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Climate Change and Critical Agrarian
Studies

Climate change is perhaps the greatest threat to humanity today and plays out as a cruel
engine of myriad forms of injustice, violence and destruction. The effects of climate
change from human-made emissions of greenhouse gases are devastating and acceler-
ating, yet are uncertain and uneven both in terms of geography and socio-economic im-
pacts. Emerging from the dynamics of capitalism since the industrial revolution—as well
as industrialization under state-led socialism—the consequences of climate change are
especially profound for the countryside and its inhabitants.

This book interrogates the narratives and strategies that frame climate change and ex-
amines the institutionalised responses in agrarian settings, highlighting what exclusions
and inclusions result. It explores how different people—in relation to class and other co-
constituted axes of social difference such as gender, race, ethnicity, age and occupation—
are affected by climate change, as well as the climate adaptation and mitigation responses
being implemented in rural areas. This book in turn explores how climate change—and
the responses to it—affects processes of social differentiation, trajectories of accumulation
and in turn agrarian politics. Finally, this book examines what strategies are required to
confront climate change and the underlying political-economic dynamics that cause it,
reflecting on what this means for agrarian struggles across the world.

The 26 chapters in this volume explore how the relationship between capitalism and
climate change plays out in the rural world and, in particular, the way agrarian struggles
connect with the huge challenge of climate change. Through a huge variety of case stud-
ies alongside more conceptual chapters, this book makes the often-missing connection
between climate change and critical agrarian studies. This book argues that making the
connection between climate and agrarian justice is crucial.
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Preface: Climate Change and Critical Agrarian
Studies

In rural worlds, the violence of climate change is both fast and slow. Inflicted by the sud-
den devastation of floods, storms or fire; drawn out over months or years-long drought;
cruelly felt by individuals, within families and wider communities as abrupt displacement
or, more gradually, as deepening, protracted crises of social reproduction; experienced
bodily as acute exhaustion from unrelenting extreme heat, as illness due to longer-term
shifts in disease ecologies or through chronic mental and emotional distress.

As global average air and ocean temperatures rise to new levels, accompanied by ever
more frequent and dire warnings from international agencies, climate emergency and
climate crisis have become established bywords of these times. Too often, though, terms
like emergency and crisis gloss over the deeper historical and political drivers of climate
change. In doing so, they also isolate climate change from a much wider set of challenges
experienced by people for whom security and survival, across the many senses of these
terms, are already persistent or recurrent struggles.

As scholars and activists of agrarian questions have noted, very often climate change
is not a word on the lips of those who experience its harshest effects, nor is it necessarily
at the forefront of their concerns. In everyday life and organised political action in rural
worlds, the problems of accelerating climate change are folded into enduring issues re-
lated to land, labour, livelihoods and lifeways. As such, they are inseparable from gender
and social reproduction; from inequalities and forms of oppression sedimented through
race, class, religion and caste among other differences; from persisting forms of coloniality
and imperialism and from capitalism as well as state socialist industrialism.

Despite global narratives and agendas of justice, equality and rights, interventions by
the state and international organizations have not consistently contributed to mitigating
the effects of such intersecting oppressions and at times have instead exacerbated them.
We see this, for example, in the grim persistence of world hunger, which affects 2.9 billion
people or nearly one-third of the world’s population—a figure of staggering magnitude
that demands an equally forceful reckoning with the ways that this and related vulnera-
bilities are differentiated socially, geographically and historically. Sustained attention to
the deeply political and world-historical underpinnings of climate change, and their in-
tersection with older, more enduring crises, is necessary for just climate action and for
connecting the problems of climate change to the ongoing movements and struggles of
those who continue to experience injustice and oppression.

The long tradition of agrarian studies tells us that the notion and the experience of crisis
can never be taken for granted—as crises reveal tensions and intensifying contradictions,
they demand analytical attention and inspire political thought and action. In many ways,
this volume, Climate Change and Critical Agrarian Studies, maintains this tradition, spurred
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by the vital need to grapple better with the implications of climate change, as well as ap-
proaches to addressing it, for people and politics across diverse rural worlds.

Beginning with a 2021 essay by then members of The Journal of Peasant Studies Editorial
Collective that invited contributions to a JPS Forum, a momentum gathered. A large num-
ber of submissions were received and an international online conference was convened
to deepen the discussions among scholars and with social movements and activists. The
conference was jointly organised in September 2022 by the Collective of Agrarian Scholar-
Activists from the South, The Journal of Peasant Studies and the Transnational Institute.
Inviting exchanges across the breadth of different scholar-activist backgrounds and expe-
riences, the conference comprised four plenary conversations and 63 presentations and
attracted around 2,000 attendees from 105 countries over four days of intensive plenary
and panel discussions.

The conference highlighted the intersections between the climate crisis and energy,
food and other forms of crisis in rural worlds; the multiplier effect of social differentiation
generated by climate change; the urgency of climate justice and the risks of its co-optation
and the dangers of green extractivism and false technocratic or political solutions. Pow-
erful messages emerging from the conference emphasized that discussions of climate
change cannot be separated from critical attention to capitalism, patriarchy and politi-
cal authoritarianism, while scholar activism can contribute to powering, incubating, co-
creating and disseminating emancipatory alternatives. Across what can be fragmented
climate, environmental and agrarian justice movements, the conference foregrounded a
vital need to strengthen grounded alliances of people whose lives and work are marked
by enduring, and often multiple and converging, forms of insecurity and precarity.

The chapters in this volume go a considerable way to speak to these imperatives. In
them, we see the persistence of class, race, indigeneity and gender as central keys to un-
derstanding the causes and effects of climate change within a wider crucible of crises
experienced by working people; new approaches to, or new reads of, older theories an-
chored in environmental and agrarian justice; radical perspectives on just transitions and
the articulation of food sovereignty and climate action; critical interrogations of dominant
framings of climate action that centre labour, including social and reproductive labour
and its gendered and racial dimensions; critical studies of climate adaptation projects
and of resilience discourse; close studies of the dynamic interaction of climate change
and capitalism, especially with respect to indigenous territorial struggles, capitalist agro-
industries and finance, and the financialization of the climate change response itself; sharp
analyses of the agrarian implications of the latest IPCC reports (AR6) and climate-neutral
and net zero pledges made in connection with COP or SDG goals; the political economy
of mining and extractive industry expansion associated with the International Energy
Agency'’s prescription for a transition away from fossil fuels and political responses to de-
carbonization in rural regions of fossil fuel extraction, the rise of right-wing populism and
“fossil fascism’. Through critical analysis of current mainstream modes of environmental
action, these articles collectively shine a light on the urgent need to continue developing,
refining, expanding and advancing genuinely transformative visions including those be-
ing elaborated by agrarian and environmental justice movements.

As formal, institutional processes ostensibly aimed at addressing the climate crisis stag-
nate or deliver solutions geared towards capital accumulation through the creation of
new (predominantly rural) sacrifice zones, the need for global movements and robust
scholarship to drive transformative political-ecological change is increasingly urgent.
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Climate, agrarian and environmental justice struggles are exploring and building alliances
in response to this need, as signified by initiatives like the process towards a new Nyéléni
global gathering and the formation of other transnational alliances. Activist-scholars can
play a critical role in accompanying movements as they build new alliances and syntheses
necessary to genuinely address the ongoing violence of climate change.

These new convergences offer a fertile ground for critical agrarian studies scholarship
and scholar activism to develop in generative directions. Critical agrarian studies can
make vital contributions to deepen the understanding of the situation and struggles
of working people positioned within and outside climate, agrarian and environmental
justice movements. Engaging with these movements, while also recognizing and grap-
pling with their own internal complexities, can further enable the interrogation of false
solutions that extend processes of extractivism and accumulation. These efforts can also
support the revitalization of rural struggles to sustain peasant and indigenous livelihoods
and lifeways and resist new burdens compounded by climate change.

Although these movements may follow distinctive trajectories, the inter-relatedness of
climate, environmental, energy, labour, food and agrarian problems remains an inescapa-
ble reality, one that is also rooted in what feminist movements and scholars in the global
south have identified as a wider crisis of care and the ability to establish or reproduce
conditions for a secure and dignified life. In this regard, critical agrarian studies have an
important role to play in discussing, examining and amplifying possibilities and sites for
transformation and emancipatory alternatives. It is precisely through such reckonings that
the trenchant analyses, provocations and close studies undertaken in these pages make
meaningful contributions to the ongoing work for agrarian and rural worlds beyond crisis.

Shaila Seshia Galvin* Mercedes Ejarque**, Jennifer Franco***, Jacobo Grajales*, Ruth Hall*,
Ricardo Jacobs*, Sinem Kavak**, Katie Sandwell***, Sergio Sauer* and Annie Shattuck*

*Journal of Peasant Studies, **Collective of Agrarian Scholar-Activists from the South, ***Trans-
national Institute
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Climate change and agrarian struggles
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ABSTRACT

This essay introduces and invites contributions to a new Journal of
Peasant Studies Forum on ‘climate change and critical agrarian
studies’. Climate change is inextricably entwined with
contemporary capitalism, but how the relationship between
capitalism and climate change plays out in the rural world requires
deeper analysis. In particular, the way agrarian struggles connect
with the huge challenge of climate change is a vital focus for both
thinking and action. In this essay, we make the connections
between climate change and critical agrarian studies and identify
competing, although overlapping, narratives. These narratives
frame climate change debates and the way that the dynamics of
climate change shape and are shaped by the rural world, whether
through state policies, international governance, corporate
influence, or agrarian struggles. We use a simple framework to
examine different logics and strategies for anti-capitalist struggles
that might connect climate change and agrarian mobilisations. We
conclude with some overall reflections and suggestions for broad,
guiding questions for future inquiry as part of the JPS Forum.

Introduction

Climate change is an existential threat to humanity and the planet and a cruel engine of
myriad forms of injustice, disruption and destruction. The effects of climate change from
human-made emissions of greenhouse gases are devastating and accelerating, yet are
uncertain and uneven, both in terms of geography and socio-economic impacts.
Emerging from the dynamics of capitalism since the industrial revolution — as well as
industrialisation through state-led socialism — the consequences of climate change are
especially profound for the countryside and its inhabitants. In this essay, we ask: what
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(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.
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are the implications of climate change (and climate change mitigation efforts) for rural areas
around the world, and how have rural people responded politically to these challenges?

Climate change is deeply entangled with the functioning of contemporary capitalism,
as well as industrialism associated with state socialism." Discussions range from Karl
Marx’s identification of the ‘metabolic rift’?, to wider debates about the ‘Anthropocene’
(Reisman and Fairbairn 2021), to how capitalism generates ‘climate apartheid’ and the
contradictions that lead to climate chaos (Mwenda and Bond 2020; Rice, Long, and
Levenda 2021). But how the relationship between capitalism and climate change plays
out on the ground in the rural world has received less attention. In particular, the way
agrarian struggles — led by peasants, pastoralists, fisherfolk, rural workers and others
— connect with the challenge of climate change, linking to and going beyond the
already widespread challenges to expropriation and extraction in rural areas, is a vital
focus for both thinking and action.

This essay presents a set of notes and ideas from the Journal of Peasant Studies editorial
collective and introduces a new JPS Forum on ‘climate change and critical agrarian
studies’. The essay is an invitation to contribute to the Forum, responding to the questions
posed, or coming up with new ones. Contributions combining wider theoretical reflec-
tions with empirical analyses are welcomed.

The essay proceeds as follows. In the next section, we make the connections between
climate change and critical agrarian studies through three themes. After presenting this
background we identify four competing and overlapping narratives that frame climate
change debates and influence how they play out in the rural world. These narratives in
turn shape the nature of climate politics and the formation of agrarian struggles. We
then use a framework to explore different logics and strategies for anti-capitalist and
anti-state struggles that might connect climate change and agrarian mobilisations. We
conclude with some overall reflections and suggestions of broad, guiding questions for
future inquiry as part of the JPS Forum.

Climate change and critical agrarian studies: making the connections

In this first section, we explore the connections between climate change and critical agrar-
ian studies, moving from debates about capitalism and ‘nature’, to situating climate
change issues in rural contexts to discussions of climate change and agrarian politics.

Capitalism and ‘nature’

Over the past few decades, the fields of ecological Marxism and political ecology have
intensively explored relationships between capitalism and ‘nature’. These concerns

"Many authors explore the connections between climate change and capitalism from different angles (e.g., 0'Connor
1998; Newell and Paterson 2010; Moore 2015, 2017; Klein 2015; Malm 2016, 2018; Millar and Mitchell 2017; Wainwright
and Mann 2018; Gonzalez 2020; Newell 2021), but to assert such connections does not mean minimising the historical
responsibility of what used to be called ‘actually existing socialism’ and of societies, notably China, that evolved in the
direction of state capitalism. Both used (and China and Russia still use) carbon-intensive practices with major environ-
mental consequences (Rogers 2015; Smith 2020). In recent years, China has been the number one national emitter of
greenhouse gases and Russia number seven; the substantial emissions of the Soviet Union (until its dissolution in 1991)
are evident in the data analysed by Griffin (2017, 8).

2In the third volume of Capital, Marx argues that ‘capitalist property relations provoke an irreparable rift in the interde-
pendent process of social metabolism, a metabolism prescribed by the natural laws of life itself” (Marx 1992, 949).
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overlap with some of those of critical agrarian studies (Edelman and Wolford 2017), but
we argue that we must go beyond past emphases.

The environmental dimensions of the interrelations between production, circulation,
exchange, consumption and waste have been a key theme in ecological Marxism, specifi-
cally its focus on the ‘metabolic rift’ (Foster 1999; Foster, Clark, and York 2011). As high-
lighted in a significant literature, the metabolic rift occurred at a specific historical
moment in the development of capitalism, and it continues wherever these conditions
pertain: as capitalism penetrates a previously agrarian society, more commodities are pro-
duced that are circulated and consumed in distant places, the natural cycle of localised
nutrient use and re-use is broken and the divide between agriculture and industry, as
well as between rural and urban zones, widens (Schneider and McMichael 2010).

Jason Moore (2017) takes issue with the ‘metabolic rift’ argument, pointing out that
humans and nature are not separated, but humans act in nature, part of a systemic
‘world ecology’. Meanwhile, identifying multi-species realities, where nature-society sep-
arations are dissolved into hybrid assemblages, can offer deeper insights into the realities
of the Anthropocene (Latour 2004; Haraway 2015; Haraway et al. 2016; Galvin 2018; Latour
et al. 2018; Tsing, Mathews, and Bubandt 2019). However, Andreas Malm (2016) objects,
and advocates a dialectical approach between humans and the natural world, in which
interactions, relations and contradictions are central (cf. Soper 1995). This is a stance
that echoes Raymond Williams (1980) and other cultural Marxists on the material and
ideological entanglement of labour and nature. Radical, dialectical polarisations, including
elaborations of the ‘metabolic rift’, can help expose the contours of politics around which
mobilisation can occur, ‘recovering a theoretical basis for ecological militancy’ (Malm
2016, 156).

Emphasising the relations between capitalism and nature, James O'Connor (1998)
identifies the ‘second contradiction of capitalism’ as the tendency for capitalism to
utilise the natural resources upon which it depends at an unsustainable rate. The logic
of capital in search of endless profit requires a continuous supply of cheap or free
inputs (nature, labour, energy, food and so on), particularly on capitalism’s frontiers,
where inputs are mobilised, often violently and with little compensation (Peluso and
Lund 2011; Patel and Moore 2017). This generates uneven development of capitalism
across geographic spaces and societies over time (Harvey 2003; Smith 2008), providing
the basis for colonial and imperial relationships.

In a similar vein, Nancy Fraser (2021, 120) argues that ‘capitalism harbours a deep-
seated ecological contradiction that inclines it non-accidentally to environmental crisis;
[...] those dynamics are inextricably entwined with other, “non-environmental” crisis ten-
dencies and cannot be resolved in isolation from them’. She argues that: ‘The political
implications are conceptually simple if practically challenging: an eco-politics capable
of saving the planet must be anti-capitalist and trans-environmental’ (ibid.; original
emphasis). By ‘trans-environmental’ she means going beyond merely an environmental
focus, as climate change is deeply entwined with the systemic crises generated by con-
temporary capitalism. She concludes that, ‘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’ (Fraser 2021, 126).

Many of the arguments in ecological Marxism are foundational to the field of political
ecology, although political ecology was in part a reaction to the ahistorical, functionalist
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frameworks of the sub-discipline of cultural ecology that grew out of 1960s anthropology
and that emphasised how cultural practices were ‘adaptive’ and reconciled imbalances
between humans and their environment. In the 1970s and 1980s, the presence of mili-
tant peasant uprisings and radical groups, from Colombia to the Philippines and
Vietnam, pushed political ecologists to argue that all life, human and non-human, pro-
duces value through labour. Society is shaped by the uneven ways in which labour was
expended, extracted and distributed. Political ecologists have therefore focused on the
material, relational and symbolic manifestations of power in agrarian settings, alongside
a non-hierarchical, dialectical focus on scale and interactions between local and global
dynamics (Rangan and Kull 2009; Sayre 2015). Rejecting the Malthusian implications of
some interpretations of the ‘Anthropocene’ (Yusoff 2021; Malm and Hornborg 2014), pol-
itical ecologists have instead increasingly engaged with the ‘Capitalocene’ (Moore 2017),
the ‘racial Capitalocene’ (Vergés 2019) and the ‘Plantationocene’ (Haraway 2015; Tsing,
Mathews, and Bubandt 2019; Wolford 2020; Carney 2021), all of which centre capitalism
or the world economy in understandings of environmental change.” Political ecology, like
critical agrarian studies, recognises that capitalism, as with climate change, is not a global
process that happens to local communities; rather, capitalism and climate change are
social and ecological processes that are both produced and experienced at multiple
sites and scales.”

These now-large bodies of work highlight how capitalism and climate change mutually
constitute each other, and how this can lead to catastrophic consequences. Responses
range from facilitating local action for climate justice (Temper et al. 2018), focusing on
what Martinez-Alier (2002) calls ‘the environmentalism of the poor’, to revolutionary
action against climate polluters. How then should climate change be addressed specifi-
cally in agrarian settings? Can the long tradition of critical agrarian studies (Edelman
and Wolford 2017) draw inspiration from ecological Marxism, political ecology and
other fields, and shed new light on this urgent problem?

In an important contribution, Henry Bernstein (2010, 300) highlights an ‘inherited
weakness’ in many materialist conceptions of the ‘development of the productive
forces in capitalist agriculture’ that embrace such development as ‘forever progressive’,
ignoring the ecological havoc it wreaks. He suggests, as we do here, that many critical
scholars critique the market while implicitly believing in its ability to manage climate
change through adaptation and technological innovation. It is however necessary to
grapple with the very real limits imposed by climate change and industrial production
systems, and so envisage major transformations. There is a scalar logic at work here
too: many scholars of political ecology and agrarian studies have analysed localised
relations with the understanding that these take shape in the context of broader,
global capitalist relations. With climate change, though, we are forced to examine such
relations in the context of broader environmental relations as well. Just as capitalism is
everywhere, so too is climate change.

3For example, Peluso (1992); McCarthy (2002); Davis (2002); Zimmerer and Bassett (2003); Hecht and Cockburn (2011);
Robbins (2011); Watts (2013 [orig. 1983]); Barnes et al. (2013); Perreault, Bridge, and McCarthy (2015) and Peluso
and Vandergeest (2020), among many other important contributions.

“For a recent discussion of the ‘Plantationocene’ concept by a range of scholars and activists, including many in political
ecology and agrarian studies, see the recordings from a recent conversation, https://einaudi.cornell.edu/research/
global-research-priorities/conversation-plantationocene.

*Thanks to Kasia Paprocki for this point.
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We argue that climate change needs to be seen in its wider, historical context, and not
just as a technical phenomenon emerging from anthropogenic greenhouse gas emis-
sions. One challenge of climate change emerges from long-running patterns of ‘uneven
ecological exchange’ and consequent ‘ecological debt’, which result in part from histories
of colonial and imperial relations between the core and periphery (Roberts and Parks
2009; Foster and Holleman 2014; Ajl 2021). Contemporary economic and political relations
that result in forms of enclosure and extraction — particularly in the Global South — are
often justified in the name of meeting net-zero commitments, offsetting targets or provid-
ing technologies for low-carbon transitions, and are the direct consequence of such his-
torical processes and patterns of uneven exchange. This applies equally to the
depredations of capitalist firms as well as to state-backed industrialisation led by state-
owned enterprises and others. Any reflections to address climate change, therefore,
must employ a more expansive, historically informed analysis that situates ‘climate’
within a wider set of environmental struggles in agrarian settings.®

We argue that new work in critical agrarian studies needs to retain the focus on local
material histories and power relations, while embedding both in long-term analysis of
global environmental change and understandings of the way in which this new histori-
cal moment and the phenomenon of climate change are shaped by both material limits
and the legacies of colonial and imperial inequality. This requires thorough conceptual-
isations of the relations between capitalism (in its many forms, whether transnational,
state-led or local) and diverse forms of ‘natures’ and ‘socio-natures’, including the
climate, for agrarian settings.

Climate change and the rural world

How then do climate change and the rural world intersect? The rural world is the site
where forests are both protected and exploited; where huge mining interests compete
with small-scale miners and where rural industrial activity pollutes the air and destroys
the land (Peluso 1992, 2017; Peluso and Watts 2001; Hecht and Cockburn 2011). Yet indus-
trial capitalism has often treated nature as inexhaustible and rural inhabitants as disposa-
ble through the extraction of vast quantities of resources, from crops to oil, natural gas,
minerals and more (Alonso-Fradejas 2021). Neoliberal, state socialist and populist govern-
ments alike have thus predicated national development on cheap natural resources and
this tendency is likely to be aggravated in the context of climate change.

Climate change exacerbates the uncertainty and amplifies the risks attached to capital-
ist agriculture, thereby increasing the vulnerability of rural populations. Responses to
climate change range from migration to locally based practices that respond to increased
variability of rainfall (Mehta et al. 2019) to more institutionalised ‘adaptation’ and ‘mitiga-
tion’ schemes, often the centrepiece of rural development projects today. There is a
plethora of labels, including ‘climate-smart’, ‘nature-positive’ or ‘resilient’ development,
but how such concepts and programmes are constructed, through what forms of knowl-
edge and practice, requires further scrutiny.”

We are grateful to Max Ajl for this important point.
“For example, see: Agrawal (2008), Pelling (2010), Ribot (2014), Nightingale (2017), Nightingale et al. (2020), Eriksen et al.
(2021), Mehta et al. (2021), Paprocki (2021).
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Too often, technocratic approaches frame interventions, obscuring more cosmopolitan
‘civic epistemologies’ and the intersecting uncertainties and diverse local understandings
of climate change in particular settings (Szerszynski and Urry 2010; Wynne 2010; Jasanoff
2011). Such interventions in turn generate a new technocratically-driven politics of
climate change, particularly in marginalised areas of the world where climate threats
are deemed most pressing (Paprocki 2019). Further, this can replicate the colonial
relations that overshadow or subordinate local perspectives, knowledges and ‘technol-
ogies of humility’ (Jasanoff 2007). Central to questions of climate and rural development
are relations of power, with external interventions based on forms of accredited science
often reinforcing the dominant visions of the powerful (Forsyth 2012). They thus may act
to protect the inequitable status quo from the threat of climate change, shoring up exclu-
sionary, sovereign notions of place, state rule and citizenship (Potter 2013).

Policy responses to climate change have an impact on social, economic and political
relationships in the rural world. These include climate-financing, carbon-offsetting and
sequestration schemes that transform rural landscapes through various forms of enclo-
sure.® Climate responses centred on shifts to low-carbon alternatives also involve the
extraction of resources from rural areas to produce renewable energy and infrastructure,
whether biofuels, hydropower or solar and wind farms (Franco et al. 2010; Borras Jr et al.
2016; Barnes 2017; Dunlap 2018; Stock and Birkenholtz 2021; Torres Contreras 2021).
Prompted by the climate challenge, and backed by donor and private finance, national
plans the world over are full of investments in biofuel, hydropower, REDD+ carbon for-
estry and Bio-energy with Carbon Capture and Storage (BECCS) projects (Corbera 2012;
Leach and Scoones 2015; Turnhout et al. 2017).

Such interventions require restructuring access to and use of resources, and the
reframing of what are represented as climate-acceptable practices. Technocrats and
investors continue to disparage and scapegoat agrarian production systems, such as
mobile pastoralism, swidden agriculture and artisanal fishing, as destructive, wasteful
and polluting, without deeper knowledge of the actual impacts of such practices on
the environment and climate (Dressler et al. 2017; Franco and Borras Jr 2019; Houzer
and Scoones 2021).° Meanwhile, dominant actors tolerate extractive and ‘productive’ cor-
porations and state enterprises without question.

Climate change and agrarian politics

The impacts of climate change and responses to them are highly differentiated. Many
suffer, while others prosper and accumulate (Watts 2013 [orig. 1983]). Very often the con-
sequences of climate change are not spectacular, as presented in the form of a major
drought, famine, hurricane or other disaster, but emerge as patterns of ‘silent’ or ‘slow’
violence (Watts 2013 [orig. 1983]; Peluso and Watts 2001; Nixon 2011; see also Benjamin-
sen et al. 2012), occurring incrementally, over time and hidden from view. These

8Even though such policies have not been implemented in many parts of the world on a significant scale, and state and
market agents continue with business as usual, they are significant indicators of the direction of future interventions.

