related to the above point is the issue of development of capitalism in the colonies and 

neo-colonies. Here, too, stray comments of Marx and isolated passages in Lenin have led to a 
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simplistic version of the theory, a theory that was highly schematic in Marx and not entirely 

developed in Lenin. Some of the subsequent efforts by the dependency school to explain features 

of backwardness can be understood as a response to the perceived inadequacy of classical 

Marxist-Leninist approaches to this problem. Empirically, the emergence of both strongly 

growth-oriented economies and stagnant ones in the former colonies and semi-colonies is a 

puzzle that requires resolution. Here the issue of the development of the 'backward' nations in the 

international system is examined within the theoretical context of the law of value as it operates 

through the circuits of capital( and a fourth circuit of ‘global finance capital’).4 Finally, the paper 

breaks some new ground in disentangling the resources component from the rest of the circuit of 

commodity capital. Along with the circuit of finance capital, the resource component of the 

circuit of commodity capital allows us to pose the question of surplus value extraction and 

realization in these resource sectors. The analysis of realization can also be connected to some of 

the insights of the unequal ecological exchange literature. The remainder of the first part of this 

paper provides a historical perspective in terms of the classical writings on capital and 

accumulation. This is intended to put the problem at hand in historical perspective as well as to 

set the background for the formal model of  the crisis-prone circuits for value creation and 

realization globally that follows in the second part. The model is intended to capture the key 

moments in the self-movement of capital in the WCS. The elaboration of this model is both 

necessary and possible in order to concretize the specific features of ecological imperialism and 

carry out consistent and concrete case studies in the future.  

 

Classical 'Marxist' Approaches to the Development of Capitalism in the Backward Nations 

through the Self-Expansion of Value. 

 

 Marx never made a systematic theoretical and empirical analysis of the development of 

capitalism in the non-capitalist parts of the world in his time. One widely quoted remark found in 

the preface to the first edition of Capital has been seized by many scholars as Marx's definitive 

position:  

"… the country that is more developed industrially only shows, to the less developed, the 
image of its own future." 

Yet Marx was aware of the complexities of the actual development of capitalism in 

specific countries, for he avers in the same preface that the backward country "suffers not only 

 
4 My  approach thus corresponds closely with Samir Amin’s(2010,1974) approach; but I depart from him in 

exploring the resource linkages and transfers in the “law of worldwide value” within all( but particularly the 

international) circuits of capital. 
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from the development of capitalist production but also from the incompleteness of that 

development." A uniform law of development of capitalism in each country would be 

particularly attractive to a positivistic social science. But was Marx a positivist? On the basis of a 

particularly clear statement by Marx (reproduced below) and other internal theoretical evidence 

in Marx's writing, Miller (1984) pronounces Marx to be a non-positivist. According to Miller, in 

the following passage Marx "emphasizes two features of his theory of history that would rule it 

out as unscientific if the positivist account is right."  

"In several parts of Capital I allude to the fate which overtook the plebians of ancient 

Rome. They were originally free peasants, each cultivating his own piece of land on his 

own account. In the course of Roman history they were expropriated. The same 

movement which divorced them from their means of production and subsistence involved 

the formation not only of big landed property but also a big money capital. And so one 

fine morning there were to be found on the one hand free men, stripped of everything 

except their labor power, and on the other, in order to exploit this labor, those who held 

all the acquired wealth in their possession. What happened? The Roman proletarians 

became not wage laborers but a mob of do-nothings; more abject than the former "poor 

whites" in the South of the United States, and alongside of them there developed a mode 

of production which was not capitalist but based on slavery. Thus events strikingly 

analogous but taking place in different historical surroundings led to totally different 

results. By studying each of these forms of evolution separately and then comparing 

them, one can easily find the clue to this phenomenon, but one will never get there by 

using as one's master key a general historical-philosophical theory, the supreme virtue of 

which consists in being super-historical” 

 Furthermore in Capital Marx also argues that the development of capitalism or any economic 

structure for that matter may show "infinite variations and gradations in appearance which can be 

ascertained only by an analysis of empirically given circumstances."  