%See also the many contributions on ‘green grabbing’ and related processes, including, Brockington and Duffy (2011),
Arsel and Bischer (2012), White et al. (2012), Fairhead, Leach, and Scoones (2012), Mehta, Veldwisch, and Franco
(2012), Rulli, Saviori, and D'Odorico (2013), Hunsberger et al. (2017), Dell’Angelo et al. (2017), Borras Jr, Franco, and
Nam (2020) and Liao et al. (2021).
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differentiated consequences of both climate change itself and institutionalised responses
to it have given rise to a new climate-related politics in rural areas.

Contemporary agrarian politics in many parts of the world have roots in the upheavals
of the last century, including communist-inspired revolutions and anti-colonial struggles.
While peasants did not lead these wars, they played an important role, often providing
the mass base for the insurgent people’s armies of the ‘peasant wars’ of the twentieth
century (Wolf 1969). These struggles in turn shaped patterns of national development
and underdevelopment and generated tensions between the imperial core and the colo-
nised periphery (Rodney 1972; Amin 1974; Cooper and Stoler 1997; Carney 2011; Moyo,
Jha, and Yeros 2013), resulting in historically embedded patterns of unequal ecological
exchange that frame the current climate crisis (Ajl 2021).

Rural peoples have historically focused on four overlapping arenas of political con-
testation. These include: (1) changing social relations around property (especially
access to the means of production, including access to land, forests, grazing or water);
(2) labour regimes and relations; (3) income (profit or wages) and (4) consumption and
social reproduction. The peasantry, alongside the rural labour force, differentiated by
social class — along with co-constitutive social relations of race, ethnicity, caste,
gender, religion and generation, among other elements — shape agrarian politics.
From classic studies of agrarian societies, provocative questions arise, like those in
Marx's Eighteenth Brumaire, about the conservative politics of some smallholding pea-
sants (Marx 1982 [orig. 1852]). How do rural people become revolutionary, form alliances
and create conditions for transformation? (Wolf 1969; Huizer 1972; Paige 1975)? What
kinds of class alliances and agrarian transformations lead to which kinds of state and
modes of political rule and institutions (Moore Jr. 1967)? Why and when do peasants —
and other rural peoples - revolt (Scott 1977; but see Popkin 1979)?

While these classic concerns remain relevant, the context for agrarian struggles has
shifted over the past century (Bernstein 2006; Akram-Lodhi and Kay 2009; Levien,
Watts, and Yan 2018). Contemporary struggles remain firmly linked to global capitalism,
but since the early 1980s autonomous agrarian social movements have often supplanted
communist or socialist parties as the main protagonists. Many of these are not national in
scope, but sectoral, subnational or transnational, single-issue campaigns, mobilising
alongside stand-alone localised initiatives (Fox 1992; Edelman 1999; Moyo and Yeros
2005; Wolford 2010; Hall et al. 2015; Edelman and Borras 2016). Some combine class poli-
tics with identity politics around race, ethnicity, gender, religion or advocacy such as rural
villagers dispossessed by large hydropower projects (Baviskar 1995). Others are rural
environmental justice struggles against mining, pollution, ‘fortress conservation’,
energy investments, concentrated animal production operations and industrial monocul-
ture plantations.'®

In addition to these localised conflicts, transnational agrarian movements have been
prominent in struggles against neoliberal globalisation and against the World Trade

"%Fortress conservation’ is the practice of barring people from forest and other environments that they traditionally used
to conserve biodiversity and habitats. Most ‘fortress’ policies rest on a flawed notion of pristineness that sees ‘natural’
environments as apart from and uninfluenced by low-impact human activities. See the many contributions on resource
extractivism and enclosure from different settings (e.g., Peluso and Watts 2001; Bebbington et al. 2008; Hecht and Cock-
burn 2011; Weis 2013; Martinez-Alier et al. 2016; Arsel, Hogenboom, and Pellegrini 2016; Adaman, Arsel, and Akbulut
2019; Scheidel et al. 2020; Shah et al. 2021; Kroger 2021).
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Organisation (WTO) (Desmarais 2007; Edelman and Borras 2016). Asserting that ‘another
world is possible’, they have advocated food sovereignty and agroecology as an alterna-
tive to the corporate, carbon-intensive industrial agri-food system.'" More broadly, food
sovereignty and agroecology have become central dimensions of social justice move-
ments’ critique of neoliberalism and a political compass for the construction of positive,
alternative futures (Gibson-Graham 1997, 2008).

Nancy Fraser argues that environmental justice movements are too narrowly focused
and ‘fail to pay sufficient heed to the underlying structural dynamics of a social system
that produces not only disparities in outcomes but a general crisis that threatens the
well-being of all, not to mention the planet’ (Fraser 2021, 125). This a useful and
pointed critique, but how does it connect with the agrarian contexts of concern here?
If capitalism and climate change are linked, then class and co-constitutive social relations
of race, ethnicity, caste, gender and generation must be put front and centre of any analy-
sis of the causes and conditions of climate change, as well as of climate actions.

One consequence of the penetration of neoliberal capitalism into rural areas and the
violence of states in processes of enclosure, extraction and exclusion is the appeal of
nationalist, authoritarian and right-wing movements, offering populist solutions to
protect ‘the people’ from both the state and the market. Authoritarian populist appeals
have tapped into the disenfranchisement and long-term neglect of rural populations
and sometimes articulate concerns around environmental protection and climate
change, arguing for populist, non-interventionist, local responses.'? In the same way,
movements that are partly religion-based, such as Zero Budget Natural Farming in
India, may project anti-science and exclusionary narratives, emphasising a mythical,
golden pre-colonial past (Khadse et al. 2018).

An urgent question is whether contemporary agrarian movements have internalised
climate change politics as a key context for and object of political struggle, and if so,
how and to what extent? Conversely, we must ask whether environmental and climate
justice movements take agrarian justice seriously and if so, how and to what extent?'?
And further we must ask, how has the worldwide rise of various combinations of author-
itarianism and populism, in which the rural world plays a significant role, influenced such
processes? These questions suggest important issues for empirical research, exploring the
connections between agrarian and environmental/climate struggles in different political
contexts across the world.

Framing the climate challenge: contrasting narratives

Climate change and climate action have assumed growing urgency in recent years,
whether in UN deliberations around the 2015 Paris Agreement through the Conference
of the Parties (COP) process, scientific analyses of the International Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC), or commitments of governments, corporations and financiers to ‘low-

"See for example important contributions from, Patel (2009), Weis (2010), Perfecto and Vandermeer (2010), Wittman,
Desmarais, and Wiebe (2010), Rosset and Altieri (2017), Bezner Kerr et al. (2018), Anderson et al. (2019), Holt-
Giménez, Shattuck, and Van Lammeren (2021) and Akram-Lodhi (2021), among others.

25ee, Scoones et al. (2018), McCarthy (2019), Neimark et al. (2019), McKay, Oliveira, and Liu (2020), Mamonova and Fran-
quesa (2020), and Roman-Alcald, Graddy-Lovelace, and Edelman (2021).

'3See related discussion on the notion of ‘agrarian climate justice’ by Borras Jr and Franco (2018).
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carbon’ or ‘net-zero’ futures. Agrarian movements have increasingly engaged with these
political spaces and international platforms (Chatterton, Featherstone, and Routledge
2013; McKeon 2015; Tramel 2016; Claeys and Delgado Pugley 2017; Routledge,
Cumbers, and Derickson 2018), opening up debates to rural issues.

Inevitably, there are competing explanations for the causes and consequences of the
climate crisis and for the course of appropriate climate action. As Mike Hulme (2009, 251)
points out, ‘one of the reasons we disagree about climate change is because we under-
stand development differently’ (see also Gupta 2010). Given the hegemony of capitalism
in contemporary development, this means that when we disagree about climate change,
it is often because we disagree about capitalism — and thus also about the appropriate
role for agriculture and land use under capitalism, including wider patterns of ownership
and control.

At the risk of reifying ‘ideal types’, we suggest that there are four main competing nar-
ratives about climate change and agrarian struggle. They all overlap, there are multiple
strands within each, and they are often combined. But in thinking about how they
emerge and are responded to in diverse agrarian settings, it is important to explore
how different actors and their wider movements frame the climate challenge and the
role of capitalism in particular, as this informs how actions are conceived and struggles
are defined.

Corporate-driven, technological narratives

Corporate-driven, technological narratives frequently link business and philanthropic
interests, connected through think-tanks, NGOs and elite organisations like the World
Economic Forum. The basic assumption, sometimes implicit, is that there is nothing
inherent in corporate capitalism that has led to the climate crisis. Proponents of this
premise see capitalism as a self-correcting system that can simultaneously generate
unbridled expanded reproduction of capital while pursuing effective climate change miti-
gation and adaptation. While corporate capitalism might have helped cause climate
change in the past, they view this as largely accidental and suggest it can be reversed
through an open market-place with the right commitments and incentives.

At the core of this narrative is the idea that the crisis is exogenous to the system of
production: the market did not create the problem, therefore corporations and the tech-
nologies they can deliver can solve the climate crisis. This presumes new systems of incen-
tives/disincentives, involving the ‘marketising’ of nature. In turn, a ‘circular economy’ is
envisaged that allows for continuous capital accumulation, even in a low-carbon
economy, where profits can be made from everything, from cultured meat to cool
roofs to renewable energy installations. The primary goal is a win-win situation where cor-
porations continue as profit-making enterprises under an emissions-reduction regime.
The vision of the ‘great transition’, whereby capitalism is saved, patterns of accumulation
are redefined and the worst of climate change is averted is, of course, a class project of
Global North elites, in which offsets and fantasies of ‘net-zero’ are central, even though
critics increasingly lambast these as ‘dangerous traps’ (Dyke, Watson, and Knorr 2021).

The technological fixes central to these approaches are fundamentally about achieving
efficiency in production, circulation, exchange and consumption of commodities globally,
or ‘geoengineering’ the planet to slow warming (Surprise 2018; Pearce 2019). This implies
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technical competence and distributive and allocative efficiency (rather than justice), all
with unbridled expanded reproduction of capital and economic growth without limits,
celebrating a peculiarly Western vision of modernity and progress (Isenhour 2016). The
controversial ‘ecomodernist manifesto’ published by the Breakthrough Institute (Asafu-
Adjaye et al. 2015) encapsulates this view, with an argument for technology-led decou-
pling of economy and environment that has provoked many critiques (Caradonna et al.
2015; Hickel 2020; Albert 2020).

Promises of technological fixes generate market and policy expectations and in turn
investment, powerfully framing and influencing the climate discussion (McLaren and
Markusson 2020). Financial actors are always looking for new opportunities (Clapp and
Isakson 2018). Techno-fix advocates point to intensification of production and circulation
as ‘land-sparing’ alternatives that release land for protective conservation uses and ‘half-
earth’ solutions (Wilson 2016). Some suggest conserving 30 percent of the planet’s surface
by 2030 (Dinerstein et al. 2020; Waldron et al. 2020). These and similar ‘solutions’ have
been targets of both scientific and ethical scepticism (Buscher et al. 2017)."%

Pro-corporate approaches frequently incorporate a ‘techno-spatial fix’ (Harvey 2003),
with offsetting schemes that sell far-off carbon sinks, typically forest areas or mono-
crop tree plantations (Bumpus and Liverman 2008; Lovell, Bulkeley, and Liverman 2009;
Huff 2021). Why, for instance, constrain the aviation industry from maintaining its oper-
ations when some communities of poor rural villagers in the Global South can instead
benefit from a carbon sequestration scheme to create a ‘net-zero’ balance? Resources cap-
tured in this way also need to be protected from those assumed to be ecologically
destructive users, such as poor villagers living in and around these areas, mostly in
rural parts of the Global South. This may be the ultimate metabolic rift.

The logic of repair and restoration through market-led and technological interventions
extends to rural settings in the form of ‘climate-smart agriculture’. Taking many forms, the
broad approach of ‘climate-smart agriculture’ (as well as ‘sustainable intensification’ or
‘digital agriculture’) aims to increase efficiency and productivity in agriculture and to
reduce emissions. Effected through market-driven systems of incentives and disincen-
tives, and via a plethora of projects, ‘climate-smart’ approaches are now widespread
(FAO 2013; World Bank 2016). In this vision, capitalist farms, including large agribusi-
nesses, using precision technologies, labour-displacing artificial intelligence and auto-
mation, and genetic engineering, constitute climate-smart farming systems, while
traditional swidden agriculturalists or mobile pastoralists receive the blame for ecologi-
cally destructive farming and livestock-keeping practices (Taylor 2014; Clapp, Newell,
and Brent 2018; Newell and Taylor 2018).

The corporate-led narrative champions market mechanisms, voluntary guidelines, cor-
porate social responsibility, codes of conduct and business-led sustainability initiatives,
but state enforcement and reliance on subsidies and regulatory frameworks are still
very much part of the picture. To ‘adapt’ to climate change, public-sector investments
protect capitalist interests and maintain business as usual. Fashionable proposals
include huge publicly funded efforts around everything from geoengineering in space
to building sea walls. Private philanthropy is also, ironically, called upon to restore
resources destroyed by prior wealth accumulation (Morrison 2019; Pearce 2019; Ribeiro

"https://openlettertowaldronetal.wordpress.com/
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2019). And in the cases of enclosure for climate-led initiatives, proponents of this narrative
are quick to call on the military, police, paramilitaries and courts to enforce various kinds
of ‘fortress conservation’ (Brockington 2002; Dunlap 2018; Verweijen and Marijnen 2018).
Technological approaches to mitigating the climate crisis are no doubt essential (Hawken
2017), but everything depends on who controls the technologies and how they are
inserted in a social and economic system and regime of accumulation.

Corporate-driven, technological narratives have significant promoters among commer-
cial producers, such as the World Farmers’ Organisation (WFO). For example, during the
2019 Madrid COP25, Theo de Jager, former president of Agri South Africa (AgriSA), and
current president of the World Farmers’ Organisation, declared that ‘smallholder
farmers need to be exposed to climate smart agriculture for sustainability’ (Spore
2019). This echoes the commitments of large philanthropic organisations and foun-
dations, such as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, as well as the corporate business
community, most prominently through the World Economic Forum (Schurman and
Munro 2013; Wise 2019).

Climate emergency narratives

There are two main types of climate emergency narrative. On the one hand, scientists and
even some national security experts point out that the widely accepted assessments, pro-
jections, targets and claims of the IPCC are negotiated findings subject to political
influence that likely understate the severity and urgency of the crisis (Spratt and
Dunlop 2019). More radical critics add that the IPCC is largely silent on capitalism’s role
in the crisis. On the other hand, other climate emergency narratives argue that disaster
is imminent and that this justifies unusual, aggressive and sometimes undemocratic
measures, including ‘states of exception’ where ‘sovereign power’ would sideline citizens’
rights, agency and knowledge (Agamben 2005; Anderson 2017; Gills and Morgan 2020;
Paprocki 2021). The two types sometimes overlap and the boundaries between them
shift. While we applaud those who point to the gravity of the crisis and stress the impera-
tive of radical action, we have deep reservations about the anti-democratic and authori-
tarian premises of the ‘state of exception’ advocates.

Proponents of authoritarian ‘emergency’ interventions typically stress projected
increases in global temperature and identify thresholds and deadlines. These justify
urgent measures, even though some critics argue that such ‘deadline’-focused action
may be dangerous (Asayama et al. 2019; Hulme 2019). Climate emergency narratives
feature apocalyptic futures based on current trends and projections: melting glaciers,
thawing permafrost, rising sea levels, droughts and heat waves, more severe El Nifo
and La Nifa phenomena, irreparably damaged nature, rampant pollution and eventual
civilisational collapse (Skrimshire 2010). They focus on the need for concerted, urgent,
rapid action, no matter what, and adamantly reject any gradualist reformism. Meanwhile,
grassroots, localised efforts at mitigation or adaptation are frequently rejected as piece-
meal, too slow or insufficient.

There are increasing calls to declare ‘climate emergencies’, from global to local levels
(Ruiz-Campillo, Castan Broto, and Westman 2021). Many cities, for example, have made
such declarations, calling for changes in individual choices in food consumption and
for a rethinking of transport, housing infrastructure and planning. The idea of ‘degrowth’,
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involving a shift in patterns of economic production and consumption, has become a
popular rallying point (Demaria and Latouche 2019; Gerber 2020; Hickel 2020; Kallis
et al. 2020; Jackson 2021), although this too has attracted critique (Milanovic 2017).

A diverse political coalition links to these narratives, with ambivalent, sometimes con-
tradictory ideas about the role of the state and wider democratic processes. In some cases,
there remains a contradiction between calls for urgent, emergency action and suspension
of democratic accountabilities, and calls for wider citizen involvement through ‘citizens’
assemblies’ or other deliberative fora as a way forward. Others advocate something like
radical ‘war communism’ (Malm 2020) through a revolutionary mobilisation of forces in
the face of impending catastrophe, drawing inspiration from Vladimir Lenin and Rosa
Luxemburg, amongst others (Bensaid 2002a).

Climate justice narratives

There are multiple, sometimes competing, climate justice narratives, with contrasting
politics around the relationship between climate change and capitalism in agrarian set-
tings. Climate justice narratives start from the observation that inequalities and injustice
are at the root of the causes and impacts of climate change (Adger et al. 2006; Marino and
Ribot 2012; Swilling and Annecke 2012; Agostino 2015; Klinsky et al. 2017; Boyce 2018).
They call for a ‘just transition’ (Swilling 2019) or the creation of just ‘pathways to sustain-
ability’ (Leach, Stirling, and Scoones 2010). These approaches identify a range of injustices
related to knowledge (whose knowledge counts?), procedure (who is involved in decid-
ing?), distribution (who gets which benefits and who suffers what costs/risks?), and cor-
rectives (how are past wrongs addressed?). Proponents argue that a focus on different
dimensions of justice is key to addressing climate change (Gardiner 2011). Climate
change goes beyond the biophysical and technical and must be seen through the
lenses of inequality and injustice (Newell and Mulvaney 2013; Lynch et al. 2019; Tuana
2019; Newell et al. 2020; Sultana 2021), extending beyond the rights of people to those
of the living world, with a multi-species conception of environmental and climate
justice (Tsing et al. 2020; Tschakert et al. 2021).

Although calls for ‘climate justice’ or ‘just transitions’ have become commonplace, the
political implications are sometimes unclear (Schlosberg 2009). Some embrace a liberal
rights-oriented notion of justice, underscoring allocation and compensation issues.
Many of the corporate-led solutions through market and technological fixes have
highly variable outcomes (Eriksen et al. 2021); in the now-pervasive discussion of ‘plane-
tary boundaries’ (Rockstrém et al. 2009), ideas of justice are combined with perspectives
on ‘safe spaces’ within boundaries. For example, Carl Folke and colleagues (2021, 834)
indicate that ‘the Anthropocene reality of rising system-wide turbulence calls for transfor-
mative change based on emerging technologies, social innovations, shifts in cultural
repertoires, and a diverse portfolio of active stewardship of human actions in support
of a resilient biosphere’. This, of course, raises big questions about the meaning and poli-
tics of transformative change, planetary stewardship and what technologies and social
innovations are desired by whom.

Those who take a more radical approach to justice emphasise the rights of those
already structurally marginalised, including the poor and future generations (Tschakert
and Machado 2012), highlighting transformations within capitalism as the major
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challenge (Malm 2016; Wainwright and Mann 2018). Still others focus on the rights of non-
humans, invoking Andean ideas of ‘buen vivir’,'Pachamama’ and the ‘rights of nature’, cel-
ebrating indigenous and non-Western constructions of inseparable human-nature
relations, as highlighted by the Cochabamba declaration of 2010."> Such approaches
challenge conventional forms of knowledge production and underscore basic issues of
epistemic justice (Temper and Del Bene 2016; Whyte 2018). Competing notions of fair-
ness, justice, restitution, reparations and ethics, including non-Western ones, can
provide a useful compass in contemporary climate politics (Baer 2011; Gardiner 2011;
Schlosberg and Collins 2014; Harris 2016). More radical climate justice narratives highlight
the historical injustices of unequal exchange and ecological debt, whereby climate chal-
lenges in the periphery are the direct consequences of long histories of exploitation and
unequal relations of global power."®

These different framings of climate justice are manifested in contrasting approaches to
capitalism. In some, if the disadvantaged are protected and have rights, then capitalist
relations can be part of the solution. Like the other narratives, the climate justice narrative
is also significantly differentiated, ranging from positions that are liberal and social demo-
cratic in orientation to more transformative approaches that seek to control capitalism
and rein in its worst depredations and effects. Climate justice advocates include reformist
positions around ‘green new deals’ and those associated with mainstream green parties
(Ajl 2021; Newell 2019), while others take more radical positions on rights and justice and
consider the critique of capitalism more fundamental. Large international coalitions and
movements — such as La Via Campesina - often find themselves and their members in the
various currents within these climate justice narratives, navigating between more refor-
mist and radical positions.

Structural transformation narratives

For structural transformation narratives, the fundamental problem is that growth in
contemporary economies is dependent on fossil capital (Mitchell 2011) and plantation
production (Wolford 2020), producing wealth that is maldistributed across classes,
regions and economies (Hickel and Kallis 2020). The solution is not to tinker at the
margins, temporarily easing the crises of capitalism through technological, market or
state welfare fixes, but to transform the relations of production that generate climate
change in the first place, through reparation, redistribution and decolonisation (Watts
2004; Cadieux et al. 2019; Ajl 2020). This is a more radical vision of a ‘green new deal’
that restructures economies in favour of a low-carbon future under people’s control
(Ajl 2021; Mastini, Kallis, and Hickel 2021; Selwyn 2021).

From an agrarian perspective, structural transformation would include a radical shift
from capitalist, industrial agriculture to a different model. This would transform the
four fundamental dimensions of agrarian political economy: property, labour, income
and consumption/reproduction. It would entail a three-pronged approach to food
system transformation: dismantling the global food system controlled by large

Phttps://www.therightsofnature.org/universal-declaration/
'6See, https://www.academia.edu/9167899/Calculating_Climate_Debt_A_Proposal and as highlighted in the People’s
Agreement of Cochabamba in 2010, https://pwccc.wordpress.com/2010/04/24/peoples-agreement/
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corporations; taking over the state and developing new systems of deliberative govern-
ance and building something new, drawing from food sovereignty and agroecological
ideas and practices, ushering in a new food regime (McMichael 2009; Weis 2010). All of
these require an accompanying restructuring of access to and control over natural
resources, including through redistributive agrarian reforms. Proponents of structural
transformation approaches are not always or necessarily socialist in long-term perspec-
tive, although many draw on ‘eco-socialism’ (Léwy 2005; Le Quang and Vercoutére
2013; Fraser 2021) and feminist ideals of care (Agostino 2015; Fraser 2016; Klein 2020;
Mehta and Harcourt 2021).

* * *

Many actors’ and movements’ positions of course span these narratives, shaping agrarian
struggles around climate in different ways. Broad international coalitions - for example, La
Via Campesina and its key members — can be seen as both a ‘single actor’ and as an ‘arena
of contestation’ (Edelman and Borras 2016). Within the movement, narratives of climate
emergency, climate justice and structural transformation may combine. This contrasts
with positions of rival movements, such as the defunct International Federation and Agri-
cultural Producers (IFAP) and its informal successor, the World Farmers’ Organisation
(WFO), which emphasise a corporate-driven technological narrative centred on the pro-
motion of biofuels and climate smart agriculture. How the climate challenge is framed
and what narratives, with varied inflections and combinations, are pushed then has
important implications for how we understand climate politics, and in turn agrarian
struggles.

A politics of agrarian struggle for the climate change era?

These positions on climate change, capitalism and agrarian change are not forged solely
by climate politics but have been moulded within wider political relations (Desmarais
2007). Not all responses by agrarian movements are explicitly anti-capitalist, as there
are many tactical and strategic positions that evolve as alliances are forged. Anti-capitalist
struggles also take various forms, from very localised ‘do-it-yourself' transformations to
movement actions engaged in wider contentious politics at the national and international
levels.

In understanding agrarian struggles to confront climate change, oppositional choices
between, for example, a village level seed saving-sharing campaign against a corporate
seed business versus a national militant agrarian movement that demands for land
reform and an end to industrial monoculture plantations, are misplaced. The challenge
instead is to examine whether different groups straddle various narratives, and if so
how and why; and whether groups coalesce, and if so, how and with what impact?

In discussing the politics of climate change and linking this to agrarian struggles, we
find Wright's (2019) typology of ‘strategic logics’ of anti-capitalist struggles useful.
These may be against corporate capitalism as well as wider forms of industrialism,
whether notionally socialist or capitalist in character, and may involve alliances with
foci of contention that go beyond climate change and may be in collaboration with
other players who may not have an explicitly anti-capitalist orientation. Our focus is to
enquire further into the diversity, scale and form of agrarian struggles that are addressing



CLIMATE CHANGE AND CRITICAL AGRARIAN STUDIES 15

climate change or confronting the negative consequences of climate change mitigation
interventions in rural settings. Necessarily schematic, the typology identifies five broad
‘strategic logics’ that historically animated anti-capitalist struggles: ‘smashing capitalism’,
‘dismantling capitalism’, ‘taming capitalism’, ‘resisting capitalism’ and ‘escaping capital-
ism’ (Wright 2019, 38-64)."”

‘Smashing capitalism’ is the classic logic of revolutionaries, following Marx and Lenin.
To destroy in order to build requires seizing state power, as in the classic peasant revolu-
tions of the past. For Wright, the twentieth-century experience demonstrated that
destruction of the old system through revolution did not necessarily result in a truly
emancipatory new system, and he questions the ‘the plausibility of a strategy that
attempts to destroy in a ruptural manner the dominance of capitalism’ (ibid., 42), particu-
larly as transitions to state socialism associated with different forms of modernising indus-
trialism have not generated the basis for confronting climate change either.

‘Dismantling capitalism’ shares the fundamental goals of revolutionaries but accepts
the scepticism about the ruptural overthrow of capitalism, while being firmly committed
to democratic socialism. Instead, the idea is to have a ‘gradual dismantling of capitalism
and the building up of the alternative through the sustained action of the state’ (ibid., 43).
Many of the rural social movements that formed in Latin America in the 1980s and 1990s
moved into this space as their initial gains included a deepening of the democratic state.
Movements like the MST in Brazil sought to work within and beyond state institutions,
building alliances in a Gramscian-style ‘war of position’ (Wolford 2010). Seizing state
power occurs through ‘a broad, mass-based socialist party capable of winning elections
and staying in power for a sufficiently long time’ (Wright 2019, 43). ‘Smashing capitalism’
and ‘dismantling capitalism’ both aspire to the ‘ultimate possibility of replacing capitalism
with a fundamentally different kind of structure, socialism’ (ibid., 44).

By contrast, Wright argues that logics focused on ‘taming capitalism’ see capitalism as
causing fundamental harm in society. Reformist ‘social democracy’ is emblematic of this
approach informed by liberal, justice narratives. Capitalism, it is argued, can be ‘tamed by
well-crafted state policies’, including through regulation and redistribution. Wright argues
that ‘to accomplish this requires popular mobilisation and political will; one can never rely
on the enlightened benevolence of elites’ (ibid., 45). Through such processes, more fun-
damental structural transformations may emerge, driven by ‘mission-led’ initiatives and
‘entrepreneurial’ state policies (Mazzucato 2021), but at the same time pushed by
citizen action and mobilisation (cf. Scoones, Newell, and Leach 2015; Scoones et al.
2020). This might result, for example, in land redistribution and agrarian reform, alongside
structural shifts in food systems and land use supported by state regulation and incen-
tives to enhance climate mitigation.

‘Resisting capitalism’, for Wright, refers to ‘struggles that oppose capitalism from
outside of the state but do not themselves attempt to gain state power’ (ibid., 49).
Direct-to-consumer farm movements and other solidarity campaigns fit this description,
as does the promotion of local economies involving a prefiguring of food sovereignty

7As with any typology, there are nuances and complexities that are overlooked, but as a provocation for analysis Wright's
framework helps in thinking through the diversity of ‘anti-capitalist’ approaches, with potentially important insights
into the diversity of agrarian struggles. There are of course other diagnostic typologies exploring the politics of
climate change, such as that produced by Wainwright and Mann in Climate Leviathan (2018). There is no sense that
any of these should necessarily be a starting point for analysis in this JPS Forum.
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alternatives to capitalism. Resistance may be galvanised through urgent, ‘emergency’ nar-
ratives, as a route to people’s mobilisation. This logic overlaps with ‘escaping capitalism’. If
capitalism is too powerful to fight and defeat, the best hope is to insulate from its dama-
ging effects. Within this logic, according to Wright, ‘the “lifestyle” of voluntary simplicity
can contribute to broader rejection of the consumerism and preoccupation with econ-
omic growth in capitalism’ (ibid.). Here alternative movements focused on regenerative
agriculture, agroecology and food sovereignty, supporting local economies and food
systems, are examples of where agrarian struggles are located.

Wright argues that a strategic combination of four of the five logics — dismantling,
escaping, taming and resisting — offers the most effective route forward towards an
anti-capitalist transformation that can confront climate and environmental change. It is
not a matter of choosing which one logic is somehow ‘correct’ or devising a singular strat-
egy he argues; rather, combining multiple logics and linked to different narratives, each
centred on challenging capitalism and - we would add - other forms of climate-dama-
ging industrialism. He calls this ‘eroding capitalism’, representing the case for progressive
social change both ‘from above’ through state-oriented actions and through mobilis-
ations ‘from below’ that create new, emancipatory social relations.

Who, though, are the potential social forces behind such political struggles? In classic
agrarian studies, landless rural labourers and poor and middle peasants are the class frac-
tions that are the most reliable forces for transformative change (Wolf 1969; Paige 1975).
The processes of enclosure and extraction that neoliberalism accelerated (McCarthy and
Prudham 2004), however, have changed agrarian class dynamics, as the recent wave of
global land and green grabbing indicates. Today, there is a staggering rise in the
number of people who originated from rural areas but are now partly or fully separated
from their means of production and social reproduction. This includes those who remain
in rural settings but are unable to construct a livelihood sufficient for their survival. These
are the rural ‘surplus populations’, ‘working people’, ‘precariat’, ‘footloose labour’, ‘semi-
proletariat’ and ‘fractured classes of labour’ (respectively, Li 2010; Shivji 2017; Standing
2014; Breman 1996; Moyo 2005; Bernstein 2006).

As rural class formations fracture under late capitalism, it is rare to find agrarian struggles
of the classic types that are consistently anti-capitalist and categorically class-oriented. A
combined force that, following Fraser (2021), is ‘sufficiently’ anti-capitalist, trans-environ-
mental and agrarian and that acts to ‘erode capitalism’ (Wright 2019) may not be wide-
spread at present. But social forces, political movements and struggles are built
over time. As Mike Davis (2020, xviii) argues, class capacities emerge conjuncturally, in
the confluence of struggles and within class antagonism, and this is where the most
radically transformative organising occurs. Generating an anti-capitalist politics to confront
climate change in the context of diverse, sometimes competing, non-class forms of
identity is a major challenge, reflecting a ‘non-linear’ version of Marx for our times
(Bensaid 2002b).

This conjuncture offers a politically aspirational opportunity for bringing rural move-
ments, interests and identities together. Such a focus is nonetheless fraught with contra-
dictions: some actions may satisfy the demands of environmental justice campaigners,
but undermine the immediate interest of agrarian justice movements. Much will
depend on context, but empirical investigation of diverse experiences may shed light
on how a coalition of cross-class forces can form and under what terms.
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In classical studies of agrarian politics, traditional allies of agrarian movements ranged
from the ranks of the ‘enlightened’ educated middle class in small towns and their insti-
tutions (teachers/students and schools, religious practitioners and organisations) to pol-
itical parties, usually communist and socialist parties, some of which had armed
components (Huizer 1972; Wolford 2003). Alliances in this context often involved class-
conscious politics, with an organising focus on landless labourers and poor and middle
peasants, distanced from rich farmers and the agrarian bourgeoisie. Such alliance for-
mation is less evident today. For better or for worse, a bewildering array of NGOs has sup-
planted such traditional allies for agrarian struggles (Edelman and Borras 2016).

Changing rural class formations under neoliberalism alter how we ask questions about
agrarian struggles today. Does the erosion of classic ‘peasants’ amid the rise of rural
‘working people’ lead to a decrease in the potential for agrarian struggles? If so, what
does this imply for broader anti-capitalist and climate/environmental struggles? Does
the upsurge in rural-urban and international migration undermine place-based
struggles? And how does the rise of populist and often authoritarian politics rooted in
rural settings change the character of struggles that connect agrarian and environmental
issues? These are, of course, all empirical questions that need to be investigated in
different settings.

Towards a research and action agenda linking climate change and
agrarian struggles

How does all of this translate into an agenda for thinking and action that analyses and
connects climate change and agrarian struggles? In laying out an agenda for future
work linking climate change to critical agrarian studies, we draw on the frameworks intro-
duced in this essay and identify three overlapping clusters of questions. These might
apply to multiple settings, as individual cases, or as part of global, regional or local
analyses:

e How and in what specific, local and global ways, does climate change differ from past
environmental exclusions or threats? What combinations of narratives and strategies
frame climate change and the institutionalised responses to it in agrarian settings?
What exclusions and inclusions result from this?

e How are different people — in relation to class and other co-constituted axes of social
difference such as gender, race, ethnicity, age, occupation — affected by climate
change and the institutionalised responses to it in agrarian settings? How does this
affect processes of social differentiation, trajectories of accumulation and in turn agrar-
ian politics?

o What political logics and strategies can together act to ‘erode capitalism’ and so the
causes of climate change? How can these be central to agrarian struggles now and
in the future? How might these operate in contexts of ‘authoritarian populism’ and
what progressive, emancipatory coalitions and alliances can be forged?

In sum we ask: can we envision a sufficiently anti-capitalist, trans-environmental and
agrarian approach to confront climate change in rural settings, and what would this
look like in practice? This essay has offered a few pointers for grappling with this core
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question, with some heuristic frameworks drawn from diverse sources that pose ques-
tions and help structure thinking and potential action. These are not intended to be a
definitive or prescriptive guide to future work, but merely a provocation to encourage it.

In concluding, we encourage contributions to this JPS Forum that speak to the compet-
ing perspectives mapped out in this essay, as well as new questions and themes that
emerge from the essay and indeed challenge it. Contributions will involve new empirical
material, with different conceptual starting points and diverse methodologies focusing on
agrarian and rural settings anywhere in the world, as well as more global, international
reflections. Connecting concerns around climate change and critical agrarian studies,
and so deepening debates around agrarian struggles, is long overdue, and this essay is
an invitation to others to contribute to the debate.
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ABSTRACT

This paper makes two central arguments: i) The world-historical
generalization of the capital-nature relation in the context of the
global extractivist turn has reconfigured the twenty-first century
agrarian question as the agrarian question of nature as a critical
component of the broader socio-ecological question. ii) The
historical context of the agrarian question of nature, in turn,
gave birth to not only environmental-agrarian movements, but
also agrarianization of the politics and movements of environmental/
climate justice. The agroecology movement signifies the emergence
of a contemporary form of political agrarianism emerged from
within the context of the environmentalization of the agrarian
question.

Introduction

This paper addresses a pivotal issue raised by Borras et al. (2021) in the invitation article to
this forum: situating climate change in its broader historical context of agrarian-environ-
mental transformation and struggles. They posit a central question: whether and how we
can ‘envision a sufficiently anti-capitalist, trans-environmental and agrarian approach to
confront climate change in rural settings’ (17). In this paper, | will respond to this question
from the theoretical lens of ‘the value theory of nature’ (Tasdemir Yasin 2017). The value
theory of nature recognizes the social relation of capital and nature as the increasingly
predominating relation through which the contradiction of capitalist value production
is reconstituted (conceived as ‘the second contradiction’ by James O’Connor [1988])
and deepened in historically and geographically complex and differentiated interaction
with capital-labor relation.

Eco-Marxism has located the socio-ecological outcomes of capitalist expansion in what
Marx conceptualized as the metabolic rift (Schneider and McMichael 2010; Tasdemir Yagin
2017). The metabolic rift is about the unsustainable relation of capital to the soil-based in
the systematic disruption of the nutrient cycle through the separation between food pro-
duction and food consumption, i.e. the rural-urban divide. Although the metabolic rift
might have predated capitalism (Duncan 1996; Moore 2008), the historical context or tem-
porality of its world-historical generalization and intensification is the formation of the
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capital-labor relation, i.e. proletarianization. While the metabolic rift underpins critically
the soil-based ecological contradictions of capitalist development, as Phillip McMichael
notes, ‘it does not address the biospheric rift’ in broader context (2012, 145). With the rea-
lized potential to outstrip all other past and present environmental problems, ‘climate
change has introduced a certain temporality into the environment’ concentrating the
very long-term cyclical trend of the biospheric change into the short-term secular trend
of the twenty-first century (McMichael 2012, 138, 142-144). This has manifested as the bio-
spheric rift that concerns the systematic disruption of the carbon cycle, i.e. the rupture of the
long-term balance between carbon (energy) storage and carbon emission capacity of the
earth that sustains the balance of gases in the atmosphere and the earth temperature
(Clark and York 2005). Clark and York (2005, 395) locate the biospheric rift in the
human-nature divide created by the global expansion and deepening of capital accumu-
lation and its exploitation of nature. They argue that ‘mining the earth to remove stored
energy to fuel’ the technology-based capitalist industrial expansion gave rise to a new
form of human-nature interchange based on a constant increase of the material and
energy throughput and the override of the self-life-support systems of nature (404-
406). Capitalist industrialization based on the development of supposedly time and
space-saving technologies has displaced environmental burdens to the extractive
sectors in the context of a global unequal exchange, or unequal time-space appropriation
(Hornborg 2007) leading to the carbon rift. | argue that the historical context or temporality
of the deepening biospheric rift is the formation and generalization of the capital-nature
relation in commodity production. This second relation specifies the commodification
and an ‘abstract form of social domination’ (Postone 1993, 3) of nature and its reconstitu-
tion as abstract nature or value producing nature (Tasdemir Yasin 2017). The capital-labor
relation appropriates in the process of production labor power and time, which can be
conceived as a product of consumption of nutrients/energy stored in space, i.e. life-
giving (organic) space. The capital-nature relation appropriates in the process of extrac-
tion directly the organic space/matter, which can be conceived as a product of accumu-
lation of energy and nutrients through storage of plants and animals in the long climatic
time, i.e. the transformation of an energy-storing longue durée (McMichael 2012) into a
life/energy-giving space.

The value theory of nature employs abstract nature as a historically specific abstract
conceptual category following Marx’s historically specific abstraction of abstract labor as
the social source of exchange value (Sayer 1987, 129). In Marx’s method of logical expo-
sition of ‘the value theory of labor’ (Elson 1979), the commodity form is central and,
hence, constitutes ‘the necessary logical starting point’ of his method of presentation
(Tomich 2004, 21-31). Through the commodity form as the unity of use-value and
exchange-value, Marx discloses how capital becomes a form of social domination exer-
cised through commodity fetishism by which social labor is determined as abstract
labor and the abstract aspect of labor dominates its concrete aspect (Elson 1979, 159,
165- 66). Marx conceptualizes capitalist surplus value production as the product of ‘the
totality of relations comprising the division of labor and world market’, i.e. as a world-his-
torical relation (Tomich 2015, 361-362). In the contemporary concrete totality of the
global division of labor and nature, the world market and the commoditization of every-
thing (Watts, Robbins, and Peet 2010), i.e. the whole lifeworld, it is more apparent that the
commodity form is ‘simultaneously the historical condition and manifestation of value’
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structuring not only (social) labor and the socio-historical domination of concrete human
labor, as rendered by the value theory of labor; but also nature (or ‘socio-nature’ [Peluso
2012]) and the socio-historical domination of concrete nature and human-nature inter-
action, as the value theory of nature aims to reveal (Tagdemir Yasin 2017, 21-22). ‘The
simultaneity of substantial and abstract dimensions’ (Postone 1993, 269) of not labor
but nature creates the dual character of the commodity form and commodity fetishism
in socio-natural commodities produced through extractive processes.

From a bioeconomic perspective depicted in Georgescu-Roegen’s theory of entropy (Mar-
tinez-Alier 2011; Leff 2014), we can situate both the metabolic rift and the biospheric rift as
differentiated manifestations of a broader process of entropic degradation of nature or the
planet through a socio-ecological rift that underpins both the conventional uncritical idea
of ‘Anthropocene’ and its socio-historically based critique through ‘Capitalocene’ (Moore
2017). The socio-ecological rift has not only entailed the separation of humans (peasants)
from nature (their means of agricultural production) in the formation of wage labor as
value producing labor and urbanization, but also the separation of nature from humans (or
culture) in the formation of abstract nature as value producing nature. The latter is about
the transformation of matter and energy stored in nature into an unrecyclable form in the
commodity form generating carbon emissions, irreversible heat and/or waste. The deepen-
ing of the socio-ecological rift through the world-historical expansion of capital-nature
relation has rendered the emergence of a socio-ecological question with increasing historical
visibility and urgency articulated in differentiated yet interdependent forms: ‘the agro-
environmental crisis’ (Van der Ploeg 2008), ‘the food question’ (McMichael 2008, 2009),
‘the ecological question’ (McMichael 2013) or ‘the environmental question’ (Leff 2014,
2021), the question of ‘capitalist world-ecology’ (Moore 2015, 2017) and the climate question
(or the climate change). This paper focuses particularly on the relationship between the agro-
environmental question and the climate question by locating them in the wider context of
the socio-ecological question from the conceptual lens of the value theory of nature.

Van der Ploeg (2008, 11) characterizes the ‘agro-environmental crisis’ as a product of
organization of agriculture based on a systematic destruction and contamination of the
wider ecosystems. The contribution of agro-industrial food production to climate
change and global environmental crisis has been vastly demonstrated: The global food
system is responsible for the sixth mass extinction of wildlife, a third of global greenhouse
gas emissions, the uses of 70% of global fresh water and 40% of global land, the trans-
formation of 33% of global croplands into feed crop frontiers and 26% of the world’s
ice-free land into livestock grazing frontiers (Weis 2007, 2010; Baird and Barney 2017;
Mahowald et al. 2017; Crippa et al. 2021; Selwyn 2021). These sources of global socio-eco-
logical instability materialize in the forms of biodiversity loss, soil degradation, overexploi-
tation of water, food waste, high price volatility of food, malnourishment, obesity, rural
displacement, labor casualization, migration and overurbanization (Weis 2010; Araghi
2009b; McMichael 2016; Altieri and Nicholls 2020). ‘Green’ solutions to the agro-environ-
mental crisis and the introduction of ‘climate-smart’ technologies, as constituents of neo-
liberal climate politics, have further exacerbated the override of the biophysical
foundations of both agriculture and climate and the growth of the global population
of environmental refugees (Weis 2010; Borras and Franco 2018; Akram-Lodhi 2021, 696).

In this paper, | would like to broaden this agro-environmental perspective and specify
both the agro-environmental crisis and climate change as globally manifesting historical
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constituents of the broader socio-ecological question. The urgency of the socio-ecological
question increases also the urgency of Enrique Leff’s (2021, 136-138, 148-149, 150-152)
call for ‘a new theory’ by taking into account the contribution of nature to (surplus) value
formation: a critical qualitative ‘theory of production grounded on the potentials and con-
ditions of Nature’ rendering possible an alternative ‘productive rationality that accounts
for the incorporation of natural processes in the general conditions of production and
the construction of an environmental rationality’ based upon ecological resiliency, terri-
torial rights and environmental justice (167-168). In this paper, | draw on the conceptual
perspective of the value theory of nature to grasp the historically distinctive socio-ecologi-
cal relationship between the agro-environmental crisis and the climate change/justice,
grounded in an interdisciplinary engagement of critical agrarian studies and political
ecology. From this perspective, the following account explores the agro-environmental
question or what | call the environmentalization of the agrarian question by specifying it
as an agrarian question of nature with deepened and expanded consequences for the
carbon/energy cycle and climate change. In turn, it also explores how this relationship
has reconfigured the climate change politics leading to the agrarianization of the
climate justice movement as a part of a wider anti-systemic socio-ecological movement
from the lens of a new possible understanding of class enabled by the value theory of
nature.

The environmentalization of the agrarian question

Colin Duncan’s (1996) historical account of ‘the centrality of agriculture’ in understanding
both English modernization in the eighteenth and nineteenth century and its socio-eco-
logical destabilization from the late nineteenth century onwards disturbs the presump-
tion of the ‘inevitable fate of proletarianization’ of the peasants underlining many
classical accounts of the original agrarian question. His analysis of the historical shift in
England from ‘high farming’ that characterizes a ‘long regime of preindustrial agrarian
modernity’ to antiecological methods ‘more akin to mining than to proper farming’
through the opening of the English countryside to the world market provides an impor-
tant lens to recognize the missing socio-ecological dimensions of the agrarian question in
the classical accounts (1996, 63-102). It unsettles the prevailing understanding of peasant
farming as anti-modern in the classical narratives that were centered on the problem of
the formation and reproduction of capital/labor relation within the geographical context
of Europe. Thereby, it reveals their ecological blind spots as outcomes of their preoccupa-
tion with the subordination of landed property as opposed to the subordination of land
by the soil-exhaustive capitalist agriculture leading to the ecological crisis which Marx had
already underpinned as the metabolic rift (McMichael 2013).

This English instance as ‘the classical cradle of capitalist development’ displays the
possible contradictions between historical constructions of agrarian transformation
from the distinct epistemological lenses based on economic rationality (underlying the
value theory of labor) and environmental rationality (Schneider and McMichael 2010;
McMichael 2013; Leff 2014, 2016). | propose, in this section, the environmentalization of
the agrarian question in the contemporary historical context. This argument has three
sub-components that will be presented in an integrated way in the analysis: The first
one is a historical/ontological argument proposing that the agrarian question has
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become a central component of the socio-ecological question as an agro-environmental
question. Put differently, the agrarian question has transformed into a question of socio-
ecological sustainability in relation to labor, land/nature and food. The second one is a
theoretical/epistemological argument, with political implications, proposing that
without the theoretical lens of value theory of nature we cannot completely comprehend
the historical nature of the agro-environmental question, which | formulate as the agrar-
ian question of nature. Finally, a reconsideration of the contemporary debates of what has
been expressed as ‘the twenty-first century agrarian question’ (Bernstein 2006; McMichael
2007; Petras and Veltmeyer 2014; Akram-Lodhi 2021) with a socio-ecological lens, particu-
larly in relation to the value theory of nature, demonstrates the environmentalization of
the conceptual analysis in the contemporary formulations of agrarian question as well.

Akram-Lodhi and Kay (2010, 264-267) undertook a comprehensive and systematic
survey of seven distinct conceptualizations of the contemporary agrarian question in
relation to rural production, accumulation and politics. Among these accounts, ‘the
class forces agrarian question’ as mainly developed by the works of Terence Byres and
‘the path-dependent agrarian question’, as developed by the work of Bill Warren, can
be located as two differentiated extensions of the classical accounts of the agrarian ques-
tion (with a focus on agrarian transition, agrarian capital and rural capitalism) in the
spatio-temporal context of the twentieth century rural geographies of the Global
South. In the context of the twenty-first century, Henry Bernstein’s ‘agrarian question of
labor’, which | will re-denote as CAQ1 (i.e. contemporary agrarian question), moves
beyond these accounts. He argues that the classical Marxist accounts of the agrarian ques-
tion of capital or capitalist transition in agrarian societies subsumed the question of labor
within the context of the politics of socialist transition. Yet, the socio-historical elimination
of the landed property and the complete internalization in the countrysides of capitalist
social relations of production and reproduction, if not the collectivized social relations
under socialist/communist transitions, by the end of 1970s marked both the end of the
agrarian question of capital and the peasant question on a world scale, sustaining only
diversified agrarian classes of capital and labor (2006, 449-450). With the crisis of social-
ism, the collapse of state-led developmentalism and the global expansion of neoliberal-
ism, the working poor in the Global South confronted a dual crisis of reproduction and
fragmentation moving across rural and urban spaces between diverse low-wage, precar-
ious or informal forms of work (Levien, Watts, and Hairong 2018, 867). The agrarian ques-
tion of labor concerns, thereby, how the capital-labor relation in the neoliberal era
reorganizes, differentiates, respatializes and makes vulnerable the rural populations and
livelihoods as components of heterogeneous classes of labor. Hence, rural politics
becomes a necessary component of a world-historical class struggle that has become a
livelihood struggle for access to a living wage.

The conception of agrarian question from the value theory of labor presumes land as a
relation of rent, i.e. as a ‘factor’ of commodity production. Bernstein’s (2006, 452) thesis of
the historical disappearance of the peasant question through the vanishing of the ‘pred-
atory landed property as a significant economic and political force by the end of the 1970s’
thanks to the post-war peasant rebellions, the subsequent land reforms and capitalist
restructuring reproduces this presumption. It conceives contemporary farming as
already only capitalist production based on a capital-labor relationship, leaving no
room for a complex ‘simultaneity of different temporalities’ cohabiting in geographical
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space, as expressed by Milton Santos (cited in Leff 2016, 261). This approach situates the
category of ‘the peasant’ and its relation to land in a ‘pre-capitalist’ social context and
delinks at the conceptual level the rural livelihoods of diverse agrarian classes of labor
from land. It is not land, but wages/profits in capitalist agriculture which become a pol-
itical terrain of (semi-)rural struggles.

From a socio-ecological perspective based in ‘environmental rationality’ (Leff 2014),
this approach underestimates how land and nature, instead of wages, has become a
central political terrain of rural struggle in the context of the world-historical expansion
of extractivist agrarian accumulation. As Leff has argued, the value theory (of labor) has
unvalued the productive yet entropic or destructive consumption of nature and ‘the eco-
logical conditions for the expanded reproduction of capital’ in time-space. It, thereby,
could not locate the economic poverty and social differentiation of the peasantry and
indigenous peoples inhabiting rural areas in the ‘historical process of entropic degra-
dation of their environment and their livelihoods’. Nor could it locate their persistence
in their resistance to dispossession, their cultural resilience rooted in nature, and their
adoption of a socio-ecological ontology that has challenged the capitalist value relations
degrading their nature (Leff 2016, 248-249, 256-259; 2021, 145-147, 155). From the
theoretical lens of the value theory of nature, the agrarian question of labor conceived
in the form of the fragmentation and increased precarity of the social conditions and live-
lihood sources of the world of ‘unskilled’ labor is still relevant. Yet, it becomes an outcome
of the dispossessory processes of extractivist accumulation, i.e. the world-historical
capital-nature relation.