If Miller's interpretation of Marx's historical method and Marx's own statements are taken 

prima facie, then Marx's view of the development of capitalism in previously non-capitalist parts 

of the world after the first flowering of capital as a social relation in England, must be seen as  

fairly complex, in principle. What Marx discovered were some crucial (and, true) general 

tendencies of the development of capitalism. However, he had no theory of imperialism in the 

Leninist sense. It is the task of this paper to articulate aspects of Lenin's theory of imperialism 

with the help of Marx's concept of the circuits of capital, and then extend this to the unequal 

exchange of resources leading to a full theory of ecological imperialism grounded in the circuits 

framework. Here I can only offer a preliminary sketch of such a theory. But before taking that 

step, we need to first understand the genealogy of this theory.Therefore, I now move on to a 

discussion of Lenin's ideas on imperialism and underdevelopment.  
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In Lenin's Development of Capitalism in Russia (1899) one already finds a superb 

analysis of capitalism in a backward country. Some dependency theorists (Cardoso, 1974) have 

actually sought the authority of this book to give a 'Leninist' flavor to their views.  

In arguing against the Narodoniks' position of instant socialism in Russia, Lenin 

presented a two-sided argument in 'the Development.' On the one hand, he seems to take a 

position contrary to the Nardoniks’ by  claiming that capitalism was developing in Russia. At the 

same time and largely because of this development of capitalism, the possibilities for 

development of proletarian politics and transition to socialism under concrete conditions were 

also there. This view, quite plausible within-the then existent Marxist tradition, is not without a 

certain internal tension.5 For the moment, however, let us note the special features of capitalism 

in Russia, which Lenin discovered. The data showed the capitalist development of Russia to be 

real. Nevertheless, the rate of this development was extremely slow and the extent was quite 

uneven. The latter feature was not surprising in itself, since the development of capitalism in 

Western Europe was marked by unevenness. The tardiness of the development and the 

persistence of traditional, seemingly pre-capitalist forms (another discovery of Lenin), needed 

explanation, Here Lenin relied on both an analysis of the internal development of class structure 

in Russia and the external factor of competition from Western European capitalism. The striking 

feature of this early analysis is the way Lenin combines the external with the internal. The capital 

from Western Europe accelerated the industrialization and helped the emergence of a bourgeoisie 

in Russia. At the same time, the weak and dependent nature of the Russian bourgeoisie, partly a 

result of its domination by foreign capitalists, prevented the development from being rapid and 

widespread. As Palma correctly points out, Lenin actually gave a great deal of weight to the 

survival of traditional structures in Russia in his explanatory scheme. Quoting Marx's earlier 

remark regarding the incompleteness of capitalist development in a backward country, Lenin 

refers to the 'abundant survival of ancient institutions that are incompatible with capitalism’.  At 
the same time, Lenin notes the linkages, at least in production, between the factory and the 

handicraft industry or more generally the traditional, pre-capitalist and the modern, capitalist 

organizations of production.  

In summary, Lenin in 1899 saw the development of capitalism in Russia as a slow motion 

replay of the development of capitalism in Western Europe. At the same time, there is 

recognition of a complex interaction between the external and internal factors. The political 

conclusions drawn by Lenin from 'the Development, as well as his subsequent studies including 

the "Imperialism…” piece are not pursued here. Rather, these will be investigated concretely 

through historically engaged dialectical case studies. Here the burden is to establish the 

 
5 Lenin had a different strategy of democratic revolution in 1905 where he did not see an immediate transition to 

socialism. In April, 1917, however, he was arguing for a telescoping of the bourgeois democratic revolution into a 

proletarian socialist revolution. 
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theoretical and methodological validity of such a dialectical approach. With this end in mind, I 

turn now to the next and decisive stage in Lenin's thinking during the First World War and the 

collapse of the Second International.  

Writing in exile amidst the horrifying carnage, Lenin identified both the aforementioned 

events with a new qualitative development in capitalism. Put in a nutshell, his five-point 

definition of this new stage called imperialism consisted of:  

1. The transformation of a primarily competitive capitalism in advanced countries to the 

development of monopolies with a decisive role to play in economic and political life 

 

2. The merger of banking capital with industrial capital and the creation of finance capital 

(Hilferding). Furthermore, finance capital, as Marx might have put it, is personified in a 

financial oligarchy.  

 

3. Export of capital as opposed to the previous export of commodity assumes decisive 

importance. 

 

4. International cartels are formed which share the world economy among themselves.  

 

5. The territorial division of the whole world is completed. Only re-divisions are possible from 

this point onwards. 

 

Economistic interpretations usually miss the profound dialectics of Lenin's formulation. First of 

all, imperialism is a stage, a qualitatively different stage of capitalism. It leads to the formation 

of a new stratum among the capitalist class (and a new stratum among the working class in the 

imperialist countries -- the labor aristocracy) with sway over the economy and the state 

apparatus. However, a qualification in light of today’s export of industrial capital as well as 
financial capital to the periphery must be made. Because of FDI-led creation of supply chains 

and the delivery of service through the use of ICTs from the periphery and semi-periphery, the 

unskilled workers’ wages in the North are either stagnant or falling in real terms. 

Secondly, the rise of monopolies modifies the domestic tendencies towards the falling rate of 

profit, but only by displacing this tendency towards the international arena. Accumulation, in the 

age of imperialism, then becomes a global process. Here, too, it must be emphasized that Lenin 

did not depart from Marx’s dialectical concept of competition which is the rivalry of multiple 
capitals with tendencies towards concentration and centralization of capital. However, capitalist 

classes within  largely antagonistic imperial nation states are still appropriators of the surplus 

value and they compete globally to extract this surplus value through super exploitation of the 
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colonial (and now neo-colonial) laboring masses. In this, sometimes the capitalists of different 

nations can cooperate. However, since the development of these capitalist economies and 

polities is uneven and dialectically competition and cooperation form a unity of opposites in 

their international behavior, there are strong tensions in the system. Given appropriate 

conditions (severe economic/political crisis or the development of a powerful rival) competition 

becomes primary and violent conflict, even world wars may break out. Thus imperialism is not a 

"policy of conquest which financial capital pursues as Bukharin and Preobrazhensky once 

thought, but rather a long-term “policy" that finance capital can not avoid pursuing. Hence it is 
an abuse of the word policy to use such locutions. Imperialism, economically, politically and 

ideologically is a contradictory system in motion. In this global system, the advanced capitalist 

countries constantly jockey for power and influence in order to dominate an ever-larger part of 

the world; but as Lenin so succinctly put it, only a re-division is possible. Hence, the system is 

extremely unstable in a historical sense.  

With this thumbnail sketch of the key concepts and implications of Lenin's imperialism, 

let us now turn to a formal way to integrate this within a description of the three circuits of 

capital. I emphasize within each circuit the issue of ecological imperialism. Lenin or his 

followers could not have grasped the issues of ecological imperialism that emerged only with 

the further development of global capital.6 But the export of capital and the formation of global 

commodity chains which gained momentum after the 1950s can be  explained within an 

ecological circuits of capital framework. 

 

PART II 

 

 A Circuits Theory of Ecological Imperialism: 

 

In this part, the basic political economy of ecological imperialism as a global accumulation 

process is explained in the context of a simple theoretical model of international circuits. The 

model has its origins directly in Marx's schema of expanded reproduction and the circuits of 

capital from Vol.2 of Marx’s Capital. Marx's discussion of the circuits of capital can be 

summarized as a continuous and sequential flow of money and commodities (including labor 

power) Interrupted only by the production process and periodic crises. Abstracting from the 

 
6 Although Marx had a good understanding of the metabolic rift and problems of agricultural sustainability(Foster 

xxxx; Martinez-Alier xxxx), he could not have foreseen the global ecological crisis, climate change etc. 
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crises temporarily for the sake of isolating an abstract moment of theoretical analysis, the circuits 

can be expressed as:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Money Capital 

   MP 

M 1- C1   ….P…. C2 – M2   

   LP  

 

 

2. Productive Capital 

     MP  

P….. C2 – M2 – C3    ……….P 

     LP 

3. Commodity Capital 



12 

 

 

    MP 

C2 – M2 – C3   ……….P…….C4 

    LP 

 

Here M, C, MP, LP and P stand for money, commodity, means of production, labor power and 

the production process itself respectively.  