In this respect, the environmentalization of the twenty-first century agrarian question
concerns how the world-historical temporality of capitalist agrarian transformation
through the intensification of value production based in extractivist processes configures
the ecologically embedded local temporalities of peasants, pastoral and indigenous
people living based on Earth. In specifying the environmentalization of the contemporary
agrarian question, | will engage in the following conceptual formulations of agrarian ques-
tion: (i) Farshad Araghi’s agrarian question of dispossession (or agrarian question of depea-
santization) (CAQ2); (ii) Philip McMichael's agrarian question of food (CAQ3); (iii)
McMichael’s (2016, 649) reformulation of ‘agrarian question as a general socio-ecological
question’ (CAQ4) as developed by him and Tony Weis (2007, 2010); (iv) Akram-Lodhi’s
(2021) recent formulation of ecological agrarian question (CAQS5); (v) Finally, what |
propose in concurrence with much of these reformulations, but situate as a central com-
ponent of the broader socio-ecological question with the conceptual and methodological
lens of the value theory of nature as an agrarian question of nature (CAQ6). Table 1 maps
out broadly each of these approaches. As distinct from CAQ1 centered on the capital-
labor relationality, the environmentalization of the contemporary agrarian question
through the respective accounts of CAQ2, CAQ3, CAQ4, CAQ5 and CAQ6 demonstrates:
Not only rural socio-ecological transformation and the agro-environmental crisis, but
also urban-based problems of social reproduction and livelihood struggles as well as
increasing rural and urban vulnerability to climate change can be specified in relation
to the twenty-first century agrarian question configured by a global extractivist accumu-
lation based on land and nature.

The agrarian question of dispossession or depeasantization (CAQ2) is centered on an
understanding of how the global conquest for increasing relative surplus value in the



Table 1. Environmentalization of the Contemporary (the twenty-first Century) Agrarian Question.

Conception of the
contemporary agrarian
question

Underlying social/ socio-ecological
processes

Socio-ecological
outcomes

Epistemological
perspective

Relevance from the value theory of
nature

Anti-systemic political
potentials

CAQ1: The agrarian
question of labor

CAQ2: The agrarian
question of
dispossession/
depeasantization

CAQ3: The agrarian
question of food

CAQ4: The socio-
ecological agrarian
question

CAQ5: The ecological
agrarian question

CAQ6: The agrarian
question of nature

Fragmentation of rural classes of
labor in relation to global capital
No underlying socio-ecological
process

The enclosure food regime
Overconsumption and under
reproduction of nature
Dispossession by displacement of
the world peasantries

Commaoditization of food and
agriculture under the global
corporate food regime
Dispossession of the peasant-
farmers Agro-industrial
destruction of the land/nature
and socio-ecological rights

The extractive food/fuel/biomass
regime
Land/resource/green grabbing

The increasing throughput of
matter and energy through
extractive agriculture under the
corporate food regime

The world-historical expansion of
capital-nature relation through
agro-extractivism, land/resource/
green grabbing and urbanization
of nature

Environmental costs of
the high productivity
levels of modern
capitalist farming

The interconnected
food, environmental
and malnutrition
crises

Food and social
reproduction crisis
Ecological crisis

Food crisis
Climate crisis
Socio-ecological crisis

Exhaustion of resources
and entropic
degradation of the
earth

The socio-ecological
question as a unity of
multiple interlinked
questions/crises

Capital/labor relation
Class analytic approach

‘Labor in nature’
perspective or value-
producing nature via
labor

Critique of class analytic
approach and value
episteme based on
capital/labor relation
Revaluing land, ecology
and the peasant

Critique of capital/labor
analytic approach
A socio-ecological
perspective based on the
human-nature unity

Capital/labor analytic lens
in the context of
accumulation by
appropriation and
unpaid nature approach

Value theory of nature
Capital/nature analytic
lens and a new
conception of class based
in this lens

Still relevant but through the
operation of extractivist
accumulation

Links depeasantization to the
capital-nature perspective
Recognizes extractivist
accumulation based on
‘underreproduction of nature’

Implies the capital/nature
theoretical lens

Implies and leads to the capital/
nature theoretical lens

Explicates the material processes of
entropic degradation through
extractive accumulation

Proposes the value theory of nature
lens to understand the socio-
ecologically distinctive historical
character of the agrarian question

Alliance of fragmented classes
of labor to struggle for
improved social conditions
and wages

Alliance of the world of
depeasantized and
deproleterianized people

Peasants as world-historical
subjects: the food
sovereignty movement

The emergence of a new
peasantry reclaiming food
and land sovereignty to
reconstitute a new social-
ecological order

Agro-ecological transition
through the agro-ecology
movement

Broadened perspective of anti-
systemic socio-ecological
justice movements
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neoliberal context has dispossessed the world peasantries or the rural populations
especially in the Global South (Araghi 2000, 2009a, 2009b). Araghi (2000) specifies the his-
torical nature of the contemporary process of depeasantization as a process of disposses-
sion through displacement based on the ‘mobilization of agricultural land’, in Polanyi’s
words, rather than dispossession through differentiation, which underlies the agrarian
questions of capital and labor. In contradistinction to CAQ1, the notion of dispossession
through displacement/enclosures and the formation of a global reserve army of labor in
CAQ2 centers the land and the relationship between agrarian production, commoditiza-
tion and the world market. Dispossession by displacement links the agrarian question via
land to the socio-ecological question by specifying ‘the accumulation of “surplus nature™
(2009b, 114).

What he calls ‘the standpoint of “labor in nature” discerns the reproductive fertility of
nature as value producing via labor ‘in that it determines the amount of necessary labor
time and thus directly affects the availability of surplus labor time’ (2009b, 121). This
understanding of nature as a ‘life giving, labor producing, and productive relation of
social life" distinguishes the socio-ecological dimensions of CAQ2 on especially three
axes of ‘accumulation by displacement”: (i) in terms of labor, simultaneous depeasantiza-
tion and deproleterianization and production of surplus value through forced underre-
production of either (underconsuming) urban surplus labor or migrant/informal
agrarian labor; (ii) in terms of ecology, forced overconsumption, appropriation and con-
tamination of deruralized environments that are transformed into global surplus nature
(ecological enclosures) of the agro-industrial capital as the basis for the global food
regime; (iii) the enclosure food regime characterized by forced underconsumption for
the surplus populations living in the world’s hyperurbanized cities through an overdepen-
dence on the market mechanism for access to commoditized food alongside a subsidized
consumption and overconsumption among an urban minority (2009a, 113, 118-119,
2009b, 124-127, 134-136; Patel 2007). The neoliberal global value regime, therefore,
operates through a continuous and destructive process of redistribution of value from
global surplus labor and surplus nature to the global capital. This process entails under-
reproduction of labor power, ‘under-reproduction of nature’ (Moore 2011, 28) and the
enclosure food regime leading to its multiple systemic crises: an environmental crisis in
the form of a deepening ‘metabolic rift’, a food crisis especially with the end of a food
regime in 2006 and a widespread crisis of malnutrition and hunger (Araghi 2009b).
CAQ2, thus, temporarily and spatially links the rural and urban manifestations of the
socio-ecological crisis by locating the world-historical relationship between labor,
nature and food.

While the ‘labor in nature’ standpoint recognizes ‘nature as directly value producing’
(2009b, 121), in my view, nature as the ‘past and future reproductive context’ of labor
becomes still indirectly value producing via surplus labor time, or the capital-labor
relation. McMichael argues that the ‘labor in nature’ perspective ‘collapses the society/
nature binary, positing a unity in the exploitation of human labor and its natural com-
ponent’. He argues further that the concept of value allows this perspective ‘to demystify
price (and payment for ecosystem services) as a fetishized representation of the social and
ecological relations inherent in commodity production’ (2013, 135). The recognition of the
unity of labor and nature at the world-historical level as value producing is invaluable for
understanding the historical nature of capitalist value relations, but not sufficient. It is also

"
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necessary to recognize the historical nature of this unity as well as their historically specific
separation through the global value relations. From the conceptual lens of the value
theory of nature, the value producing capital-nature relation in the socio-ecologies of
the displaced peasantries (ecological enclosures) operates as another and historically pre-
dominating basis for the underreproduced nature/labor and the enclosure food regime.
To put in Araghi’s terms, the ‘labor in nature’ standpoint has its equivalence in the ‘nature
in labor’ standpoint. The former recognizes surplus nature as an empirical category in the
concrete form of ‘the spaces of the existence of the world peasantries’. The latter, follow-
ing Marx’s method in his value theory of labor (Marx 1976; Elson 1979; Sayer 1987; Tomich
2004), specifies the historically distinctive objectification of (concrete/surplus) nature as
abstract nature as the condition of the equivalence of (‘socio-natural’ [Peluso 2012]) com-
modities in the extractivist capital accumulation processes. While concrete nature is the
direct biophysical source (in the form of energy/carbon or nutrient/organic matter/
space) of the use-value, abstract nature is the historical source of exchange value and
surplus value (Tasdemir Yasin 2017). The extractivist industrial agriculture is an ecologi-
cally specific historical moment of these processes. From this inverted standpoint, not
only the reproduction of labor depends on the reproduction of nature, but also the repro-
duction of nature depends on the socio-ecological relation between nature and labor. |
will elaborate this point further in the context of the subsequent CAQs as well as of
the rise of the agroecology movement in the second section. Yet, it is necessary to
note that Araghi’s CAQ2 renders the possibilities for linking the processes of depeasanti-
zation to the global value relations based on the capital-nature relation.

The agrarian question of food (CAQ3) specifies the CAQ through the lens of the corpor-
ate food regime (McMichael 2007, 2008, 2009, 2013). The food regime lens enables resi-
tuating the CAQ in relation to political ecology and rural politics of food, land and nature,
rendering how ‘the classical, capital-centric approach discounts landed ecology, and dis-
counts farmers/peasants as historical subjects’ (2013, 62). Accordingly, the corporate food
regime has catalyzed ‘a new agrarian question’ (2007) that re-placed the peasants at the
center of the contemporary agrarian politics, in contradistinction to the thesis of CAQ1.
The epistemic challenge created by the peasant/agrarian resistance against capitalist
value relations by reclaiming the centrality of the peasant relation with the land ‘consti-
tutes the twenty-first-century variant of the agrarian question’ in the form of CAQ3 (2007,
61). As opposed to the modernist categories perceiving the peasantry as anachronic or
residual, the contemporary peasant resistance demonstrates the possibilities for alterna-
tive epistemologies based on modern yet anti-capitalist visions of agrarianism. Thereby;, it
unsettles the hegemonic value episteme of capitalist development as well as its Marxist
critiques based on the value theory of labor (2013, 65-83; 2007).

As a conceptual, epistemological and political reflection of the ecologically based cri-
tique and struggle of the food sovereignty movement, CAQ3 shifts the substantive focus
of the CAQ from rural production to sustainable social reproduction. Accordingly, the clas-
sical accounts of agrarian question enclosed the meaning of ‘social reproduction’ to ‘the
reproduction of labor power through the wage relation’ as they focused on the expanded
reproduction of industrial capital and, thereby, affirmed the ‘disappearance of the tra-
ditional peasant’. In the context of the CAQ, the food sovereignty movement problema-
tizes and opposes the ‘food security’ politics of the corporate food regime that encloses
the meaning of ‘social reproduction’ with a rhetoric of ‘feeding the world'. This rhetoric
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conceals the reconfiguration of the food production/circulation through its separation
from the peasants/small farmers at the world-scale and (re)integration in the neoliberal
world market under the domination of the agro-industrial capital. The food sovereignty
movement unravels how the commoditization and ‘the accelerated movement of food’
relates to ‘the accelerated dispossession of the peasantry’, cheapening the cost of both
production of food and reproduction of wage labor worldwide. It demonstrates the
reconfiguration of the rural socio-ecologies of social reproduction as the agro-industrial
(commodity) frontiers of ‘agriculture without farmers’ who, in turn, transform into
environmental refugees in the instable and transitory urban social-ecologies of the
slums. In this context, it transforms the CAQ into a question of ‘the reappearance of “a
new peasantry” reclaiming their rights to connect with land and produce their food
without dependence on the world market (McMichael 2008, 45-48; 2009, 298, 307-308;
2013, 81).

The rise of the claims for food sovereignty challenges the capitalist domination of
land and agriculture from an ecological standpoint unsettling the domination of econ-
omic values over ecological values. Likewise, ‘its advocacy of revaluing small farming’
poses agriculture not only as a material form of food production but also as a distinc-
tive multifunctional form of socio-ecological relationship that is central and necessary
for restabilizing human-nature relation. In this respect, CAQ3 poses the agrarian ques-
tion of food from an understanding of food as a product of distinctive social, cultural
and ecological values and relations that are central to sustainable forms of social
reproduction, addressing not only the food crisis of neoliberal capitalism, but also
its socio-ecological crisis. It conceives the food sovereignty movement as a precursor
of a new agrarian ontology as expressed by Hannah Wittman's notion of ‘agrarian citi-
zenship’ and Duncan’s proposition for ‘the centrality of agriculture’, emphasizing the
revitalization of a socio-ecologically sustainable agrarian culture and biophysically
diversified local food ecologies through the stewardship of land (2008, 46, 49-50;
2009, 300-308).

In my view, CAQ3 manifests the socio-ecologically based conceptual perspective of the
value theory of nature and its later reformulation (2013, 2016) as a broader socio-ecological
question as a due outcome. McMichael argues that the CAQ3 posed by the food sover-
eignty movement is conceptually ‘unthinkable’ from the capital/labor analytic lens that
ends up with a characterization of ‘the dispossessed (peasant) as unemployed labor’
(2008, 49, parenthesis added). This lens does not enable a critique of commoditization
of food and fetishism of capitalist food production, which is, by contrast, restored by
the food sovereignty movement (2009, 298). | would like to further qualify this argument
by arguing that the food sovereignty movement’s epistemological challenge and onto-
logical vision restores the critique of fetishism through a new conceptual/epistemological
perspective that is specified by the value theory of nature, i.e. the capital/nature analytic
lens. ‘Abstraction of food production’ (2009, 304) is increasingly realized as an extractive-
industrial process, i.e. based on the social abstraction of land/nature, as the predominating
source of food as a ‘socio-natural commodity’ (Peluso 2012), enabled by dispossession by
displacement. In this respect, the historical connection of the crisis of social reproduction
to the ecological crisis underlined by CAQ3 opens the substantive space for exploring the
world-historical relationality and unity between the capital-labor relation and the capital-
nature relation.
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McMichael (2013, 2014, 2016) broadens the substantive and political focus of CAQ3 by
prioritizing its socio-ecological character in relation to the life-threatening climate crisis
(2012) reformulating it ‘as a general socio-ecological question’ (2016, 649) with its political
implications for ‘the question of socio-ecological survival in a post-industrial-agricultural
era’ (2013, 18). | will express this later reformulation of CAQ together with the contri-
butions of Tony Weis (2007, 2010) as the socio-ecological agrarian question (CAQA4),
although it continues to comprise CAQ3 as well. McMichael writes following Weis: ‘The
industrial agriculture underwritten by energy and agribusiness subsidies is reproduced
by methods of “biophysical override” (Weis 2007), which substitute short-term financial
gains (value-override) for long-term ecological sustainability. Value override by the food
regime has critical ecological consequences requiring a reformulation of the agrarian ques-
tion' (McMichael 2013, 63 emphasis added). Accordingly, the growing global agrarian crisis
of industrial agriculture entailing the twin crises of climate and food/malnourishment
recenters the agrarian politics on the peasant question (2013, 80-81). CAQ4 transforms
the food question into a ‘civilizational question’ in the context of the conjunction of
food, energy, climate and financial crises that can be resolved by a post-industrial
socio-ecological farming practice based on land stewardship and renewing ecological
cycles (2013, 65, 82-83; 2016, 651-652). Thus, CAQ4 shifts the conceptual and political
focus from ‘labor in nature’ standpoint to what | call ‘nature in labor’ standpoint.

At the same time, it centralizes in the analysis how industrial agriculture ‘as a relatively
safe investment haven for the relatively long-term’ has become a crucial moment and
medium of increasing dependence of commodity production on ‘capitalization of non-
human nature’ (Moore 2010), ‘triggering the “global land grab™ (McMichael 2013, 117).
A striking moment of this is the agrofuel project developed as a ‘green’ solution to the
‘absolute exhaustion’ of fossil fuels. The invention of interchangeable ‘flex crops’ (food,
feed and fuels) such as agrofuels (Borras et al. 2012) manifests how agriculture has
become a flexible environmental frontier of commodity production ‘converting all
crops to exchange value par excellence’. Agrofuels production commences a crucial
moment of ‘relative exhaustion’ or underreproduction of nature, recycling the
problem of greenhouse gas emissions as a ‘green’ solution (2013, 114-117; 2016,
660). Therefore, the essence of CAQ4 is not only about the tension between global
abstraction of food production (‘food from nowhere’) based on commodified inputs
and generalized commodification of food, on one hand, and the peasant countermove-
ment against it reclaiming socio-ecologically based local food production (food from
somewhere’), on the other. But also, it is about ‘the displacement of agriculture’ as a
form of production based on land/nature ‘from social provisioning and (socio-ecologi-
cal) multi-functionality’ and its remodeling as a site of multiple/flexible commodity pro-
duction in the form of ‘expanding bioeconomic, transgenic and meatification
complexes’ at the expense of the land use for socio-ecological reproduction (2016,
649, 660, parenthesis added; Weis 2007).

CAQ4 situates the development of bioeconomy or biocapitalism as the highest stage of
commodification based on crop substitutability and the global land/resource/green grab-
bing driving ‘a spatio-sectoral shift in capital accumulation toward a new extractive food/
fuel/biomass regime’ through financial speculation. As neoliberal climate change politics
presents bioeconomy as a sustainable techno-science intensive model, monopoly use
of smart agriculture technologies by agro-TNCs in enabling ‘sustainable intensification’
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of monocrop production ‘technologizes’ the extractive regime of food/fuel/biomass
(McMichael 2013, 119-125, 132, emphasis added). CAQ4 articulates, thereby, a substantive
and political manifestation of a shift of emphasis from the corporate food regime to the
extractive food/fuel/biomass regime. This shift corresponds to the historical expansion of
(capitalist) frontier of agriculture or farming beyond the spatio-temporality defined by the
neoliberal/corporate ‘food security’ politics to include the spatio-temporality defined by
the ‘climate security’ politics through a combination of ‘bioeconomy’ and ‘green
growth’ models based on bio-technological methods.

Akram-Lodhi’s (2021) recent formulation of CAQ as ecological agrarian question (CAQ5)
can be conceived as a conceptually differentiated substantive extension of CAQ4 with
more focus on the extractivist character of fossil-fuel driven, large-scale and capital-inten-
sive capitalist agriculture within the context of the corporate food regime. The substantive
focus of CAQS5 is the extractive nature of the ‘industrial grain-oilseed-livestock’ agro-food
complex (Weis 2013) understood through the material/energy flows. It mainly argues that
extractivist capitalist agriculture is less productive than small-scale agriculture or does not
develop productive forces in terms of energy returns relative to energy investment, i.e.
‘the EROI of agriculture’ (Martinez-Alier 2011). Yet, epistemologically, CAQ5 is governed
by the capital-labor theoretical lens and how this relation ‘shapes and is shaped by the
prevailing ecology’ (2021, 701). From this lens, extraction is understood based on
Moore's (2015) notion of ‘extractive appropriation’ of ‘Cheap Natures’ that is translated
in agriculture as appropriation ‘by capital of stocks of energy in natural resources such
as hydrocarbons, soils and water, which capital in turn transforms into flows of energy-
carrying materials, in the form of material farm inputs’ (Akram-Lodhi 2021, 699). As
such, the subordination of small-scale farming under the corporate food regime to extra-
ctivist capitalist agriculture increases the throughput of matter and energy, exhaustion of
resources and entropy.

The cheap or unpaid nature approach to the process of extraction or extractive agri-
culture has one consequence: as it recognizes the exhaustion of nature as a material
process or flow of energy, it reproduces the economic rationality underlying the classi-
cal accounts of agrarian question from the lens of value theory of labor. It conceives of
the increase of material throughput in relation to the labor productivity and nature’s
depletion in the production of surplus value. The thesis that low EROI of industrial agri-
culture increases the entropic demise of the ecology constitutes a crucial material
aspect of the CAQ. Yet, as underlined by CAQ4 and the environmental rationality per-
spective of Leff (2014, 2016, 2021), this is a one-sided concrete moment of a broader
process of capitalist domination and transformation of socio-ecological relations
defining peasant farming (with cultural and territorial consequences). This broader
socio-ecological lens has critical political implications as well for the second thesis of
CAQ5, which I will further discuss in the subsequent section on the agrarianization of
climate justice: Small-scale agroecological farming promises to increase the EROI of agri-
culture and the resolution of the CAQ can be possible by an ‘agroecological agrarian
transition’ as it can ‘develop the productive forces necessary to lay the foundation of
a post-capitalist future’ (Akram-Lodhi 2021, 688).

From the value theory of nature lens, the global expansion of extractive industrial agro-
food/agroforestry frontiers (of flex crops) articulates a distinctive socio-ecological relation-
ship between capital and nature as a value relation and a distinctive process of
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‘commodity frontier’ formation (Moore 2000) based on extractivism at the expense of
locally specific socio-ecological relations and valuations of nature (Martinez-Alier 2002).
This relationship constitutes the socio-historical condition/context of the entropic
material flows. This lens shifts the centrality of the CAQ from the commodification and
incorporation of farming into the capitalist world market to the commodification and
incorporation of nature into the world-historical relation of capital. The key to the
unpaid nature approach is Moore’s (2015) notion of ‘abstract social nature’ in the
context of his account of ‘capitalism’s Cheap Nature strategy’, as distinct from the abstract
(surplus) nature as the source of value in the value theory of nature. According to his for-
mulation, ‘abstract social nature’ is a product of colonialism, enclosures and accumulation
by dispossession in their enhancement of labor productivity ‘without the costs and risks
associated with M-C-M’ (capitalization)’ (2015, 98). He defines it as ‘a systemic family of
processes aimed on simplifying, standardizing, and otherwise mapping the world in
service to the quantitative expansion of abstract labor'. Therefore, as | pointed out in
Araghi’s use of ‘surplus nature’, ‘abstract social nature’ is a concrete category signifying
‘those spatio-temporal practices that identify and facilitate the appropriation of unpaid
work’ or Cheap Nature (2015, 126-127). These concrete processes of mapping, identifying,
quantifying, measuring, and coding (2015, 122) partake in the social domination of nature
in the extractive frontiers as constituents of the historical process of the formation of
abstract nature, i.e. the capital-nature relation as a world-historical value relation, contri-
buting mainly to the ‘productivity’ of nature.

The example of bioeconomic models of extractive agriculture based on technologically
controlled environments is demonstrative of how capital can produce value through
extractive accumulation based in abstract surplus nature rendering labor redundant. His-
torically, value production based on the socio-material unity of abstract surplus labor and
abstract surplus nature in industrial agriculture became a vital source of the metabolic rift
in the form of soil exhaustion. Nonetheless, as Weis (2010) shows through the instance of
factory-farmed meat, global value production through abstract surplus nature has
become an unprecedented source of the biospheric rift (Clark and York 2005; McMichael
2012). In this respect, the CAQ concerns not only the rural-urban divide underlying the
metabolic rift and its reversal. It increasingly concerns a systemic world-historical socio-
ecological rift expanding and deepening through the contemporary extractivist
moment of commodity fetishism based in the ‘social domination’ (Postone 1993) of
land/nature through processes of global land/resource/green grabbing, extractivist shift
in industrial agriculture and monopolization of high-technology vis-a-vis the small produ-
cers. The development of what the World Economic Forum propagates as ‘the fourth
industrial revolution’ based on digital/automation technologies ‘fusing the physical,
digital and biological worlds’ (Schwab 2017) reconfigures capitalist frontiers of agriculture
increasingly based on a global socio-ecological rift. This indicates a highest stage of what
Marx states as the ‘urbanization of the countryside’ that can be re-framed as urbanization
of nature corresponding to the environmentalization of agriculture (for food, feed or fuel)
through extractivist industrial shift and (bio)technological domination of nature, i.e. ‘tech-
nologization of nature’ (McMichael 2013, 121).

In this context, from the prism of the value theory of nature, | propose reformulat-
ing the CAQ as an agrarian question of nature (CAQ6). This formulation concurs with
and builds upon the substantive constituents of the formulations of CAQ2,
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CAQ3, CAQ4 and CAQS5 and methodological-epistemological critique of the formu-
lations of CAQ3 and CAQ4. Nonetheless, it situates the CAQ in relation to a
broader process of the world-historical expansion of the capital-nature relation and,
thereby, conceives it as a central component or constituent of the socio-ecological
question. The CAQ6 presents a critical demystification of commodity fetishism under-
lying the CAQ through objectification of nature as well as simplification and elimin-
ation of concrete agro-ecological and socio-ecological diversity and complexity. It
links the four distinct socio-ecological formulations of the CAQ to the capital-
nature analytical lens and broadens their substantive analysis in the face of the
world-historical expansion of the extractive environmental frontier of capital accumu-
lation. In this respect, Petras and Veltmeyer's (2014) conception of the twenty-first
century agrarian question in the form of ‘agro-extractivism’ constitutes not only
but a central historically specific climate and planet threatening socio-ecological
dynamic of the agrarian question of nature.