 

As in Marx’s Capital Vol. II,  . . . indicates a lapse of time equal to the period of 

production. Expanded rather than simple reproduction is indicated by the three formulas, since 

the commodities produced at the end of each circuits embody economic growth at a positive rate 

and an increasing social productivity of labor.7 

 

The significance of Lenin's work, in the present framework, is actually the extension of 

this value creation (or accumulation) process to global level. For simplicity we can postulate a 

number ‘m’ (greater than or equal to 2) aggregate imperialist capitals based in nation states and 

another number ‘n’ (>0) non-imperialist but capitalist countries integrated into the world 

capitalist system through trade and financial flows. Since the accumulation process is uneven, 

expectations-driven and crisis-laden there are alternately periods of euphoria and despair. But 

ultimately, any capitalist nation state by itself is too small to support the expansion of finance 

capital within its own borders alone. Consequently, there is an over accumulation of capital 

within the imperial nation states, which has to be exported to either the (m-1) imperialist 

countries, or the “n” non-imperialist countries. In reality both tendencies will be present. In fact, 

for historical reasons related to  the development of trade, the quantitative volume of capital 

export of the imperialist countries to each other is likely to be greater. The political economy of 

the development of imperialist countries themselves is a fascinating topic, but outside the scope 

of the present paper. Here I wish to explore the consequence of export of capital to the non-

imperialist, ‘backward’ countries and nature of ecological exploitation by the core and semi-

periphery in the LACs in the age of imperialism as the highest stage of capitalism. 

 

Finally, consistent with the World Systems Theory(WST), over time, the export of capital 

to non-imperialist countries can result in some of these peripheral countries to become semi-

peripheral. This happened historically to late industrializers. More recently, the East Asian 

economies including China have followed this path. Khan and Piovani(2012) discuss China’s 
emergence as a semi-peripheral country and its implications for ecological imperialism in a 

separate paper. For now I will pursue the task of characterizing the global circuits of both 

financial and industrial capital and their merger leading to finance capital. Next step will be to 

use this dialectical moment of the ascendance of finance capital to explain the  domination of 

LACs among other things. For both these purposes it is important to characterize theoretically 

what I will call from here on the International Circuits of Capital(ICC). How can we build a 

theory of ICC which can then serve as a foundation for a theory of ecological imperialism? 

 
7 Of course, introducing the possibility of crisis as will be done soon, complicates the picture considerably. 
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 First of all the export of capital even when it is in the form of means of production has to 

be in the form of money capital. This is true because the receiving country must either have 

credit or pay for the capital received out of its own foreign exchange reserves. In the first case, 

the credit advanced will insure a flow of foreign exchange to the receiving country which will 

promptly reverse the flow, by its obligation to pay for the purchase. So money capital is 

advanced (even though it is borrowed) by the receiving country through its credit. In the second 

case, money capital is advanced directly by the receiving country. It is important to note that 

without the receipt of the money capital it would be impossible to begin a genuine regime of 

capital accumulation, that is to say M—C—M’.  
The next step is the use of the money capital as productive capital in different parts of the 

world. Here, within the closed domestic economy model,Marx was careful to point out both the 

logical and historical importance of this step. But in the age of ecological imperialism, the 

extension of this step to global production and global commodity chains(GCCs) is a fundamental 

theoretical move. 

 

 

 

   

"By means of, 

  LP 

 M - C  

  MP,  

 

the transformation of money capital into productive capital, the capitalist effects the 

combination of the objective and personal factors of production so far as they consist of 

commodities." 

 

What is necessary, logically and historically, for the development of the productive 

circuit of capital is the existence of markets for labor power and of production facilities to 

combine this with the means of production. It is also important to know that without this move 

logically and historically money can not really qualify as capital either. History here compels 

logic. Unless in reality a class of expropriated, property-less workers confronts a class of 

moneyed entrepreneurs the circuit can hardly begin. In the Marxist conception of history this can 

only be the result of historically specific and contextual  class-struggles involving the coercive 

powers of a bourgeois state in formation and in the process continuously generates further class-

struggle even as the state consolidates its hold and helps create labor and capital markets in 

particular.  

In Marx's words:  

 

"Money can be expanded in this form only because labor-power finds itself in a state of 

separation from its means of production (including the means of subsistence as means of 

production of the labor power itself) and because this separation can be overcome only by 

the sale of the labor power to the owner of the means of production." 
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Even more explicitly:  

 

"The capital-relation during the process of production arises only because it is inherent in 

the act of circulation, in the different fundamental economic conditions in which the 

buyer and the seller confront each other, in their class relation (emphasis mine)”.  
 

Marx is clear on the primacy of the historical social relations when he points out:  

 

"The purchase and sale of slaves Is formally also a purchase and sale of commodities. 

But money cannot perform this function without the existence of slavery.  If slavery 

exists, then money can be invested in the purchase of slaves. On the other hand the mere 

possession of money cannot make slavery possible.” 

 

One could add that likewise, without a certain coercive class politics historically the rise of 

commodity-based capitalism would not have been possible. Further export of capital abroad at a 

later stage has to be conceived in this light as a definite historical process in definite historically 

specific cases of center-semi-periphery-periphery of the WCS. 

 

Here the export of money capital has to be combined with the development of the productive 

capital as a social capital. Of necessity, a number of political factors enter the analysis in a 

complex way. Fundamentally all these revolve around class relations. For simplicity I assume the 

following class schema: 

 

Imperialist country: 

 
Monopoly capitalists  

Other capitalists  

Labor Aristocracy  

Differentiated working class according to wage, race, ethnicity, sex and petit bourgeoisie 

 

Dominated country: 

 
Export-import capitalists  

Productive capitalists (in both domestic and export sectors) 

Landlords  

Differentiated peasantry according to landholdings, race, ethnicty, etc Land-less peasants  

Urban proletariat  

Petty commodity producers  

 

Semi-peripheral countries have a dual character. They are dominated in crucial technological 

and financial8 aspects by the imperialist countries, and thus are forced to transfer ecological 
 

8 Although finance, too, is complicated as the Chinese case illustrates. China receives capital and creates capital-

labor social relations through its external dependence. At the same time, it has used its balance of trade surplus of 

hard currencies to finance the deficits of the US in particular. 
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resources through “free” trade. At the same time, they are able to dominate to various degrees the 
peripheral economies. It can be argued that this is the status of countries like China today(Khan 

and Piovani,2012). 

 

It is not possible to develop the political aspect of this analysis here. We will have to be 

content with looking at the further economic aspects of this. One crucial internal problem related 

to the circuit of productive capital in developing countries is the capitalist development of 

agriculture. The nature of land reform associated with this has not always been cosmetic, and 

precisely those countries which opened up the avenues for a capitalist agriculture such as Korea, 

Taiwan, etc. are the ones that were developing the fastest in the last quarter of the 20th 

century(Khan1997a,b, 2004a). The problem of what happens in any one country in terms of 

economic policies is therefore a function of both the international context and the class struggles 

within the nation. In the economic development of these countries, the following factors are 

relevant:  

 

1. The initial level of development of productive forces 

2. Indigenous class formation 

3. Linkages with the international finance capital 

4. Internal class struggles as they link up with the policies of International finance capital.  

 

 

Within the present confines of a discussion of global self-expansion of value, the circuits 

approach to ecological imperialism points to the following general theoretical schema for 

analyzing the nature of the system and conducting case studies: 

1. Contradictions in the accumulation process in the form of competition and 

cooperation between the imperialist nations---moves towards technological fix, class-

struggles and compromises as well as possible conflicts not resolvable through 

negotiations. A complex global ecological politics.  