In situating the historical specificity of extractive industrial agriculture or agro-
extractivism, its historical differentiation from petro-chemicals based industrial agri-
culture is fruitful. Agriculture dependent on the “mining’ of soils elsewhere on the
planet’ (Duncan 1996, 97) has featured as an aspect of the world-economic inte-
gration of agrarian production with the first (settler) food regime since the late nine-
teenth century. This regime underlined wheat imports from the colonial frontiers with
the long-term consequences of ecological collapse of family farms and the soil
exhaustion in the colonies (Friedmann and McMichael 1989; McMichael 2013, 72,
102). Soil mining intensified in the post-war era in the context of US-centered
second food regime with agro-chemical industrialization grounded on the ‘cheap’
oil regime in relation to the post-colonial expansion of the nation-state system
(Araghi 2009b, 126; Friedmann and McMichael 1989). This was based on the ‘the sub-
stitution of (artificial) fertilizers for labour in soil maintenance’ and, thereby, on the
decay of ecologically sensitive soil management. This labor-saving shift can be
viewed as a relative increase of abstract surplus nature vis-a-vis abstract surplus
labor in surplus-value production. This increased both the efficiency of soil mining
and the productivity of labor ‘antiecologically’ by erasing the agronomic necessity
to adapt to local ecological peculiarities and by eroding the soil, its organic fertility
and water-storage capacity (Duncan 1996, 38-39, 70, 113, 119, 122). Therefore, we
can argue that the socio-ecological shift to petro-chemicals based industrial agricul-
ture already commenced the historical formation of an agrarian question of soil
(and subsoil water) in the post-war era yet concealed it with overproduction of
food (leading to what McMichael identifies as ‘the food-aid regime’). It, thereby, set
the historical ground for the agrarian questions of depeasantization, food, energy
and nature in the neoliberal era that can be characterized by the intensification of
global capital accumulation based on extractivism, a process distinguished by the
notion of ‘new extractivism’ (Bebbington 2009).

Agro-extractivism or ‘agrarian extractivism’ (Petras and Veltmeyer 2014; McKay
2017, 2020) can be specified by an absolute increase of abstract surplus nature at the
expense of the abstract surplus labor in commodity/value production rendering
labor increasingly redundant, thanks to the fusion of petro-chemicals based
agro-industrial accumulation with biotechnology, genetics and digital (smart)
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technologies. The historical shift in industrial production towards agro-extractivism
corresponds to the renovation of the corporate food regime in the form of an extrac-
tive food/fuel/biomass regime (McMichael 2013). To state in concrete terms, it is a shift
from the intensive chemical-mechanical practice of agricultural/food production as a
biophysical process accelerated by industrial fertilizers, drugs and machines (Duncan
1996, 131) to a biologically-genetically modified and technologically controlled prac-
tice of multi-functional commodity production (precision agriculture). In the latter,
the biophysical override/underreproduction of not only soil but the wider ecosystem
(forests, animals, water, biosphere) is maximized through the elimination of any
socio-ecologically-assisted organic nutrient/waste recycling and ecosystem (self-
)repair/regeneration services/practices.

A predatory and political process of incorporation of nature, local agrarian/industrial
food production complexes and markets (McMichael 2014) into the monopoly of agro-
input and/or agro-food TNCs (Weis 2010) forms or expands the agro-extractive planta-
tion frontiers, i.e. the capitalized and commoditized nature (Leff 2016, 259-260),
through large-scale land acquisitions, transformation of local agrarian practices and
the acquisitions of local agents of food production/circulation chains. The expansion
of monoculture biofuel and flex-crop (food, feed, fuel) production in Latin America
(Petras and Veltmeyer 2014) exemplifies a geographically shaped moment of agro-
extractivist frontier expansion in distinctive processes: institutional changes enabling
corporate acquisitions of local industries leading to economic concentrations (mon-
opolies/oligopolies); the domination of the TNCs over the key stages of the agro-food
chain including the provision of seeds and inputs; large-scale land grabbing and land
ownership; industrial processing of the produce and global marketing; the generaliz-
ation of the transgenic seeds in the market with increased local dependency on
TNCs; massive ecological and social degradation including increased rural unemploy-
ment. In the particular instance of Bolivia, McKay (2020) demonstrates a similar
process of what he specifies through triple moments of land control, state control
and value-chain control.

As such, a neoliberal and neo-extractive reconfiguration of plantations is being con-
cretely realized as pointed out by the concept of Plantationocene (Wolford 2021). This
concept indicates a specific biophysically and technologically manipulated-controlled
socio-ecological space or modality of extractive production/accumulation. Unlike colo-
nial plantations, which were dependent on social domination of labor (the formation of
abstract labor) through enslavement or enforcement (with biophysical override as ‘eco-
logical externality’), modern ‘Plantationocene’ is dependent on social domination of
land/nature (the formation of abstract nature) through encroachment and penetration
based on displacement-ridden processes (with social override as ‘social externality’).
These processes consist mainly of land/nature grabbing (Borras and Franco 2012,
2018); the modification, surveillance and control of land/nature (Peluso 2017)
through the use of ‘genetically resilient’, ‘labor-saving’ and ‘climate smart’ technologies;
and financialization/financial speculation in different phases of the agri-food chain
(Clapp and Isakson 2018). They eventually enforce a ‘planetary urbanization’ (Brenner
and Schmid 2012) as a distinguishing aspect of the emerging global socio-ecological
rift. As a contradiction at first sight, the expansion of monocrop plantations takes
place within a context of hegemonic climate change politics and market-based
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climate change mitigation and adaptation initiatives that it reinforces. As the studies
on the historical instances of Myanmar and Cambodia (Borras and Franco 2018,
1318-1319; Borras, Franco, and Nam 2020) show, these ‘sensitized’ neoliberal initiatives
through climate smart agriculture legitimize and fortify the global land rush by
recasting and reconfiguring this agro-extractivist capitalist penetration and control of
the countryside.

Land/nature control in the context of agro-industrial/agro-extractivist shift should
be viewed not only as a spatio-temporal expansion of the capitalist frontier, but
also as a historically specific process of socio-ecological deepening of capitalist
accumulation or value relations, which is not distinguished by Harvey’s concept of
‘accumulation by dispossession’. The land acquisitions do not target only ‘idle’ or
‘remote’ lands, but mostly diverse complex socio-natures based on the peculiarities
of land cover, soil structure and population density (Messerli et al. 2014). The enclo-
sures and control of local territories entail domination, forced destruction and trans-
formation of the existing place-based socio-ecological relationships and ecologically
and culturally based value forms and reproduction patterns in the formation/ expan-
sion of value forms and relationships based on capital-nature relation. Their conversion
into the new commodity frontiers with emerging social-ecologies of the respective
commodities is an active and contentious process in which local people and hegemo-
nic actors struggle over the material, spatial, legal and institutional reconfiguration of
these territories based on the biological and physical ‘materiality’ of the commodity, of
its extraction/production and of the ecology (Peluso and Lund 2011; Tomich 2004;
Sneddon 2007).

The instance of Senegal’s agro-industrial transformation (Benegiamo 2020) shows
how the grabbing and control of the last open-access pastoral lands in a protected
reserve in the context of an agro-industrial investment in the production of agrofuel
and sunflower seeds for the biomass power plants eroded and marginalized in the
longer term local (semi-)nomadic pastoral land rights, local knowledges and liveli-
hoods producing diversified forms of agro-pastoral resistance. Benegiamo (2020,
538) portrays the historical distinctiveness of the forced enclosures and conversion
of this agro-pastoral reserve into an agro-extractive farmland and the ‘key elements
of rupture’ from the colonial period in this instance as follows: a distinct moment
of reorganization and reordering of the landscape, the water resources and ‘the bio-
logical formation of the territory’ through ‘the saturation of the marginal areas’ and
‘the establishment of a parallel agro-industry poorly linked to peasant farming’, thus
‘creating new practices among local populations’. In the context of the agrarian ques-
tion of nature, | have reconceived what she does not explicitly state as the historical
distinctiveness of the contemporary moment of agro-extractive expansion: the ruling
out of locally specific diverse socio-ecological relationships and practices of material,
social and cultural reproduction and forms of valuation by the world-historical general-
ization of the capital-nature relation. Agro-extractivism, in turn, has been a central con-
stituent of the global (neo)extractivist value accumulation and the formation of a
global nature frontier together with ‘natural resource’ extractivism, which even in
specific contexts turn into competing forms of frontiers (Peluso 2017), with an
outcome of the socio-ecological rift.
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The agrarianization of the climate justice movement

The increasing urgency of the socio-ecological question in the twenty-first century carried
not only the agro-environmental question but also the question of climate change/justice
to the center-stage, increasing the emphasis on ‘the climate-changing environment’
(Schlosberg and Collins 2014). The climate justice movement emerged during the early
2000s mainly from the urban-based environmental justice organizations (EJOs) and
NGOs and politicized in late 2000s through the advocacy movements (Climate Justice
Now! in 2007 and Reclaim Power in 2009 in Copenhagen) contesting the mainstream
climate politics. Yet, the consumption-centric carbon focus of global warming and
climate change politics centered the core concerns of the climate justice movement
around reducing carbon emissions through renewable energy and reformed systems of
agriculture, public transport, waste disposal and production (Bond 2013; Martinez-Alier
et al. 2016). This focus undermined the broader socio-ecological origins of the unbalanced
carbon cycle or the biospheric rift rooted in global extractivist expansion and the conse-
guent socio-ecological rift.

In an engagement to situate climate justice in relation to the world-historical
context of the agrarian question of nature, | have two main arguments in this
section. First, | argue that an anti-systemic climate justice politics capable to locate
climate change/justice in a world-historical perspective has been developed through
the agrarianization of the climate justice (movement) in relation to the environmentaliza-
tion of the agrarian question and agrarian movements. Second, | argue that the agrar-
ianization of the climate justice movement reveals a reformulation of ‘class’ (or class
relations) within the capitalist world system, representing the agrarian question of
nature. The reformulation indicates and specifies the significant ontological shift at
work in the climate justice movement. From the perspective of a new understanding
of class based on the value theory of nature, the rise of agrarian-based or agrarianized
climate justice movements strengthens the already-proposed thesis of the re-emer-
gence of agrarian people/movements as one of ‘the most potent’ world-historical sub-
jects or anti-systemic social forces (McMichael 2008, 57; Weis 2010; Borras et al. 2018,
1233-1234). At the same time, it enables to transcend the existing ‘limits of theory’
(Tomich 2015) that bound the understanding of the concept of class to the capital/
wage labor relation.

In developing these arguments, | make an analytical distinction between the environ-
mentalization of agrarian movements, which has been already noted in political ecology
and critical agrarian studies (Guha and Martinez-Alier 1997; Martinez-Alier 2002, 2011;
McMichael 2008, 2009, 2013, 2014, 2016), and the agrarianization of the climate/environ-
mental justice movements, which has been indicated by Borras and Franco’s (2018) notion
of ‘agrarian climate justice’. The ontological distinction between environmental agrarian
movements and agrarian climate/environmental justice movements is more blurred in
both rural and transnational contexts, as their development is situated in the world-his-
torical context of the agrarian question of nature and the expansion of extractive frontiers.
In this paper, | specify them as internally linked constituents of what we can call the emer-
gence of a broader anti-systemic socio-ecological justice movement. The integration of the
claims for food sovereignty/food justice with land sovereignty and agroecology and the
development of agroecology both as field and as a movement (in both rural, semi-rural
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and urban contexts) in the last decade manifests the agrarian basis of anti-systemic sol-
utions to the socio-ecological contradictions of the capitalist world economy.

The concept of ‘environmental/ecological agrarianism’ (or ‘ecological neo-Narodnism’)
was developed from 1985 onwards in the work of Ramachandra Guha and Joan Martinez-
Alier (1997) to signify the emergence and development of the peasant resistance in India,
such as the Chipko movement, as an environmental struggle against the historical shift
towards industrial agriculture and ‘scientific’ forestry. It portrayed the consequent trans-
formation of local peasants and indigenous people, who were becoming displaced agrar-
ian and ‘ecological refugees’, into environmental defenders merging agrarianism and
environmentalism. Environmental agrarianism fused the politics of land with the politics
of resources (e.g. forest, water, mine), as their relation to social reproduction was central.
Environmental agrarianism also expanded, as in the instance of 1980s Indonesia, through
the engagement between agrarian and grassroots environmental struggles politicizing
and challenging the expansion of the nature frontiers of agrarian and mining capital in
the ‘not-yet-capitalized’ local socio-ecologies of the Global South (Peluso, Afiff, and
Rachman 2008). In such instances, the shifting alliances between ‘new agrarian’ and
environmental movements depended on ‘the temporal and political economic origins
and histories of the respective movements, on the types of land contested, on the politics
of access to those lands and on the emergence of “discourse coalitions”, that dominate
discursive spaces’ (2008, 209). The lines between agrarian and environmental justice
movements were ‘often blurred by their specific and common histories in opposing
state expropriations’, although their rhetorical strategies obscured the common articula-
tions and ‘convergence’ between them (2008, 232). The changing historical context of
political economy and political field (shaped by alliances with diverse/wider movements
and by changing priorities/strategies) and their increasing interdependence in the
context of land control and land management forced them over time to find a
common ground. The formation and expansion of place-specific environmental-agrarian
struggles constituted local moments of the globally spreading environmental justice
movements centered on environmental distribution and valuation (Guha and Martinez-
Alier 1997; Martinez-Alier 2002; Martinez-Alier et al. 2016).

Yet, each of these categories, i.e. agrarianism and environmentalism, were mostly
studied, documented and contextualized distinctively especially until 2010s by ‘critical
agrarian studies’ (Edelman and Wolford 2017) and political ecology, respectively. This
analytical distinction and separation produced the issue of alliance building and ‘conver-
gence’ between agrarian and environmental movements as a ‘fertile subject for debate’ at
the transnational level, between transnational agrarian movements (TAMs) and transna-
tional environmental movements (Borras, Edelman, and Kay 2008, 31). There are both
ontological-historical and conceptual sources of this distinction and its waning through
the idea of ‘convergence’ between the two sets of movements from 2010s onwards.
We can argue that the manifestation of the food crisis and the rise of food sovereignty
politics, the intensification of land/resource/green grabbing and the rise of land sover-
eignty politics and, finally, the manifestation of climate crisis and the rise of climate
justice politics have constituted the most influential moments of ‘contact’, ‘common
grounds’ and/or ‘confluence’ at the global level between ‘new’/transnational agrarian/
peasant movements and ‘the global environmental justice movement’ and transnational
EJOs (Martinez-Alier 2002; Martinez-Alier et al. 2016).
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In relation to the environmentalization of agrarian movements, McMichael (2008, 42)
demonstrated this common ground in the context the agrarian question of food by
arguing that the food sovereignty movement (such as IPC for Food Sovereignty and
Via Campesina) transformed ‘the terms of the question’ from agrarian transition to the
agrarian revaluation as central to socio-ecological sustainability. This corresponds to a criti-
cal shift from the politicization of the property relations for land, distinguishing the clas-
sical agrarian movements to the politicization of ‘the socio-ecology of the property
relations’ (2008, 46). By replacing the ‘class-analytic approach’ (conceived through
capital-labor relationality) with a ‘food regime analytic’, McMichael situates the ‘cross-
class political alliances’ between diverse peasant movements, from MST in Brazil to
KRRS in India, in the emergence of ‘peasantry’ as a new world-historical political force
in the twenty-first century agrarian question (2008, 57; 2016, 651-654). He notes that
‘the food sovereignty movement is not simply about peasants, or food; rather... it is
about reorganizing international political economy, modeling social struggle around
democratic principles, gender equity, producer rights, ecological practices and rebalan-
cing the urban/rural divide’ (2016, 649). It builds a modern yet post-capitalist agrarian
identity and politics of ‘agrarian citizenship’ based on alternative value relations and
valuations of agriculture as well as alternative socio-ecological subjectivities/practices
such as socio-ecological stewardship and ‘revitalization of local food ecologies’ (2008,
46-48; 2013, 138; 2014). Thereby, it internalizes or reclaims environmentalism for an
alternative socio-ecological ontology in which peasants and agriculture have centrality
in a ‘multifunctional’ form based on ecological restoration, regeneration and biodiversity
in addition to self-provisioning (2013, 138-140).

Borras and Franco’s (2012) contribution of the political frame of ‘land sovereignty’ as a
broader and more embracive alternative to the limited (in the present context) political
concepts of ‘land reform’ and ‘land (tenure) security’ grasps the historical essence of con-
temporary struggles for land, rendering another critical aspect of ‘environmentalizing’
agrarian movements. They demarcate it as ‘the right of working peoples to have effective
access to, use of, and control over land and the benefits of its use and occupation, where
land is understood as resource, territory, and landscape’. Leff (2014, 2016, 2021) has
shown such ‘land sovereignty’ perspective as an already organic constituent of contem-
porary environmental struggles of peasants and indigenous people. ‘Environmental
struggles do not only claim a piece of land, but a territory’, he notes, ‘as the habitat
where they can experience their habitus, where they can deploy their imaginaries and
practices in order to preserve livelihoods, envision their sustainable life-worlds’, and
‘where the new political actors and environmental movements are emerging to reappropri-
ate their bio-cultural heritage and reconstruct their life-territories’ (2021, 159-160 emphasis
added). As a countermovement against the commodification of their life-worlds in the his-
torical context of the agrarian question of nature, therefore, Leff (2021, 14-15) suggests
that ‘the peoples of Earth’ ‘are territorializing sustainability’ as opposed to global ‘geopo-
litics of sustainable development'. Land sovereignty in the form ‘territorial sovereignty’,
thus, implies a new form of revaluation and reclamation of land entailing the restoration
of its biology, of the rights to land and food and territorial/cultural identity based on a
new conception of agrarian citizenship (McMichael 2013, 149). We can argue that food
sovereignty and land sovereignty together build both an anti-capitalist politics and
post-capitalist ontology of socio-ecological sovereignty or autonomy that cannot be
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captured with the conventional theoretical explanation of the relationship between
capital and land. To put in theoretical terms, the former agrarian/land reform movements
exposed and resisted the historically specific relationship between capital and land via
rent, as conceptualized by the value theory of labor. The contemporary agrarian-environ-
mental food and land sovereignty movements expose and resist the historically specific
socio-ecological relationship between capital and nature, as exposed by the value
theory of nature. As MST leader Jodo Pedro Stédile puts it:

From the time of Zapata in Mexico, or of Julido in Brazil, the inspiration for agrarian reform
was the idea that the land belonged to those who worked it. Today we need to go
beyond this. It's not enough to argue that if you work the land, you have proprietary
rights over it ... We want an agrarian practice that transforms farmers into guardians of the
land, and a different way of farming, that ensures an ecological equilibrium and also guarantees
that land is not seen as private property. (cited in McMichael 2009, 297-298, emphasis added)

Thereby, contemporary environmental agrarianism both exposes and builds ‘a new pea-
santry of the twenty-first century’ from ‘the ecological ground’ or ‘environmental ration-
ality’ constituting the central force for the future persistence of peasantry and agrarianism
(Van der Ploeg 2008, 2010; McMichael 2013; Leff 2014, 2016, 2021). These movements do
not view land only as a physical ‘factor’ of agricultural production, but as a ‘territory’ that
signifies a broader complex comprising socio-ecological relations of reproduction as well
as biological and cultural heritage/diversity of ecology. Capitalization and commodifica-
tion of their life territories collapse ‘the complex connection between locality, place
and identity’ (Martinez-Alier 2014) and, therefore, their resistance calls for recognition, res-
titution and regeneration (Borras and Franco 2018).

The rise of climate justice politics has realized a more apparent and comprehensive
moment of environmentalization of TAMs or ‘confluence’ between agrarian and environ-
mental justice movements as well as between critical agrarian studies and political
ecology. The food sovereignty movement'’s involvement in the climate justice debate
(especially with their active presence in the Copenhagen Climate Change Conference
in 2009) with the thesis of ‘sustainable peasant agriculture is cooling down the earth’
was noted by Martinez-Alier (2011), who already conceived by then Via Campesina as
‘the most important transnational socio-environmental movement in the world" (151,
emphasis added). He situates its deeper involvement in climate justice in the spread
and politicization of the perception of agriculture as system of energy transformation,
especially in the wake of the global agro-extractivist shift, with the argument that indus-
trial agriculture is ‘a major contributor to global warming and climate change by ... trans-
forming agriculture from an energy producer into an energy consumer’ (146). This argument
enabled Via Campesina to situate itself not only as a movement centered on food sover-
eignty, but also as a socio-environmental defender of small-scale peasant agriculture on
the basis of its greater energy efficiency, fewer emission of greenhouse gases, higher
capacity to capture carbon and greater ability for conservation of seeds and biodiversity.
Martinez-Alier characterizes this broader repositioning as a contemporary example of
‘ecological neo-Narodnism’ with its real solutions to climate change based in ‘a
genuine agrarian reform to strengthen peasant agriculture’ (2011, 149-157). In a more
recent account, Tramel (2018, 1302) argues that resource grabbing and its fusion with
climate change mitigation in the production of a global carbon complex have been
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influential processes in the inclusion of environmental and climate concerns into the
repertoires of contention of agrarian movements. Through the instance of West Africa,
she confirms the historical shift in the last decade in the common ground for confluence
between transnational agrarian and environmental justice movements, such as La Via
Campesina and Friends of the Earth International, from the struggle for socio-ecologically
sustainable food production and food sovereignty to the struggle over climate-related
resource capture (such as for biofuel production) and climate-smart agriculture.

We can recapitulate the environmentalization of the agrarian movements in concep-
tual terms in relation to the CAQ in two historical axes: (i) By centralizing the food sover-
eignty movement and politics, the agrarian question of food (CAQ3), first, unbound the
understanding of the new peasantry from the conceptual limits of the capital-labor/
wage-land/rent trio that marginalizes the peasant and foresees its (semi-)proletarianiza-
tion and, second, defetishized the world-scale commodification of food through destabi-
lization of local social-ecological relations (i.e. the politicization of ‘the socio-ecology of
property relations’); (ii) The rise of climate crisis and climate justice politics/movement
re-articulated this historical-ontological ground in the context of the environmentaliza-
tion of the agrarian question (CAQ4-5-6) leading to the environmentalization of the trans-
national agrarian movements as well. The latter has indicated the repositioning of the
new peasantry as an anti-systemic force politicizing also the socio-ecology of the pro-
duction relations defetishized by the conceptual lens of capital-nature relation.

At the epistemic level, the environmentalization of the (transnational) agrarian move-
ments denotes a perspective of comprehending agrarianism with a political ecological
lens or, to put differently, integrating political ecology in critical agrarian studies. Twisting
this interdisciplinary engagement and comprehending the climate/environmental justice
movements from the lens of critical agrarian studies, i.e. integrating critical agrarian per-
spective in political ecology, | argue, will reveal the agrarianization of the climate/environ-
mental justice movement as the flipside of the process of environmentalization of agrarian
movements in the historical context of the agrarian question of nature. In other words,
simultaneously, grassroot rural/indigenous and transnational environmental movements
have transformed into the defenders of agrarian-based solutions to climate change. Mar-
tinez-Alier (2011) already noted this, as he argued that not only Via Campesina but also
transnational climate/environmental justice movements such as the World Rainforest
Movement adopted the claims for strengthening peasant agriculture and food sover-
eignty as necessary constituents of their climate justice-centered political agenda. This
has been expressed as a ‘convergence of issues and problems’ between agrarian and
climate justice movements (Scoones et al. 2018, 10). Comparing transnational peasant
(La Via Campesina, GRAIN) and indigenous peoples movements (Indigenous Peoples
(IP) Forum on Climate Change-lIPFCC), Claeys and Pugley argued that despite their dis-
tinctive political positions, strategies and framings of the climate issue, both kinds of
movements integrated climate justice within their political discourse and struggles as a
common ground especially ‘in reaction to the market-based and state-led strategies
advanced by the international community to mitigate’ climate change (2016, 2). Accord-
ingly, they repositioned themselves in relation to climate change from ‘major drivers of
climate change’ to ‘modern actors’ proposing alternative post-capitalist peasant and indi-
genous community-based models/solutions. TAMs prioritized food and land sovereignty
and agroecology as a simultaneous solution to ‘feeding the world’ and ‘cooling the
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planet’, while IP proposed territorial autonomy, biodiversity and local forest management
to keep forests alive (Claeys and Pugley 2016, 6-8).

A present updated look to IIPFCC's political agenda reveals a visible shift towards
‘agrarianization’ of their agenda. As they made it clear in the 2021 UN Climate Change
Conference (COP26) in Glasgow, IP prioritizes food sovereignty as a constituent of their
climate solution model through agroforestry and sustainable agriculture (http://www.
iipfcc.org/). Friends of the Earth International integrates ‘ecological peasant farming’ in
their political vision proposing that it ‘can preserve biodiversity and local cultures, cool
the planet, provide healthy food and livelihoods for all’ (https://www.foei.org/). Climate
Justice Alliance argues that the industrial model of agribusiness is major contributor to
the climate crisis and proposes local food systems working with nature (https://
climatejusticealliance.org/). Thus, concurring with Tramel (2018, 1292) who situates
agroecology as ‘a strategic frame bridging food and climate struggles’, we can argue
that food sovereignty and agroecology have become a central constituent of the political
agendas of transnational climate/environmental/justice movements.