2. Contradictions in the accumulation process in the form of domination of the less 

developed countries and struggles against imperialism---complex global coalition 

formation, treaties, interventions, regional wars etc. 

3. The contradictions between capital and nature under this uneven development of 

global capital and class struggles---the impossibility of solving this contradiction 

globally under the WCS economics and politics. 

4. Resolution of these contradictions through a people-centered politics and 

internationalism from below.  

 

 

An analysis of the above features in the context of the the dialectics of global 

accumulation process will reveal not only the central role ecological imperialism plays in the 

world economy today, but also the complex network of relationships among classes within and 

outside the borders of a particular nation state. Ultimately, this will help determine the contours 

of the tumultuous events such as global prosperity or depression, development or 

underdevelopment, war or peace, and transition to deeply democratic forms of local and global 

governance, or alternatively, to forms of state capitalism for both the advanced and the 
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developing countries. Therefore, research on ecological imperialism should receive serious 

attention from both radical scholars and political activists of  the twenty first century. Here I try 

to develop further the third and fourth aspects of  global capitalist system listed above.   

In the late 1970s and 1980s, James O’Connor was one of the first Marxists to construct a 
systematic theoretical framework linking the relation between ecological crises and crises 

accumulation. He also launched a journal to build awareness and deepen our understanding of 

ecology from a radical angle. He posited a deep contradiction between capital and nature. 

O’Connor’s second contradiction of capital has come under attack  by ecological Marxists such 

as  Foster and Burkett. However, combining his pioneering effort with more recent work of 

Burkett, Foster and others within a rigorous circuits approach can go a long way towards 

undermining the ideology of capitalist growth and resisting the global reach of capitalist states 

and corporations. In this way, this circuits-grounded theory of  ecological imperialism can 

illuminate the potential for overcoming the capitalist hegemony in not only the center and 

periphery but also in the semi-periphery of the Global Capitalist Economy. 9 

 

 

I argue that within each circuit of capital globally there is a contradiction between capital 

and nature along with the classical capital-labor contradiction. The proposition is not just a 

theoretical assumption made for theoretical neatness and convenience. In earlier analytical and 

empirical work on ecology, energy, growth and distribution in Khan(1983), 

Khan(1997a,b,;2004a) and Khan and Lippit(1993),Khan and Sonko(1997) there was ample 

evidence pointing towards this theoretical abstraction.  

 

In the ecological  imperialist stage of global capital accumulation,through the scale 

effects and horizontal global expansion through the ICC, this overstretching reaches global 

limits. The increased exploitation of nature takes place increasingly in the peripheral countries, 

The export of capital globally leads to the formation of global commodity chains10 in major areas 

of production in the periphery. The control of finance capital gives the core countries enormous 

leverage over the periphery. Adding this finding to Lenin’s observation that many pre-capitalist 

forms persist even as capital as a social relation gets to be a dominant structure, should alert us 

from falling prey to romanticizing pre-capitalist structures and relations. What is crucial in the 

circuits approach to the stage of ecological imperialism, is that with GCCs and the enormous 

 
9 In my current work with Prof. Piovani, a preliminary case study of a semi-peripheral econmy, 

namely China is carried out.   