Borras and Franco (2018) suggest the notion of ‘agrarian climate justice’ as a normative
framework to specify the increasing historical convergence of issues between agrarian
justice and climate justice and to create a broader political field that can unify diverse pro-
gressive struggles. They point out the historically necessary interdependence between
agrarian justice and climate justice as follows:

The kinds of social movement that are required in the current context are those that are
capable of building on and going beyond conventional stand-alone peasant struggles or
peasant struggles that subsume other identities or strategies, e.g. ethnic nationalities, indi-
genous peoples, internally displaced peoples, people displaced by mines and dams. There
are two sides of this argument. First, climate change advocacy work by state and social
forces ... will be stronger only if deeply sensitized to agrarian issues and movements and inti-
mately rooted in and engaged with questions of redistribution, recognition and restitution of
rights and claims by poor villagers over their land, water, forest and territory. Second, the only
way the urgency and relevance of land policies around redistribution, recognition, restitution
and regeneration in the era of global land rush can (re)gain traction in today’s world if it is
sensitised to and embedded within the broader climate justice struggles. (Borras and Franco
2018, 1320, emphasis added)

If our point of departure becomes the issue of ‘convergence’ (Tramel 2018; Scoones et al.
2018; Claeys and Pugley 2016; Borras and Franco 2018), we can argue, following Martinez-
Alier (2011), that climate justice has been the most influential point of confluence
between the agrarian and environmental/climate justice movements. If our departure
point becomes the possibility of creating a broader anti-systemic political field as indi-
cated by Borras and Franco (2018), then, we can situate both the environmentalization
of the agrarian/food sovereignty movements/politics and the agrarianization of the trans-
national climate justice movements /politics as a relational process of recognition and
adaptation of a broader socio-ecological perception of justice, sovereignty, diversity
and rights in the face of the (agro-)extractivist turn of the global value relations prone
to multiple interlinked soci-ecological crises. Food justice and climate justice are depen-
dent on each other, because as GRAIN states ‘the climate crisis and the food crisis are inti-
mately linked’ through the industrial food system. As FoodFirst states, agriculture has
become the ‘battleground for climate justice’, as ‘how we produce and consume food
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Table 2. Social composition of world-wide rural-based environmental conflicts (number of selected
cases = 2167, n=3687)

Mobilized groups oNfucl::)eesr Frequency (in all cases, %)

Farmers 1181 | e 32,03
Fisher people 475 | e 2 88

Landless peasants 315 | mee— S 54

Pastoralists 184 | mosmmm 4,99

Artisanal miners 103 = 279

Source: EJATLAS, https://ejatlas.org/, as of June 2022.

is contributing to climate change’. This link is both an outcome and a manifestation of the
agrarian question of nature. If we approach from a broader lens of the socio-ecological
question, both climate justice politics and food sovereignty politics become already differ-
entiated expressions of a unified anti-systemic politics situated in the socio-ecological
question.

If we move from the level of transnational organizations to the local grassroot conflicts
and movements, we can see more concretely that the lines between place-based agrarian
and climate/environmental justice movements are blurred, as the earlier historical studies
argued (Peluso, Afiff, and Rachman 2008). Constructed based on Environmental Justice
Atlas, Table 2 shows that a considerable majority of place-specific environmental
conflicts is composed of rural struggles of which more than half composed of struggles
of farmers and landless peasants, confirming either environmental agrarianism or agrarian
environmentalism depending on the nature and the source of the conflict and the claims
of the mobilizing groups. Although the sources of these conflicts are diverse, entailing
such as biodiversity conservation, biomass and land conflicts, water management,
waste management, mining or fossil fuel extraction projects aimed at value accumulation
based on socio-natural commodities, the affected communities are rural-agrarian based
communities with shared claims to protect the agro-diversity and biodiversity of their ter-
ritories, their access/relation to nature (land, forests, water) and agrarian forms of socio-
ecological reproduction. As Table 3 shows, more than half of environmental conflicts in
the category of ‘fossil fuels and climate justice’ already emerge in rural-agrarian contexts
(399 cases) against projects involving oil and gas exploration and extraction (174), coal
extraction and processing (73), oil and gas refining (42), large scale wind energy plants
(35), REDD/CDM (12) and large scale solar plants (11). In an important number of these

Table 3. Social composition of reported cases of worldwide environmental conflicts in the category of
‘fossil fuels and climate justice’ (number of selected cases = 668, Number of selected cases with rural
population type: 399, n = 3687).

Mobilized groups oNfucl::)eesr Frequency (in all selected cases, %)

Farmers 307 |
Fisher people 196 | s 00 34 45,96
Landless peasants 82 | mmmm——— ) 08

Pastoralists 40 | s 5 99

Artisanal miners 7|m 1,05

Source: EJATLAS, https://ejatlas.org/, as of June 2022.



52 CLIMATE CHANGE AND CRITICAL AGRARIAN STUDIES

Table 4. Major types of conflicts in the category of ‘the biomass and land conflicts’ among rural

populations (number of selected cases = 426, n =3687).

rural populations (Number of selected cases= 426, n=3687)

The t'ype of the Number Frequency (in all selected cases, %)
conflict of cases
Land acquisition 260 61,03
Deforestation 178 0
Plantations 169 Wk
Intensive monoculture 131
and livestock 075
Logging and non-

. . 76 17
timber extraction #H

Agro-fuels and biomass 46 -

energy plants

Water access rights and 175

. 33 hia

entitlements

REDD/CDM 18 423

Dams and water 16 3%

distribution '

Mineral ore exploration 14 39

Source: EJATLAS, https://ejatlas.org/, as of June 2022.

conflicts, land acquisition (98), water access rights and entitlements (28) and deforestation
(22) figure as the underlying motive. These figures substantiate globally the idea of agrar-
ian environmentalism/climate justice as well as the arguments of Tramel (2018) and
Borras and Franco (2018) on the triggering impact of climate change mitigation pol-
icies/practices on the spread of agrarian-based climate justice movements. Finally, if we
look, from the opposite pole, at the biomass and land conflicts among rural populations,
we can see that land acquisition (131) and deforestation (69) based on flex crops
(specified with palm oil, corn, maize, sugarcane, soybeans), agro-fuels and biomass
energy plants (46), REDD/CDM (18), dams and water distribution (16) projects figure as
the underlying context in the specified cases (see Table 4 for significant types of
conflicts in this category). This, in turn, substantiates the argument of Borras, Franco,
and Nam (2020) on the entanglement between the climate change politics and the
rural-agrarian conflicts over access to nature (land, forest, water) operating through
land grabbing, green grabbing and resource grabbing. In all these conflicts, the
peasant/pastoral/indigenous identities of local-rural people get politicized and gain a
more complex political-ecological character merging agrarianism and environmentalism
(Tasdemir Yasin 2019).

Both the environmentalization of agrarian movements, which accelerated at the trans-
national level in the twenty-first century, and the agrarianization of climate/ environ-
mental justice movements, which became visible in the twenty-first century, in
complex/dynamic historical relation to one another uncover and imply the agrarian ques-
tion of nature (or the environmentalization of the agrarian question) as a major historical
source of the socio-ecological question (entailing the food/ land/ displacement/ climate
crises). They also manifest the anti-systemic solutions to the climate change and the
wider socio-ecological question in agrarian-based practices, which has become more
evident with the agrarianization of climate justice. In this respect, the emergence of
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‘agrarian-climate justice’ signifies an anti-systemic field of politicizing the social-ecology
of relations of production, in stark contrast to diverse urban-based/carbon-centered
climate justice politics/movements politicizing the socio-ecology of relations of consump-
tion. The rise of the agroecology movement (with diverse articulations), the integration of
the claims for food sovereignty and climate justice with the propositions of agroecology,
and the spread of agroecological forms of food production (in complex and interlinked
rural, semi-rural and urban spatial contexts) represent the solutions within this anti-sys-
temic political field to the socio-ecological contradictions of the capitalist world
economy. These solutions are developed in the form an ‘anti-systemic praxis’, i.e. a
union of practices as ‘catalysts for cultural transformation’ in creating a ‘circulatory
system of society’ (Duncan 1996, 177). To historically specify Holt-Giménez, Shattuck,
and Lammeren’s (2021) argument, ‘agroecology engages the agrarian question’ but par-
ticularly the agrarian question of nature.

In this context, Akram-Lodhi’s second thesis of CAQS5 is critical: ‘an agroecological
agrarian transition’ requires ‘transcending those (capitalist) social conditions and relations
and developing a post-capitalist agrarian - and non-agrarian - alternative’ in order to
resolve ‘the ecological agrarian question’ (2021, 688, 710). Akram-Lohdi locates agroecol-
ogy in contradistinction to capitalist property relations within the context of the value
theory of labor and the conceptual perspective of capital-labor/wage-land/rent relation-
ality. With the value theory of nature lens, | suggest a broader historically-situated theor-
etical perspective to the understanding of a post-capitalist agrarian socio-ecological
alternative. The most critical aspect of this conceptual shift is that it settles the deep-
seated impasse to position the food sovereignty movement and the agrarian-climate
justice movement within a class-analytic perspective of Marxist agrarian studies framed
within the limits of the value theory of labor (McMichael 2008, 2009, 2013, 2016;
Tramel 2018; Borras 2020; Akram-Lodhi 2021). This can be viewed as a tension between
agrarian political economy and agrarian political ecology. As Borras (2020, 13-14)
argues, unifying in a singular way diverse contemporary agrarian movements under
the category of ‘agrarian (neo)populism’ ‘undermine[s] the potency of the Marxist frame-
work in advancing urgent and necessary critiques of contemporary agrarian movements'’
and the anti-capitalist political possibilities developed by them.

However, a class-analytic approach is still possible from the perspective of a value
theory of nature that opens a new realm of anti-systemic politics confronting the ecologi-
cal and socio-ecological contradictions inherent in the capital-nature relation, whose
most disruptive long-term and large-scale manifestation has become the planetary
climate crisis (McMichael 2012). Rethinking the social category of class in the form of
socio-ecological differentiations produced by the world-historical capital-nature relation
repositions the environmental agrarian and agrarian climate justice movements as the
historical manifestations of the reconfiguration of class formations within the capitalist
world system. Thereby, they form already an anti-systemic class movement aiming to dis-
close, transform and transcend commodity fetishism based in extractive value accumu-
lation. Increasing accumulation of dispossessed but not proletarianized/or ‘semi-
proletarianized’ rural-based redundant populations in the urban planet of slums at the
present moment indicates this second class dynamic (evoking ‘the second contradiction
of capitalism’). The vocabularies of protest used by the transnational coalitions (such as
‘industrial agriculture heats up the planet, small-scale agriculture cools down the earth’
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or ‘small-scale farmers feed the world’) represent this new, socio-ecologically based pol-
itical field of class struggle.

The reformulation of the agro-environmental (justice) movements with a new under-
standing of class re-centers the agrarian/rural people as an anti-systemic world-histori-
cal social force, proposing sustainable and locally embedded agro-ecological practices
as anti-capitalist praxis of an emerging post-capitalist temporality (McMichael 2013, 135-
137; Akram-Lodhi 2021; Leff 2021). It conceptually enables ‘the new peasantry’, repre-
senting a progressive, emancipatory and post-capitalist agrarianism (Van der Ploeg
2008, 2010) and building ‘the social and material bases for an equitable and sustain-
able world order, grounded on the forces and the conditions of life’ (Leff 2021, 205).
In this respect, socio-ecological justice/ autonomy/ sovereignty can be viewed as a uni-
fying anti-systemic theme of various anti-capitalist ‘sectors’ emphasized by Borras et al.
(2018).

From this perspective, the rise of agroecology both as a globally spreading socio-eco-
logical movement/praxis and as a field of study that can unite agronomy, political ecology
and critical agrarian perspectives can be situated as a critical component of a broader
anti-systemic resolution to the agrarian question of nature and to the broader socio-eco-
logical question. Highly relevant for this perspective is van der Ploeg’s argument that
‘agroecology is changing the social relations of production in agriculture’ (2021, 275),
as ‘a permanent, material and highly visible critique of the logic of capital ..., a compre-
hensive and convincing critique that speaks through successfully applying alternative
practices and obtaining results that show that agroecology performs better’ (2021,
292). It embodies, reaffirms and revitalizes a wide set of socio-ecological mechanisms
such as self-provisioning, co-production, the autonomy of nature, agricultural multifunc-
tionality, integration of different agricultural (crops and animals) and non-agricultural pro-
duction, and the creation of new marketplaces and networks as well as social relations of
mutual help, cooperation and solidarity (2021, 279). It, thereby, ‘extends the agrarian fron-
tier far beyond the self-imposed limits of entrepreneurial and capitalist farming’, promis-
ing simultaneously to ‘feed the world’ (Van der Ploeg 2010, 24), to increase the EROI of
agriculture (Martinez-Alier 2011) and to build ‘a sustainable mode of production based
in the negentropic potentials of life’ (Leff 2021, 158).

This potential of agroecology has already been shown in several works as an
effective model to increase the future food production and to create equitable food
systems as well as sources of skillful employment (Selwyn 2021, 797; Altieri and
Nicholls 2020, 893; Weis 2010). According to Altieri and Nicholls (2020, 893-894),
‘agroecology has grown into a global movement’ of rural producers (peasants and
farmers) and activists ‘seeking to insure food sovereignty, agrarian reform, the estab-
lishment of cooperative models, and the protection of biodiversity’ envisioning ‘a
shift from a market economy to a solidarity economy’. It is, thereby, a post-capitalist
practice of ‘both ecologically sustainable and socially-just farming’ (Rosset and Altieri
2017, 9) with a ‘very different conception of productivity’ based in a labor-intensive,
biodiverse, decentralized, ecological stewardship-oriented model of production (Weis
2010, 334), with the potential to build different cultural forms embedded in ‘environ-
mental rationality’ (Leff 2021, 17) and to return agriculture ‘to its rightful, central place
in culture, but on both a new ecological basis and a new socioeconomic basis’ (Duncan
1996, 181-182).
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Conclusion

This paper is an engagement of ‘going against the grain of Marx’s classical theoretical pres-
entation’ of the value theory of labor (Tomich 2004, 28) and reclaiming Marx’s method of
theory (Elson 1979; Sayer 1987; Tomich 2004, 2015) in understanding the concrete socio-eco-
logical complexity of the twenty-first century through the value theory of nature. The value
theory of nature enables grasping the socio-ecologically distinctive nature of the contem-
porary agrarian question as the agrarian question of nature and situates it as a critical com-
ponent of the broader socio-ecological question. It also enables a reformulation of class and
recognition of new class configurations based on the relation of capital to nature. The refor-
mulation locates the rural/agrarian people and environmental-agrarian movements at the
center of the socio-ecologically based anti-systemic political field, catalyzing the agrariani-
zation of the politics and movements of environmental and climate justice. Particularly, the
agroecology movement signifies the emergence of a contemporary form of political agrar-
ianism developed within the context of the agrarian question of nature.

In the last three years, | have been involved in various rural and (semi)urban-based
local-regional initiatives, organizations and networks of permaculture, a specific practice
of agroecology, in Ankara, Istanbul and Bursa, Turkey. These networks are examples of a
‘growing global movement’ of agroecology (Altieri and Nicholls 2020), practicing rede-
signing not only food production but a lifeworld. They indicate the socio-material reemer-
gence of a twenty-first century agrarianism as a new catalyzer/progressive social force for
a post-capitalist socio-ecological transformation and for re-grounding agrarian pro-
duction in nature as opposed to the world-historical temporality of capital that transforms
living nature into abstract nature. In Harriet Friedmann’'s (2016, 681-683) visionary
expressions, the growth of the agroecology movement indicates and realizes the ‘emer-
ging possibilities for a different complexity’ entailing new ways of agro-ecologically based
living: ‘post-industrial (and possibly post-capitalist) ... knowledge-intensive farming’ as a
‘part of a wider (re)invention of meaningful, solidary, unalienated work’, ‘informed by
earth sciences and information technologies, and pioneered by a multiplicity of farmers
in different parts of the world’, pointing ‘not simply to a ‘localized’ past, but also a to
(possible) future that is cosmopolitan, translocally networked and land-centered ... emer-
ging in the interstices of decaying capitalist societies’. The perspective presented in this
paper specifies the agroecology movement as a socio-historical outcome of the agrarian
question of nature and as a constituent of a broader anti-systemic strategy to resolve the
socio-ecological question. As such, its relationship with other solutions (such as the
degrowth movement as a prominent example) situated in the historical context of the
socio-ecological question and calling for a post-capitalist transition emerge as a critical
research theme in building a broader unified future agenda of an anti-systemic politics
and praxis and in further integrating critical agrarian studies and political ecology.
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Violent silence: framing out social causes of climate-related
crises

Jesse Ribot ®

ABSTRACT

Climate change is a problem of unimaginable scope and magnitude
- in cause, implication and responsibility. Predominant and
ostensibly scientific frames for evaluating climate-related loss and
damage focus on the climate events as the primary cause. This
approach clouds out and silences the many non-climatic, social
and political-economic, causes of crises. Framing the social back
in highlights a fuller range of causes and potential solutions. It is
also contentious as it locates cause in decisions, policies and
institutions - indicating responsibility and blame. Choosing a
social and political-economic analytic has implications for action
and ethics as it broadens response abilities and responsibility.

No one would say that a lack of money in the world is the reason there are poor people; yet,
many blithely suggest that a lack of food is the reason a billion go hungry. (Beyond the scar-
city scare, Lappé 2013, 227)

Whither causality?

It may seem that starvation is caused by a lack of food, yet Sen (1980) showed that
modern-era food crises occur where there is more than enough food for everyone.'

"It is important to note that Sen’s analysis is based on a neoclassical notion that takes initial conditions (i.e. assets and
endowments) as given — without tracing histories of where they came from (Ribot 1995, 2014). The other analysts | cite
go further to locate the causes of crisis in the very causes of the distribution of those assets. As Fine (1997, 630) states,
‘the micro-foundations of the entitlement approach are to be rejected because of their inability to address satisfactorily
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Sen (1980, 620) expressed ‘... disquiet about this focus on food, and the importance
attached to it to the exclusion of other variables,” opening our eyes to a broader array
of proximate and structural causes of hunger. Today, there are reasons for disquiet
about the focus on climate change as the cause of crises, and the importance it is now
afforded to the exclusion of other variables (Hulme 2011; Lahsen and Ribot 2021;
Cottier et al. 2022). Sen, among many others in famine and agrarian studies (de Castro
1952; Watts 1983; Blaikie 1985; Fine 1997, 633; de Waal 1997; Devereux 2000, 27;
Wisner, Blaikie, and Cannon 2004), understood how simplistic explanations of famine mis-
guided and hindered famine prevention and response. Simplistic assumptions that crises
following climate events are caused by those events have the same effect. They cloud out
the many causes of, and, thus, potential protections against, crises. How do we conduct a
full analysis of the causes of climate-related disasters? We do so by understanding the fra-
gilities that crises reveal and the causes of these fragilities.

The crises that follow extreme climate events expose pre-existing vulnerabilities of
the agrarian world and farm households. The precarious are plunged into hunger,
famine, economic loss or dangerous dislocation while the secure are barely affected
(Watts and Bohle 1993; Blaikie et al. 1994; Ribot 1995). Indeed, Marshall Sahlins
(1972, 111, 114-130) labels disasters ‘revelatory crises,”” as they make underlying vul-
nerabilities visible — yanking the vail off of present but hidden structures of unequal
power, wealth, protection, exposure. Soloway (1994) applied this notion to drought,
and Mostafanezhad (2020) and Achiume, Gammeltoft-Hansen, and Spijkerboer (2020)
to Covid19. Further back, even our term ‘apocalypse’ comes from the Greek word
for an uncovering, disclosure, or revelation. In cases of climate change, Covid19, or
any other hazard, damages are socially stratified by pre-existing vulnerabilities
(Turner 2016). The distribution of damages has social and political-economic causes
(Sen 1981; Watts 1983; Nixon 2011). In short, there are social and political actions
and structures responsible for the differentiated vulnerabilities that turn hazard into
crisis for some (Blaikie et al. 1994; Wisner, Blaikie, and Cannon 2004). This essay
explores the veiling and unveiling of the causes of vulnerability and crisis while attend-
ing to the attribution of responsibility. It also includes responsibility and its absence in
the causal analytic of vulnerability.

While triggered” by climate stress, the evidence is overwhelming that ‘climate-related’
damages are stratified by historical, social and political-economic arrangements

the social relations and structures through which famines are fundamentally caused.’ Limits to entitlements approaches
are not taken up in this article.

2Sahlins (1972, 114) frames crises as revelatory, citing Firth (1959) who wrote of what a famine can ‘reveal.’

3https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/apocalypse#learn-more.

“Viewing hazards as ‘triggers’ rather than cause enables analysts to include the causes of the fragilities that enable
hazards to result in damages. Watts (1991, 15) states, ‘Climate, “over-population” and war, while potentially significant
as proximate or trigger factors, have been substantially discredited as primary factors.’ Fine (1997, 637) writes of ‘prox-
imate events that trigger and distribute its [entitlement failure’s] incidence.’ Pelling (2003, 47) explains, ‘The challenge
today is to integrate agency and structure in examinations of the production of vulnerability, in specific places, whilst
also acknowledging the importance of physical systems in generating hazard that can trigger disaster.” Wisner, Blaikie,
and Cannon (2004, 61) point to how ... most government agencies charged with such responsibilities as “environ-
ment,” “health and welfare” and “public safety” generally still deal with disasters as though they are equivalent to
the hazards that trigger them.” In an ‘aetiology of hunger,’ Nally (2011, 4) considers ‘droughts, floods, and crop failures
are “trigger factors,” though not necessarily an “underlying cause,” of famine’ and quotes Arnold (1988) who says
famines are ‘a symptom rather than a cause of social weakness." Temudo and Cabral (2021) also describe climate
change as a trigger of rural conflict in Guinea Bissau. While all crisis can be explained by the vulnerabilities, a defini-
tional matter, the stratification of damages is certainly a function of stratified vulnerabilities.
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that render some people secure and others vulnerable. The social basis of crises, the
vulnerabilities, are often evident. In Bangladesh, cyclone fatalities declined by 150-fold
(from over 500,000 to 3400 deaths) between the cyclones Bohla and Sidr that hit the
same coastline with similar intensities and surges in 1970 and 2007. The decline was
due to planning and reforms on the ground (Bern 1993; CEDMHA 2007; Batha 2008;
Government of Bangladesh 2008; MFDMB 2008). In 2020, Cyclone Amphan, the strongest
cyclone on record in the Bay of Bengal, registered fewer than 30 deaths - due to effective
government action (Kelman and Ahmed 2020). The ability to respond was identified and
acted upon. Vulnerability and damage were reduced.

When weather - ordinary or extreme — meets precarity, damages can follow (Blaikie
et al. 1994; Wisner, Blaikie, and Cannon 2004) - precarity is social and political-economic.
The 1943 West Bengal famine, blamed on crop disease, was caused by well-functioning
markets that allocated food away from the hungry; there was enough to feed all and
no absolute shortage (Sen 1981).> The 1959-1960 famine in China was produced by a
depravedly extractive administration, not drought (Jisheng 2012). The 2011 Somali
famine was a product of ‘interplay of livelihoods, clan and politics,” not drought (Majid
and McDowell 2012, 37). In 2005, ‘the disaster in New Orleans after Katrina was unnatural
and man-made,’ (Bullard and Wright 2009, 2); the 1300, disproportionately African-Amer-
ican, fatalities resulted from a long history of government negligence, not the hurricane
(White House 2006; Hayes 2009; also see Somers 2008). Damages were a function of con-
ditions on the ground - conditions that don't fall from the sky.

Yet, weather and associated damage often seem to drop randomly from nowhere - as
we always face uncertainties. Indeed, as some argue, uncertainty ‘defines our times’
(Scoones 2019, 5; also see Taddei 2008; Beck 1992). Uncertainty, implies unpredictability
such that knowledge, planning and control over the future are indefinite. But this indefi-
nite future does not absolve society and its planners of responsibility, it also does not
imply that the past did not have a definite causal logic. Future uncertainty does not
mean we cannot trace back the origins of already manifest outcomes. Uncertainty is
forward looking. It is about futures. Yet, the past is a certainty, as we can observe what
has happened and we can often uncover why. The past can be known as it is completed,
inscribed upon the present, and often legible. Vulnerabilities, as they are about a predis-
position in the present, contribute to the sense of uncertainty about futures — even when
those vulnerabilities and their causes are well understood. The vulnerable are prone in
known ways.

Critical realist Bob Jessop (1982, 2014) has characterized this relation between future
uncertainty and clear readings of past cause as ‘contingent necessity. Uncertainties
make planning and control over the future difficult. They do not, however, override or
erase the causes of what has come to pass. We may not have been able to predict the
convergence of historical trends, but their convergence, which could have happened
or not, explains the outcomes we observe. The implication for responsibility and blame
derives from the fact that it is often possible, even in an uncertain world, to identify
who or what caused a given outcome - even when that outcome was caused by
known or ignored uncertainties. Indeed, we can identify who ignored or poopooed

5As Fine (1997, 635) observed ... there is many a slip ‘twixt cup and lip when it comes to the access to, as opposed to the
supply of, food.... "
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conventions like the precautionary principle. We can understand causality by the ignor-
ing, invention or misreadings of (un)certainties and of wisdom.®

In an essay about ignoring precaution, Russell (1924) argued that the hubris of science
causes damage - as Daedalus learned when he gave Icarus wings. Icarus — burnt by the
sun — provides a good precautionary tale for climate change. Indeed, given uncertainties,
‘greater humility and vigilance are required’ (Scoones 2019, 5); and, when they are not
applied, their absence is cause, and, there is fault. This article, however, is not concerned
with causes of the future. It focuses on past causes. | explore the causes of crises — which
can include, concretely, how uncertainty is misread, generated and abused, and what was
known and unknown. The study of causality is not about planning - despite having plan-
ning implications. It is about explanation of that which is immutably inscribed that can
then, in a forward-looking moment, inform action or planning. The past is a complex mul-
tifaceted composite, and at times cause cannot be discerned, but even when unknown it
is not uncertain (Nally 2011, viii-ix). It is, simply, what happened - no matter how much
we quibble over it.

Since de Castro’s (1952) exploration of the political basis of hunger in Brazil, and Sen’s
(1981) India famine studies, we have had more and more nuanced approaches to vulner-
ability studies. Why, then, are these vulnerability approaches, that point to social and pol-
itical-economic causes of crisis, not more widely used? Why is there continuous slippage
back into hazard-oriented explanations of damage? ‘Why,” as Oliver-Smith (2013, 1) asks,
‘are the problems | saw 40 years ago after the Peruvian earthquake of 1970 still with us
when we have learned so much about their drivers?’ In this article | suggest there are
many reasons — not the least of which can be found in the threatening nature of social
causality. Cause is social and thus political. The ability to trace a line from damage back
to individuals, institutions, or their actions, inactions, ideologies or beliefs, indicating poss-
ible responsibility, makes it contentious.

Uncertainty too can evoke relations of blame. Giddens (1999) argues that the idea of
‘risk’ is * ... bound up with the aspiration to control and particularly with the idea of con-
trolling the future.” He poses that hazard and danger were traditionally taken as givens -
acts of nature and God - but risk is new. It is a preoccupation with the future. Here nature
and God are external to society. Giddens (1999, 8) calls human-induced uncertainties
‘manufactured risk’ — responded to by insurance or the welfare state and argues that
‘the transition from external to manufactured risk is bringing about a crisis of responsibil-
ity...." It shifts the cause of risk itself to human action - and so does the ability to control,
or even insure against, external uncertainties and hazard. The ability to act aligns cause
with action and inaction, bringing about responsibility.

In all societies, people seek cause for pain and suffering, and in the analysis of cause lies
responsibility (Calebresi 1975; Douglas and Wildavsky 1982; Wilkinson 2010). Any analytic
frame that shows cause in human action can be used to evoke blame and liability, and is,
therefore, avoided by some and sought by others. The choice or avoidance of a frame
depends on purpose, position, alliances. Causality is contentious, about interest, so choos-
ing frames that place it in the external and blameless is the easy way out — and helps
maintain the appearance of neutrality in ‘scientistic’ endeavors — like modeling the
relation between a storm and a subsequent disaster. Because there is purpose in

50f course, there is even causality in lies and misinformation (Badrinathan 2021).
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analyzing cause, and in how we place responsibility, there is also normative choice in and
of the frames we bring to this analytic endeavor (see Calebresi 1975; Forsyth 2008, 756 on
Blaikie 1985; Cronon 1992; Lakoff 2010). Sticking to a biophysical hazard-driven causal
model is very different from choosing a social-causal model to explain disaster (Cottier
et al. 2022).

In this article, | explore why causality is such a contentious and morally complex arena, how
it embeds social norms and values, and the role of social values in the choice of causal frames.
| evoke human exceptionalism and the nature of human nature as the root of moral values (a
la Arendt), arguing that it is with values — moral or other — that analysts choose analytic frames
to interrogate causality. This choice of frames, and the causes they steer us to, establishes or
occludes potential responses and responsibilities — with responsibility then recursively turning
back to shape the choice of frame. | ask what causes (and responsibilities) hazard and vulner-
ability analytic frames for the analysis of crises can reveal and what they might hide — bringing
us to the violent silences (see Kashwan and Ribot 2021) that are generated by predominant
frames of hazard-based ‘climate-impact’ analytics. These frames tend to concentrate on the
hazard, thus silencing the agrarian histories that push so many farmers and pastoralists to
the edge of subsistence; histories that produce the precarities that make it easy for a mere
storm or drought to push them over the edge. | end with a call for a ‘sociodicy’ of climate
change - a fuller social analysis of the causes of the vulnerabilities that enable hazards to
trigger damage.

Contentions of causality: bringing ‘should’ back in

In risk society there is a new moral climate of politics, one marked by a push-and-pull
between accusations of scaremongering on the one hand and of cover-ups on the other.
(Giddens 1999, 5)

Responsibility is a contested site, with partisans of particular normative outlooks arguing
for attributions of responsibility, while their opponents deny or reassign the attributions.
(Jamieson 2015, 36)

Cause, especially of crisis, points to responsibility.7 Thus, its attribution is constantly
disputed. The analysis of cause always has a purpose - a human objective - or we
would not seek to know it. As legal scholar Guido Calebresi (1975, 106) explains, ‘... in
law the term “cause” is used in different guises but always to identify those pressure
points that are most amenable to the social goals we wish to accomplish.... Where
goals differ, so does the practical definition of causation.”® Using what is now a timely
example, Calebresi (1975, 105) explained that ‘... so far as legal language is concerned,
the “cause” of a disease would depend on how, at any given time, it could be most
easily controlled.” Thus, he explains, the cause of tuberculosis in the nineteenth century
would include inadequate exposure to sunlight and poor living conditions. Today the
causes would include the failure to be inoculated. Or, it is due to inequalities - ‘a

70f course, responsibility is contentious too — as it is the contentious content of causality. ‘Responsibility is a contested
site, with partisans of particular normative outlooks arguing for attributions of responsibility, while their opponents
deny or reassign the attributions’ (Jamieson 2015, 36). ‘In the accountability field, our choice of words also informs
broader narratives about the reasons for accountability failures. These “causal stories” are relevant for guiding
action because they point the finger at who is responsible for specific problems’ (Fox 2022, 9 citing Stone 1989).
8The very notion of ‘problem’ is inherently an ethical issue (Gardiner 2011, 20-21).
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health-care system that millions can’t access, a public-health system that’s been rotting
for decades, and extreme inequities that leave large swaths of society susceptible to a
new virus' (Young 2021). Causality cannot be separated from goals — in this case,
improved health and wellbeing. It also cannot be separated from possibilities — the
ability of people to manage the disease. What could have been or can be done
becomes causes when neglected.

The word ‘responsibility’ is key — it links our response abilities (what we can do) to
moral purpose - and shapes what we see as cause. Death, when protections are possible,
is no longer due to a pathogen that we can protect against; it is now squarely due to neg-
ligence (failure to get vaccinated) or deprivation (inability to isolate or quarantine).9 The
causes of vulnerability are social and the analysis of causality can identify potential sol-
utions by identifying treatable causes and by indicating responsible parties or structures.
The potential solutions or preventative actions that could be, or could have been, create
responsibility. The ability to protect ourselves and others (i.e. to respond) carries obligation
where protection is a moral goal. This ability, combined with contract obligation (contract
being a root of the word responsibility'®), indicates blame and liability when obligation is
unmet.

Could, in a moral world, is a pre-condition for should. It is only when one could get vac-
cinated that failure to vaccinate became a cause of disease (Calebresi 1975, 105). Should, a
social or moral judgement that, when agreed upon or viewed as legitimate'' (in law or
less formally via custom or convention), generates a legal or social contract; it establishes
some of the obligations we call responsibility. Moral principles of action - the ‘shoulds’ of
our contracts — have many roots (from platinum or golden rules to shared vulnerability or
shared humanity - a la Arendt 1963; Butler 2009; Hobbes in Ferrarese 2016, 5; Mill's harm
principle as noted by Jamieson 2015, 26; Nyerere as represented in Shivji 2020; to Samafal,
a la Carruth 2021). Along with such moral tenets, the analysis of the causes of vulner-
ability, and of the damages that vulnerabilities enable, is always a first step in establishing
responsibility — in both senses: identifying the ability to respond, the ‘could,” and the con-
tract of ‘should.’

Causality linked to human suffering or wellbeing is never normatively or morally
neutral. First, suffering and wellbeing are judged to be relevant - this is a normative
act. Second, how we frame the cause of a benefit or a damage also has implicit moral
judgment, as different analytic frames include different causal variables. If we start with
an outcome, a damage, and ask what caused it, a natural science frame will identify bio-
physical elements that impinge on that outcome - while normative in motivation, the
analysis itself provides no indication of what could or should have been. Yet a social
science approach, whose subject is ‘the social’ and cannot be separated from norms,
will include a broader set of causes — beyond the biophysical. Causality involving social

°True for earthquakes too: * ... the case of people dying from earthquakes today would not warrant an analysis in terms of
violence, but the day after tomorrow, when earthquakes may become avoidable, such deaths may be seen as the result
of violence’ (Galtung 1969, 168-169).

'%Rooted in latin for a contract, pledge,or vow. https://etymologeek.com/eng/responsible. In this sense it is a fundamen-
tal element of social relations.

"Weber (1968) viewed ‘legitimate’ (although he used multiple definitions) as that which is not resisted. So, one may not
agree with a law, but one submits to it — often for reasons that have to do with subordination and an inability to resist a
monopoly on violence - as that held by the state.
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actions is always contingent on normative latent elements of human interaction unac-
counted for in, and unaccountable by, the natural sciences.

The latent is invisible and cannot be measured with calipers. Normative content, for
instance, can be clearly discerned through events that did not occur. It is the moral
context of expected action, i.e. the role of individual, social or political expectations,
that make a non-action into a cause. Moral expectation, ‘should,” distinguishes social
from natural science causality — as a moral’® judgment, the content of ‘should,’ can
make the expectation that renders a non-event causal. What is not done can take on
the label ‘negligence’ or ‘turpitude’ and can even be viewed as an act of ‘malice’ - due
to moral expectation. For example, peasants judge failed reciprocities — that lead to
hunger in times of drought - to be unacceptable, indeed, to be sufficient cause for rebel-
lion (Scott 1976). Failure of the Army Corps of Engineers to maintain the levies of
New Orleans’ Lower 9th Ward can be judged as the cause of Katrina-related deaths
(Hayes 2009) - behind which one might even place the malice of racism (Harden,
Walker, and Akuno 2007; Bullard and Wright 2009, 38; Thomas and Haynes 2020). Thus,
both what is and is not done can shape cause in the social world - yet, only what does
happen is made visible by the calipers of natural sciences. In non-reductionist social ana-
lytics, these non-events can be causal - this is never the case in a strictly biophysical causal
frame (Ennis 2012). In this sense, the choice of analytic frame applied to the causes of crisis
is itself a moral judgment - as it will reveal different causes. For more on the choice of
frames see Ribot (1995, 2014; Cottier et al. 2022).

The social sciences shine light on elements of cause in other ways that differ from the
natural sciences. Lund (2014, 225) points out,

The social sciences are the empirical science of historical reality. A discipline is essentially his-
torical when its statements cannot be completely severed from the context from which data
were drawn. It is the distinguishing feature of social sciences, which contrary to the natural
science, cannot ‘control for context.’

Social sciences are not inferior — as context, including histories, norms and values, is an
empirical fact.”® ‘But,’ as Lund (2014, 225) aptly states, social science ‘is a different
science’ (italics in original). In short, social sciences make sense of causal chains within
social context — which always includes the norms and values that establish expectations.
It is worth recalling, that values are ‘real’ even if they are not measurable in biophysical
terms (no calipers). Their reality is malleable and changes with time and context, but
that does not make them un-real. These are the social and moral contracts - sometimes
encrusted in law — that constitute society. These are the basis of the shoulds that link cause
to responsibility.'* These are also the basis of actions with real biophysical and social
consequence.

2l include the ‘legal’ within moral judgment - as the legal is a codified form of mores. Actions are guided by law, custom
and convention, or the ‘contracts’ of expectation established by one or more people - all of these create expectations.

Indeed, ‘There is no risk that can be described without reference to value’ (Giddens 1999, 5). Further, ‘Risk only exists
when there are decisions to be taken ... The idea of responsibility also presumes decisions. ... someone takes a
decision having discernable consequences’ (Giddens 1999, 8). The normative is always implicit.

| agree broadly with Jamieson (2015, 37) that '...moral responsibility encompasses “contributing to an outcome” or
being “complicit in sustaining a state of affairs,” even if these are not causal notions.” But, would still, on the
grounds of social contract, consider these notions ‘causal.’
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Norms and values are causal social facts

The contention that famine results from a kind of natural law has no basis in scientific knowl-
edge. (de Castro 1952, 12)

Science ... cannot create ends and, even less, instill them in human beings; science, at most,
can supply the means by which to attain certain ends. (Einstein 1949)

... you cannot be rational without emotions. Without emotion, you would not know what to
want, since like and not-like would be meaningless to you. When there is neither like or not-
like, nor any judgment of the emotional reactions of others, you cannot make rational
decisions. (“Why It Matters How We Frame the Environment,” Lakoff 2010, 72)

As disasters, such as famines, can be avoided (or generated) by social and political action,
they are social and political events - they are allowed to happen; while some are, indeed,
made to happen (see Devereux 2000, 27 in Edkins 2002, 15). Alex de Waal views famines
that are allowed to occur as ‘famine crimes’ — where, if, for example, there is a social contract
between rulers and the people against allowing famine to happen, they become political
scandals (de Waal 1997 in Edkins 2002, 15; also see Scott 1976). It is because of responsibility
and related liabilities (individual, social or political) that vulnerability — and how we frame
analysis of its causes — is contentious, and, itself, political. Vulnerability in the social sciences
is defined as a predisposition to damage (Blaikie et al. 1994; IPCC 2019). As society has
agency and history, attempting to identify vulnerability’s causes always points to the
social arrangements that make for this predisposition. In tort law, cause, traced to intention
or negligence, must be established to demonstrate responsibility, liability or blame (Caleb-
resi 1975; Hart and Honoré 1959)."® Causality, thus, can imply guilt, whether in law, the
humanities (as in history) or in science - as the ‘could’ that is demonstrated will be read
socially and can thus locate obligation and negligence - or merely identify a social/political
decision on the protections to establish or forego. In analyzing climate-related disasters,
responsibility — which combines the ability to respond and the moral or legal obligation
to do so - follows from an understanding of the causes of vulnerability.

It may seem logical and self-evident to natural scientists that a storm or drought (‘natural’
or anthropogenic) causes damages that follow, but it is equally obvious in the social
sciences that the vulnerabilities, without which damage would not have happened, are
the causes, just as well. Causal models differ — and so do the responsibilities they indicate.
Causal models, and the choice of causal frames, related to damages are never neutral — as
those choosing a causal frame have some interest — ‘a goal’ in Calebresi’s (1975) words - in
the kinds of outcomes their analysis will indicate. Clearly, the natural sciences’ tendency to
cordon off ‘context’ is shaped by such purposes and constitutes a manifest exclusion of rel-
evant empirical (as norms and values are empirical social facts; Durkheim 1982 [1895];
Douglas 1992; Lund 2014) driving forces of climate-related risks. These facts cannot
simply be bracketed out without distorting the picture. The choice to do so is normative,
and thus political, rather than ‘scientific.’ All scientists — natural and social - live in a

‘SBeIieving that cause is rooted in instinct, rather than will, Nietzsche (2003, 64) would disagree with this thesis, stating:

Everywhere accountability is sought, it is usually the instinct of punishing and judging which seeks it. One has
deprived becoming of its innocence if being in this or that state is traced back to will, to intentions, to accountable
acts: the doctrine of will has been invented essentially for the purpose of punishment, that is of finding guilty.

For Nietzsche (2003), ‘free will" is the invention of theologians as a means attributing discipline and punishment. Cause of
events, in turn, is sought to comfort people by reducing the uncertainties of the unknown.
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social world, and their choices of research problem, framing, methods, and data all carry
(and influence) normative content.

The weight of choice: polluter or exploiter pays?

... international environmental law has developed distinctive approaches to standard-
setting, institutions, and compliance... . It promotes compliance through transparency and
forward-looking, non-adversarial procedures, aimed at improving effectiveness, rather than
through traditional international dispute settlement, which takes a backward-looking
approach, focusing on the issue of state responsibility. (Bodansky 2020, 3)

The framings of risk lead scientists and decision makers to ask different questions, which
inevitably lead to the implementation of different solutions. And those solutions have signifi-
cant material impacts on people’s lives. (Colette 2016, 44)

| am talking of millions of men who have been skillfully injected with fear, inferiority com-
plexes, trepidation, servility, despair, abasement. (Aimé Césaire, Discours sur le Colonialisme
in Fanon 1986, 9)

If the view from ‘environmental law’ cannot attend to causes, then it is inadequate to the
crises at hand - a crisis of responsibility (Giddens 1999, 8). Of course, there is some looking
back when attributing the cause of climate change and the ensuing hazards. Clearly, a
choice to look back, or not, has multiple implications for policy and practice. So does the
choice of frames for attributing causality if and when one does look back. A specific idea of
responsibility for damages in climate change, for example, is built into the United Nations Fra-
mework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) procedures via the Polluter Pays Principle
(PPP). UNFCCC uses an analytic frame that places cause in the hazard itself, and, thus, traces
responsibility for damages to the parties whose effluents intensified its force. In their model,
damages are ‘impacts’ of climate events — and their reports repeat the words ‘climate impact’
and ‘climate-change impact’ over and over (IPCC 2014). Increased damages are attributed to,
seen as ‘impacts’ of, the increase in the intensity of climate events. We call this a hazards model
(or Environmental-Drivers model, see Cottier et al. 2022) in which the hazard is the cause of the
damages that follow, perhaps mediated by some static social elements.

The very different frame used in vulnerability analysis (also characterized as a social-
causal model, Cottier et al. 2022), however, identifies the sources of fragility in social
and human-created arrangements that the hazard finds in place. The damages, and the
way they scale with the force or duration of climate events, are due to social vulnerabil-
ities in place. Hazard analysis, implicit in UNFCCC's frame, places causes of damage within
the hazard (Bassett and Fogelman 2013).'® Vulnerability analysis places causes of damage
and responsibility in society — so, for example, history may show that patterns of labor
exploitation, price fixing, or lack of representation have produced the fragilities in
current infrastructures and social arrangements (Ribot 2014; Ribot, Faye, and Turner
2020). The vulnerability model examines the multiple causes (among which the hazard

'®Bassett and Fogelman (2013) analyzed four IPCC reports and adaptation-focused articles in the scholarly journals Global
Environmental Change, Climatic Change, Climate and Development, and Mitigation and Adaptation Strategies for Global
Change. They state,

Our content analysis shows the dominance (70%) of “adjustment adaptation” approaches, which view climate
impacts as the main source of vulnerability. A much smaller percentage (3%) of articles focus on the social roots
of vulnerability and the necessity for political-economic change to achieve ‘transformative adaptation.’ A larger
share (27%) locates risk in both society and the biophysical hazard.
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may be one) of a single outcome (e.g. economic loss or dislocation) - rather than the mul-
tiple outcomes of a single presumed cause (the hazard).

Tracing the origins of vulnerabilities, thus, might lead to a different principle - such as
the Exploiter Pays Principle (EPP - see Kashwan and Ribot 2021). PPP places cause and
responsibility in the hazard and its distant cause in the generation of greenhouse gases,
EPP places cause in the fragilities in place — and their historic social and political-economic
antecedents. PPP poses a paradox. It attributes the increase in damages that follow a
normal versus an intensified hazard (storm or drought) to the climate change - to the
climate-change effects of the ‘pollution.’ Then, following UNFCCC's PPP, the damages are
viewed as being commutatively ‘caused’ by that increment of hazard and are thus the
responsibility of those who caused climate change (see Lahsen and Ribot 2021) - the indus-
trial nations (of course, identification of who the polluters are is also very dicey business, see
Agarwal and Narain 1991). The PPP idea is to pay reparations, or create protections, to bring
those affected back to the state they would have been in had there been no climate
change. This return to pre-climate change levels of security (or insecurity), however, is
the wrong target. This is equivalent to saying, ‘let’s provide protections that maintain
affected people in their original pre-climate-change state of vulnerability — that is, restore
them to an already unacceptable state of precarity.

Not surprising, to many social scientists and historians, the precarious state of the adap-
tation-fund-eligible populations in ‘developing countries’ is also largely caused by the same
metropoles that generate the climate change. Indeed, the very ability to industrialize, hog
and burn carbon fuels was a product of colonial domination and exploitation that made
these populations vulnerable (see Fanon 1986 [1952]; Wolf 1981; Mamdani 1996, 2020;
Guldi and Armitage 2014; Patel and Moore 2017; Davis et al. 2019). Yet, this precarity is
hidden by the hazards focus (which frames the hazard as cause). So, calling the climate
increment the cause of observed suffering obscures the broader responsibility to insure
people’s overall wellbeing — and not just to restore the state of misery they were enjoying
in the absence of climate change. PPP is clouding out EPP. People who are vulnerable in the
face of ordinary climate events, and vulnerable along many other lines, should not merely
be protected from the increased intensity of storms. They need to be compensated for a
history of colonization, exploitation, extraction and marginalization. Climate proofing is
simply not enough (Morrissey 2014; Brottem and Brooks 2018; Smucker et al. 2015, 40).

Of course, PPP and EPP are integrally interlinked. In law PPP and EPP can easily be com-
bined to establish responsibility - in cases where the action (‘pollution’ or ‘exploitation’) or
force (a climate event) is traceable to human agency or intentionality. In law, actions
without which the observed damage would not have occurred are called ‘but-for
causes’ (essential or sine qua non conditions). The link from damage to necessary con-
ditions is considered legally adequate to establish responsibility. With multiple but-for
causes, the law does not have a calculus to parse and apportion damages among inter-
vening variables - but it does so through normative judgment; as there are no measurable
or quantifiable proportionalities. Each (and every) but-for cause, without which there
would be no damage, can, thus, be one-hundred percent causal.

Indeed, while hazard and vulnerability work together, a root-cause analysis cannot
attribute a specific portion of damage to a hazard (Cottier et al. 2022). Such quantifiable
attribution is often made by analysts, but only by controlling for context (varying the
hazard and calculating different damages for a fixed set of conditions in place). This
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attribution is specious, as context is a cause and has causes. So, this form of analysis is
tantamount to controlling for (or taking as fixed) the very causes we are aiming to identify.
Causality lies in the conditions that enable a hazard to trigger damages - and these must
be accounted for. The relative weight of the causal contribution of each remains indeter-
minate — even though it is easy to see that hazards have causes and vulnerabilities have
causes. Causes on each side of the hazard-vulnerability relation can be accounted for but
not quantified for relative contribution.

Violent silences in the choice of frame

The risks that we choose to see or not see for ourselves or for others are deeply embedded in
the way our societies are organized and in the beliefs that sustain and perpetuate that organ-
ization. (Oliver-Smith 2013, 1)

The scientists kept a pointed silence about the living conditions of the world’s hungry masses;
consciously or unconsciously, they became accomplices in the conspiracy. The social reality of
hunger stayed outside their laboratory walls. (de Castro 1952, 8)

The contention that famine results from a kind of natural law has no basis in scientific knowl-
edge. (de Castro 1952, 12)

News that is going to be accepted as true information has to wear a badge of loyalty to the
particular political regime which the person supports; the rest is suspect, deliberately cen-
sored or unconsciously ignored. From this standpoint, the proper way to organize a pro-
gramme of studying risk is to start with studying institutional design. (Douglas 1992, 19)

Shifting frames and changing practice are not easy, and are very challenging to incumbent
institutions, disciplines and professional practices. (Scoones 2019, 28)

In understanding contemporary environmental crises, it is crucial to remain attuned to the
ways in which ‘destruction in the colonial era becomes visible in the postcolonial era’.
(Davis et al. 2019, 3 citing Vergés 2017)

We ... need to examine ... the erasure of historical memory and other forms of desocializa-
tion as enabling conditions of structures that are both ‘sinful’ and ostensibly ‘nobody’s
fault. (Farmer 2004, 307)

Erasing history is perhaps the most common explanatory sleight-of-hand relied upon by the
architects of structural violence. Erasure or distortion of history is part of the process of des-
ocialization necessary for the emergence of hegemonic accounts of what happened and why.
(Farmer 2004, 308)

A whole set of institutions support analytic approaches that locate the cause of crises in
climate hazards. This is not surprising as it is good and necessary to convince the world
that anthropogenic climate change is real and dangerous. So, because scientists and the
media are under pressure to demonstrate the dangers of climate change, they seek to
show how every environmental crisis has a climate change signature (Lahsen and Ribot
2021; Lahsen, de Azevedo Couto, and Lorenzoni 2019). Hulme (2011, 247) calls this attri-
bution of crises to climate alone ‘climate reductionism’ — a reduction to a set of variables
recognized by natural sciences. He explains that, ‘In seeking to predict a climate-shaped
future, proponents of this logic reduce the complexity of interactions between climate,
environments and societies, and a new variant of climate determinism emerges.’ He con-
tinues, ‘Once isolated, climate is then elevated to the role of dominant predictor variable.’
Yet, many other variables make climate-related damage possible.
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When attributing causality of damages, however, whether to trace cause through the
hazard or through histories of place is a choice (certainly embedded in institutional and
social pressures) — it is the choice of what to hold constant; a common and highly proble-
matic act in natural sciences.'” Which variables to privilege and which to hold constant is,
moreover, a moral choice, as it has implications for potential response and responsibility.
Climate modelers resolve this by separating biophysical phenomena from the social con-
ditions - they choose to ‘control for context’ — and then calculate changes in damages
from a controlled social starting point (Cottier et al. 2022). Only then could modelers
state that five percent of migrants are leaving Latin America due to climate change-
induced drought (Lustgarten 2020). But this number is specious, as that five-percent
increase in dislocation is caused by the many local conditions and histories (security or
vulnerability) that converge with the drought. It is only caused by the hazard if one
occludes the history and causes of the vulnerability that enabled calculating that five-
percent effect. Clearly, even a quantitative climate model produces a normatively laden
theoretically derived number. So, while an amount of damage would be followed by a
specific increase in hazard in a given place and time, the increase is still due to the pre-
existing vulnerabilities — and their causes — not to the hazard alone. It is due to histories
behind the conditions that were taken as fixed.