10 Earlier, following Prof. Imai of Kyoto university who was a pioneer of GCC work, I called them globally 

integrated networks or GIN. I even gave an address at a conference at Santa Fe, New Mexico in 1993, on 

Technology in East Asia, coining an acromym, GIN and TONIC--- globally integrated networks, and technological 

opportunities for newly industrialized countries. 
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scale of production and global marketing, the ecological damage done to the periphery is 

colossal by historical standards. It may soon become irreversible.11 

 

Therefore, ecological imperialism is an integral aspect of monopoly capital and finance capital 

globally. Ecological imperialism is a particular global social-political-economic relation of 

dominance-subservience-resistance. Under dominance relation, ecological imperialism results in 

a specific kind of asymmetrical transfer of natural resources and sink-capacity from the 

peripheral to core countries. From an international circuits of capital(ICC) point of view, these 

well-known ecological economics findings about such transfers can be interpreted more deeply 

as the dialectics of  dominance-subservience-resistance. The central aspect of this Marxian view 

of ecological imperialism is that  under the theoretical perspective of an ICC-based global use 

value-exchange value conflict and global asymmetry of power under finance capital, the problem 

is not just  the unequal distribution of ecological burdens as many ecological scholars observe; 

but more fundamentally, the major insight of an international circuits of capital(ICC) point of 

view  is  the prevalence and persistence of  the dominance-subservience-resistance dialectic 

globally, manifesting itself in both exploitation and the possibilities of resistance. Through 

political and economic dominance, the burdens borne by the periphery ‘normally’ take the form 

of  an unequal transfer of productive capacity of land, energy, sink capacity, raw materials etc. 

The burden on the periphery  is bio-physical  and the consequences are the accelerated 

exploitation of both nature and labor in the periphery. However, the last category of the 

dominance-subservience-resistance dialectic of the circuits approach to ecological imperialism is 

important precisely because it forces us to think about the theoretical challenges presented by 

defining ecological imperialism as an aspect of the highest stage of capitalism with the potential 

to overcome capital globally as a set of oppressive socio-economic-military and political 

relations of dominance-subservience-resistance. Under specific types of theoretical 

understanding and organizational structures deeply democratic resistance movements can grow. 

It can be argued that such a categorial analysis of ecological imperialism can help accelerate the 

building and consolidation of the incipient ecological movements in every part of the planet 

Earth. 

 

Conclusions: 

This paper has focused on some specific methodological and theoretical aspects of ecological 

imperialism by grounding these in  the Circuits of Capital Approach. The main advantage of this 

approach theoretically is the clarity with which many disparate phenomenon--- such as state 

activities, transnational corporations, GCCs, political and social movements--- can be viewed as 

 
11  See Khan(1997a,b;1998, 2004a,b;2005;2006;2007; 2010;2011 a,b; Khan and Lippit 1993; Khan and Sonko 

1997) for further discussion and evidence. 
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parts of a dominance-subservience-resistance dialectic. The dynamic categorial thinking of 

processes that is the hallmark of dialectics leads to not just understanding the unity and conflict 

of opposites within each category, but also finding the means for transforming dominant aspects 

of deeply unjust and exploitative relations in our unhappy planet into their opposites by 

deepening democratic aspects of the resistance struggles.12Methodologically, this approach also 

leads to recognizing the importance of case studies of both exploitation and resistance in all parts 

of the world capitalist system---core, periphery and semi-periphery. 

In the theory developed here, everywhere on this planet--- core, periphery and semi-periphery--- 

historically the rise of commodity-based capitalism would not have been possible without a 

certain coercive class politics. I have argued that further export of capital abroad at a later 

ecological imperialist stage has to be conceived in this light as a definite historical process in 

definite historically specific cases of center-semi-periphery-periphery of the WCS. This also 

argues for historically based dialectical case studies in center-semi-periphery-periphery of the 

WCS. 

 

Particularly in semi-periphery and periphery of the WCS  the export of money and finance 

capital has to be combined with the development of the productive capital as a set of coercive 

socio-economic—political relations. Of necessity, a number of political factors enter the analysis 

in a complex way. Fundamentally all these revolve around class relations but extend far beyond 

just classical capital-labor relations. This has profound implications for analyzing phenomena 

such as new social movements. Future work will need to address these real world complexities 

adequately. Likewise, the role of ideology in maintaining capitalist hegemony needs elaboration 

within the ICC theory of ecological imperialism. Combining Gramsci’s important insights with 
those of Foucault and other analysts of commodity and capital fetishism could be a promising 

road to follow for this research agenda. 
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