Choice of theories and frames of analysis matter — as frames of analysis, like moral
tenets, carry human values, as well as implications for action, and are thus always, at
least implicitly, normative. Hazards models, attribute blame and responsibility to that
event or through that event to the causes of climate change - as in PPP. In the event
of blaming ordinary, or ‘natural,’ weather, the frame blames nobody. It is akin to calling
a crisis an ‘act of God’ or an ‘act of nature.” In the event of blaming anthropogenic
climate change, the frame traces responsibility to the scads of scattered sources for
carbon emissions or to the social and political-economic causes of those many sources.
The chain of causality is from climate to carbon emissions back to social acts and struc-
tures. Yet, such blame, in the event of climate change, is relatively diffuse, even if social
- rather than blaming someone, or specific economic structures, it often blames everyone
(e.g. ‘anthro-,’ the human species) or whole countries or overly broad economic activities
(Agarwal and Narain 1991; Castree 2014; Rudiak-Gould 2015; Schwartz 2019). Here, even if
vague, the social component of blame articulates through the sky via the human agency
transported by the transformed climate event. The focus on cause in and of the hazard,
however, entirely misses, indeed occludes, the deep causes in place - the social and his-
torical causes of vulnerability. Reflecting Watts's Silent Violence (1983), Kashwan and Ribot

Others writing on the origins of crisis have argued a more general set of Western occlusion via the reductionist sciences.
de Castro (1952, 12) argued that

[tlhe tremendous impact of scientific progress produced a fragmentation of culture and pulverized it into little
grains of learning. Each scientific specialist seized his granule and turned it over and over beneath the powerful
lens of his microscope, striving to penetrate its microcosm, with marvelous indifference to and towering ignor-
ance of everything around him.

In Europe and the US, he continues, universities have created a ‘specialists’ civilization,” ‘directed by men whose scientific
outlook is rigorous but who suffer from deplorable cultural and political myopia.’ These are, following Ortega y Gasset
(1940), quoted by de Castro, the ‘new barbarians — men ever more and more learned, and less and less cultured.” Simi-
larly, Margaret Somers (2008, 9), drawing on Foucault, speaks of social histories and causes of crisis as ‘... subjugated
knowledges,” meaning ‘those ways of seeing and understanding the world which have been disqualified for their sup-
posed lack of rigor or “scientificity,” those knowledges that have been present but which are often made invisible.’
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(2021) call this silencing of history a violent silence - as it does harm by hiding the factors
that cause damage and thus hiding potential responses and responsibility.'®

The nature of human-nature

To say that humanity’s physical and mental life is linked to nature simply means that nature is
linked to itself, for humans are part of nature. (Marx 1894)

... laissez-faire was not only ‘planned,’” as Karl Polanyi famously insisted; its imposition
required an increase in repressive measures, as labourers, peasants, and smallholders were
forced to bear the cost of market regulation. The assumption that markets are ‘natural
systems’ operating outside of power and politics is itself an invention of the nineteenth
century. (Human Encumbrances, Nally 2011, 8)

There is an ecology of bad ideas, just as there is an ecology of weeds, and its characteristic of
the system that basic error propagates itself. (Pathologies of Epistemology, Bateson 1971, 489)

It is remarkable ... how the (not so) dreaded comparison between human and animal slavery
is brandished about in the field of animal studies and how black liberation struggles serve as
both the positive and negative foil for making a case for the sentience and therefore eman-
cipation of nonhuman beings. (Habeas Viscus: Racializing Assemblages, Biopolitics, and Black
Feminist Theories of the Human, Weheliye 2014, 10)

... the physical mixing of nature and society does not warrant the abandonment of their
analytical distinction. (Malm and Hornborg 2014, 64)

It is not a new idea that frames matter for the study of climate-related crises. Almost
half a century ago, O’Keefe, Westgate, and Wisner (1976) wrote ‘Taking the Naturalness
out of Natural Disasters.” Their impulse was practical and moral - directing analysts to
locate cause, and thus responsibility and response, in society. Their argument does not
imply that nature cannot wreak havoc. Rather, they argue that the social stage must be
set — exposure and vulnerability established — for nature to take a toll; they assert that
the causes of disaster can, and should, be framed as social. The frame of causal analysis
we bring to disaster is a moral choice that shapes how and where we locate responsibility
and identify possible response. In some frames — which | would not choose - nature is
cause; in others it is not (de Castro 1952; Ribot 1995; Cottier et al. 2022). For any given
event and damage, analysts can, if conscious, choose among different analytic frames,
each of which can rigorously locate causality in totally different arenas. Taking naturalness
out of disasters is a decision to place cause, and thus responsibility, squarely within society —
enabling us to leverage social response. In this sense, the choice of analytic frame is a moral
choice - as it shapes, based on the analyst’s position or sensibilities, where we locate, via
cause, responsibility. This choice of causal analytic shapes responsibility by identifying the
culpable and by showing what is possible.

The late Smith (2006) wrongly asserted, however, that ‘there’s no such thing as a
natural disaster.” His argument was based on the idea that the disaster was rooted in
social precarities on the ground - he was not concerned with how natural or anthropo-
genic the hazard was. Yet, for those who take a hazards approach, there can be such

"8Guldi and Armatage (2014, 83) point to many factors that militated a shallowing of history from the 1970s to 2000s.
These factors pushed historians and other social scientists to stop writing for the policy makers as economists replaced
them; science envy also steered social scientists toward modelling and ... a focus on game theory and rational actors
— ... a retreat to individual and the abstract, not the collective and the concrete.’
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thing (assuming that the hazard modeler believes the storm is, at least partly, ‘natural’).
But, the claim that nature, or even the anthropogenic storm, is the cause of a disaster
is, even if true to the assumptions made, a dubious moral stance as it is a choice that
can obscure social causes of the vulnerabilities in place. So, it is more accurate to state
(for those who believe the storm named Katrina'® was a natural event) that ‘we should
not attribute disaster to “natural” events. We should choose social-causal frames. We
should choose responsibility. Any crisis can be shown to have cause in social agency -
even if the triggering hazard emerges from something we call nature, or even a seemingly
random event - human-induced or not.

Understanding the nature of ‘nature’ is important for avoiding confusion in causal analy-
sis. Everything, even our tools, machines and artefacts, derives from nature — as do we.
Calling disaster an act of God or of nature has long been a way for governments and insur-
ance companies to avoid responsibility (Wilkinson 2010) - as people accept crises as fate
and God's will (Scoones 2019, 23). But, as soon as influenced by human action, nature is
cultured,? it is transformed into something that carries human agency, human influence,
or ‘dead labor’ (a la Marx 1894). Climate change cultures nature. And would seemingly
place responsibility back with society — those specific actors and structures that generated
it. This is not ‘species thinking’ implicit in terms like ‘anthropocene,’ which blames the whole
human species, absolving the responsible specific social arrangements and sub-groups
(Malm and Hornborg 2014; Guldi and Armitage 2014).

Climate change, however, brings in a second and different crisis of responsibility, as
when in 2008 government agents or journalists in the State of Santa Catarina, Brazil
avoid local responsibility by claiming that disasters following flooding are due to
climate change. Climate scientists and other journalists, however, pointed out that the
110 deaths, 78,000 displaced people, 6000 destroyed properties, and 2.5 billion in
damages were due to government policies and practices in the region. They cite defores-
tation of reserves and lack of respect for the Forest Code concerning hilltops, hillsides and
riparian forests, poor land use and water management, that enabled erosion and silting,
poorly enforced laws that allowed settlement in reserve areas, and policies that left poor
people living in precarious areas prone to landslides and floods. One journal article
suggested the need was to unclog drains and relocate those living on dangerous
slopes and close to the waterline. In this case, however, politicians chose to attribute
the disaster to climate change — despite that local people and even climate scientists
knew this crisis was socially generated (Lahsen, de Azevedo Couto, and Lorenzoni
2019, 5-6). In this case, there is a disingenuous attempt to place blame somewhere up
in the sky — in what may have been anthropogenic rains, but which fell on socially pro-
duced vulnerabilities.

While some want to blame pure nature (or God), it is questionable whether there is any
pristine nature — environment that has not been shaped by human action — whether in a
productive or destructive manner (Ribot 2014).2" Levis et al. (2018) view even the Amazon

"®Note this anthropomorphizing with human names like ‘Katrina.’ Perhaps this is part of directing blame to them — even
before climate change - as if they were agential forces.

20From Latin colere ‘tend, cultivate, inhabit’ (Oxford Languages online dictionary).

21Giddens (1999, 3) places ‘the end of nature’ at the point when ... we stopped worrying so much about what nature
could do to us, and we started worrying more about what we have done to nature.’ This is part of our entry into what
Ulrich Beck called ‘risk society.’
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as a domesticated space - with a mix of species shaped by human action (also see Hecht
1990). All nature, since the advent of humans - as we act in the world and even our
breathing transforms the atmosphere — has been influenced by humans. This is why
Bauer and Ellis (2018) have argued that it is impossible to find a precise starting point
for the ‘anthropocene’ (also see Malm and Hornborg 2014; Davis et al. 2019). Indeed,
human action has always shaped the world. As poet Francis Thompson (1913) wrote, *
... thou canst not stir a flower without troubling of a star.” Clearly influenced by his con-
temporary Isaac Newton, Thompson saw that all things in the world - indeed, all things in
the universe - are inter-dependent. Human action has, thus, shaped everything, inten-
tionally or not. So, finding pure nature is not possible. And, it is also not necessary or
relevant.

The link that matters is between human action and what humans judge to be good or
bad; gains or losses, benefits or damages. These human actions are relevant to attaining
human aims and desires. And, it is possible to trace a causal link from a given human-
valued outcome, a gain or loss, benefit or disaster, to intentionality or negligence (a la Calab-
resi 1975; Hart and Honoré 1959). We are not concerned, like Thompson, with the effects of
all human action, just the agency that causes benefits or damages and that we thus have
reason to attended to, care about, encourage or prevent — and this includes the agency
in reshaping the biophysical world. So, while human influence may be everywhere,
agency,”? which derives from consciousness and the ability to think and to judge our
actions (a la Arendt 1963), is the element from which we derive morality and responsibility.

We humans are not separate from nature. We are nature. But, as Arendt (1961, 170-171)
pointed out, the miracles of evolution are authored by probability, whereas we know the
author of the even more frequent miracle of political change through women and men
‘... who because they have received the twofold gift of freedom and action can establish
a reality of their own. She recognizes our exceptional position in nature — and some
argue it is language and thought that are unique elements of our — human - nature.
These give us the freedoms and possibility for action that do not appear to be the
nature of other creatures - these are unique to us (see Arendt 1963; Chomsky 2018). We
are able to freely think, frame, plan and manage, while other entities and ‘creatures’
cannot. And, even if they are sentient or communicate or even have ‘agency’ in some,
rather absurd, definitions (as Latour 2004 [1999]; Bennett 2010; Simard 2021 assert), the ele-
phants, dolphins, whales, octopodes, scallops, trees, mushrooms, mosquitos, viruses, rivers
or rocks are not going to intentionally manage human wellbeing or save us from ourselves.
They will not steer us toward a just and sustainable future. As Malm and Hornborg (2014,
68) say, ‘... they lack the capacity to scrutinize and stand up to human actions.’ That said, if
we consider that thought (along with abilities that free us to translate it into action) is our
nature, then our actions on the world are also nature and so we can invert this whole argu-
ment by saying that everything is natural - even disasters. But, we can say it in a way that
does not absolve us of responsibility.

The key responsibility issue, then, is not what is or is not ‘natural.’?* The key is why we,
humans, care and are in a unique (exceptional) position to do something about our effect

22| atour's (2004) and Bennett’s (2010) ‘destributive agency’ — a claim that all things and all acts are results of agency and
that agency is thus everywhere - is a serious diversion from the quest for responsibility.
In some sense, the search for pure nature is like the search for a Garden of Eden - that time before knowledge (and
attendant responsibility) that the Judeo-Christian tradition viewed as pure (Ribot 2018). This kind of search for purity
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on the each other and the world - for human purposes such as security, sustainability or
wellbeing. Thought is our nature, and because of it we are responsible for what we do (a la
Arendt 2003; Nietzsche 1882); with thought, and being capable, or able to do, we are
unique. We have agency and can use it for what we value - what we judge to be good
or bad. This responsibility is the essence of human exceptionalism. This makes us quite
unique potential stewards of the earth and all nature — even our own. This humanism
does not have to be patronizing. This can be practical and just. We must exercise our
very-human agency - as diverse and politically complex as it is. If not us, then who (or
what)? Of course, we do so with humility (see Russell 1924). Thought allows us to reflect
on whether we can live with our own actions (Arendt 2003) - requiring of us a deep under-
standing of difference and a value of justice (a la Ghandi, in Kashwan et al. 2020).

Agency is not in every act or influence - human or otherwise (despite Latour's 2004
[1999]; Bennett's 2010 flat ‘distributive’ assertions). As storms or droughts may no
longer be ‘natural,’ as they are profoundly influenced by humans, an element of what
they transmit can be attributed to human agency - the element of human influence
that can be traced to our ability to think and thus to our ability to be moral beings and
to act accordingly. Attribution sciences (Trenberth, Fasullo, and Shepherd 2015), the
science of identifying the element of climate events due to anthropogenic climate
change, are estimating the climate increment or change in a given event that is due to
human agency - the agency made explicit by our ability to know and reflect on our con-
tribution of greenhouse gasses to changing climate. Through this attribution they are
establishing particular lines of responsibility. They are establishing human action as the
cause of this biophysical change. This change may also be stopped or reversed, via
human intentionality. If that is not done, it is our own fault - belonging to no other
being. Responsibility belongs to those with agency. Agency belongs to a moral thinking
being with the ability to act and intervene. Agency is natural — a unique element of human
nature.

Scoones (2019, 17) explains, stepping into slippery actor-network territory, that

... interactions between human and non-human natures, bound up in extended actor net-
works, must necessarily become central to our understandings of how uncertainties are
lived with (Law 1999; Latour 2005). In this view, multiple agencies and diverse practices
link human-nature networks in ways that both generate and confront uncertainties as hor-
izons of possibilities.

Perhaps this applies to uncertainties ahead, ‘horizons,” but not to the past. On the con-
trary, if we intend to trace responsibility to human intention and agency, the ‘actor-
network’ approach falls short; as it denies antecedents, and the distinctness of human
agency (Latour 2004 [1999], 2005; Bennett 2010), it diffuses any notion of causality and
human responsibility (a la Bryant 2011; cf. Hornborg 2017).2* Rather, in a grounded
approach, Borras et al. (2022, 5) observe,

too is an origin myth that has many dangerous (Nazi, Proud Boys ...) implications we won't delve into here (see Huq
and Mochida 2018; Kashwan 2020). Nobody tainted us with knowledge - no God or serpent anointed us with insight.

**Marx did not blur the distinction between humans and nature, but rather acknowledged interdependencies and
embeddedness. These relations are material, as well as ideological, dialectics. They are not vague ‘assemblages’ or
‘actor-networks,’ but, rather causal recursive dialectical relations that we can observe and unpack. So, | do not under-
stand how ‘identifying multi-species realities, where nature-society separations are dissolved into hybrid assemblages,
can offer deeper insights into the realities of the Anthropocene’ (Borras et al. 2022, 3).
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... work in critical agrarian studies needs to retain the focus on local material histories and
power relations, while embedding both in long-term analysis of global environmental
change and understandings of the way in which this new historical moment and the
phenomenon of climate change are shaped by both material limits and the legacies of colo-
nial and imperial inequality.

We must trace the present to human actions of the past.

Disjuncture - the commutative gap

Sometimes problems are not solved but dissolved in favour of another way of posing the
problem. (Jessop 2014)

We have established that not all human influence is tied to agency or responsibility. We
have not established whether the human agency that is responsible for changing the
climate is also responsible for the subsequent damages that unfold on the ground. Para-
doxically, establishing a human influence, an anthropogenic signature, on a climate event
does not establish whether or how that anthropogenic change is related to any damages
that follow (Lahsen and Ribot 2021). Responsibility for a change in climate does not
directly translate into change in subsequent damages or responsibility for those
damages.?> These changes in damage are still caused by other factors — the social and
political-economic dynamics and histories that shape precarity.

In the era when de Castro, Sen and Watts were first studying hunger and famine,
climate events were viewed as natural backdrop.?® They were not seen as anthropogenic
(although they often were without us knowing - see Sahel discussion below). Here it was
easy to state that the causes of crisis were in the vulnerabilities in place — as storms were
seen as acts of nature and all possible social response was in action in the locale. People
were protected or they were not. Responsibility was squarely on the ground within
society (also see Douglas and Wildavsky 1982; Douglas 1992). There was no ‘anthropo-
genic’ climate-change increment that could be assessed and to which increased
damages could be attributed. With the advent of this increment came calculations of
‘additionality’®” — anthropogenically augmented intensity seemed to imply a correspond-
ing increase in damage.

As we have seen, however, the relation between climate increment and damages is not
commutative (see Ribot 1995; Hulme 2011; Lahsen and Ribot 2021; Cottier et al. 2022). As
weather events now have human agency (in addition to many other incidental human
influences) built into their intensity and frequency, the increment in that intensity and fre-
guency can arc to responsibility and can be a meaningful social cause of that change. So,

ZExcept in a 'but-for’ sense.
2Giddens (1999) points out that

... there doesn’t seem in fact to be a notion of risk in any traditional culture. The reason for this is that dangers
are experienced as given. Either they come from God, or they come simply from a world which one takes for
granted.

He goes on, advent of the idea of risk’ is ‘... bound up with the aspiration to control and particularly with the idea
of controlling the future. Here hazard and danger are givens, risk is new — it is a preoccupation with the future. |
would argue for a moral economy predicated on the realization that we generate our own dangers — and thus we
are responsible for them; explaining the rise of insurance and the welfare state (Giddens 1999, 4). Giddens (1999, 8)
calls this ‘manufactured risk,” and argues ‘The transition from external to manufactured risk is bringing about a crisis
of responsibility ... ."

?See Lemos and Boyd (2010) for an excellent discussion of ‘additionality’ politics.
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responsibility for the cause of the changed climate event can be identified, yet this responsi-
bility for climate change cannot be extended to responsibility for a precise damage increment
— as the cause of damage remains, at least in part, in the vulnerability that the climate event
finds in place. Nonetheless, climate events now link to human value as they carry human
agency.”® Made by human labors, anthropogenic climate, like objects of use or tools and
machines, has embedded agency - the work that keeps on working. So, today, in what is
being called the Anthropocene, there is human agency in the sky, which can indicate respon-
sibility. But responsibility for what? The climate event; not necessarily the damages that follow.

Full causal analysis

The framing of climate events as sudden natural shocks can redirect the attentions away from
long-term capacity building and social transformation towards short-term emergency plan-
ning ... . (Hug and Mochida 2018, 36)

The challenge today is to integrate agency and structure in examinations of the production of
vulnerability, in specific places, whilst also acknowledging the importance of physical systems
in generating hazard that can trigger disaster. (Pelling 2003, 47)

Even brand-new forms of menace, without having been anticipated, can be labeled and
slotted into existing categories of responsibility. (Douglas 1992, 54)

...the new commonsense must avoid reductive ‘ecologism.” Far from treating global
warming as a trump card that overrides everything else, it must trace that threat to under-
lying societal dynamics that also drive other strands of the present crisis. (Fraser 2021, 96)

Sen (1981) revolutionized thinking on famine by debunking the simple food availability
decline (FAD) theory of famines and provided a basis for a causal analysis of food depri-
vation rooted in proximate and some distal political factors (Sen 1981; Dréze and Sen
1989) - including capabilities and democracy. Fine (1997, 645), challenged this critique,
bringing FAD back in as one causal element in need of explanation (in addition to entitle-
ment failures), arguing that ‘it is essential both that socioeconomic factors be analysed as
causally prior and that famine be specifically tied to food rather than to a general theory
of access to life’s capabilities.” For Fine (1997), FAD cannot be dismissed in analyzing the
causal structure of famines. Food is itself something that can fall short - supply can be
disrupted or diminished. This itself can be a weapon or factor used by or generated
within a larger political economy. So, the ability to shape the political economy that
shapes food availability (Fine 1997, 645), in addition to the ability to shape the political
economy that shapes entitlements (Watts 1991), is part of the causal structure of famines.

Without resolving the dilemma of how to weigh food decline versus entitlement
failure, hazard versus vulnerability, a full social causal analysis of damage can be accom-
plished by separately analyzing both human causes of and responsibilities for climate
change (a la Fraser 2021, 100; Borras et al. 2022, 8) and the human causes and responsi-
bilities for vulnerabilities in place. For a given instance of crisis, such as the Sahelian

28| e. Marx's (1894) dead labor at work in machines and infrastructures, or John Locke’s (1960 [1689]), transformative
labors by which we ‘own’ the sky — and owning it we are linked to its effects in the world. It is now ours. Being
ours, we are also responsible for it, and all the externalities that are coming back to bite everyone.

There are many reasons to avoid a term like ‘Anthropocene’ (see Bauer and Ellis 2018; Castree 2014; Malm and Horn-
borg 2014; Davis et al. 2019). Nonetheless, | will use it at times to evoke the era in which we are living under a changing
climate.
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droughts of the 1970s and 80s, this allows us to attribute responsibility for the hazard (the
drought driven by aerosol forcing in Europe and the United States; see Biasutti and Ales-
sandra 2006; Marvel, Biasutti, and Bonfils 2020) with the systematic colonial production of
vulnerability (Franke and Chasin 1980; Watts 1983). Here, interestingly enough, we find
that many causes of the climate increment and of vulnerability trace to the same Northern
origins. They give us, in essence, a PPP-EPP analytic. Both polluter and exploiter pay — and
in the case of 1970s and 80s droughts in West Africa, they indicate in aggregate (although
not in the specifics of scale and timing) the same responsible parties. Thus, both the
hazard and precarity had cause in Northern colonial and industrial activities. Effectively,
we have two ‘but-for’ causes that point to the same responsible parties.

Of course, there are also many situated chains of causality that will show proximate and
distal cause of place-based vulnerabilities — that indicate roles from the structure of
gender inequalities in the household to local identity politics to structures of rights and
representation shaped by local rules and regulations, infrastructures, the structure of
markets, and to national and international politics and policies (Sen 1980; Watts 1983;
Bassett and Fogelman 2013; Ribot 2014).°

Nonetheless, despite there being local, national and international causes of vulner-
ability, as well as a mix of causes contributing to climate change, focusing on vulnerability
by holding hazard as the disaster trigger (rather than as cause), does not take polluters off
the hook. It identifies the arena of intervention where, as in the Sahel case, the industrial
world and colonial metropole are largely responsible for damages and, thus, reparations -
the common cause in both hazard and vulnerability make responsibility unambiguous.
This indicates a moral obligation to address the vulnerabilities and not merely those
related to a climate increment - as the UNFCCC would have it (see Ribot 2014; Khan
and Roberts 2013; Kashwan and Ribot 2021). The overall analysis of causes of vulnerability
and of damage will always require a nuanced situated historical causal analysis — and can,
likely often, show common root causes.

However, this dual analysis of causality — tracing out of the causes of changed frequency
and intensity of climate events and the causes of vulnerabilities — cannot provide a quan-
titative weighting of the relative roles in damage production of the hazard versus the vul-
nerability. Neither element can cause damage by itself (Blaikie et al. 1994). Further, in a
given place and time, for a different level of hazard there is a different level of damage,
as for a different level of vulnerability damage will vary. So, were a climate event to
strike a secure village, there may be no damage. Were the intensity of that event to be
doubled and to strike this secure village, there still may be no damage. But were the
village highly vulnerable, the damage might be quadrupled by a doubling of intensity.

The vulnerability transforms mere events, at least when on the scale of human experi-
ence, into hazards - without vulnerability they remain mere events (in this sense, vulner-
ability defines hazard).?" While for a specified (controlled-for) vulnerability we can
attribute an increment of damage to an increment of hazard, even a fixed vulnerability

30As de Sherbinin (2020) notes, ‘Social vulnerability is a function of the population’s sociodemographic characteristics
such as age, sex, ethnicity, race, education, and major livelihoods, as well as its access to financial and other capitals
and adaptive capacity.” And, each of these indicators and proximate causes, has a chain of causality behind it - what
might be called the structural and political-economic root causes.

3When that hazard is on a human scale. But, even with extreme events, such as gigantic meteorites, one can simply say
we are vulnerable in the face of meteorites as we do not have the protections.



CLIMATE CHANGE AND CRITICAL AGRARIAN STUDIES 79

has causes too, thus the causes of the damage cannot be located in the fixed conditions -
they are located in the causes of these conditions. This follows from the observation by
Lund (2014, 225), made above, that the social sciences do not control for or set context
aside - as context always plays a causal role. In this case, context, both social and biophysi-
cal, shapes the entire possibility of crisis. There will never be a fixed or neutral quantified
apportionment of cause or responsibility between the hazard and the vulnerability.>? The
question at hand becomes a moral one. Which causes lead us to places where we are
able to respond - in a timely, long- and short-term, and meaningful manner - to reduce
pain and suffering associated with climate events? This also evokes the question of who
is able, or has the means, to respond - and thus who ‘should’ respond.

Toward a sociodicy of crisis

To remember history is not to lament it. Rather it is to purposefully take stock of the magnitude
of damages wrought by various forms of discrimination and to devise interventions that redress
the sources of that discrimination. ... such an approach would push environmental scholarship
to internalize ‘the deep spatial historical logics’ - the plantation, the colony, the reservation -
that mark contemporary racialized environments. (Ranganathan 2017, 5)

To become counter-hegemonic ... a new commonsense must transcend the ‘merely environ-
mental.” Addressing the full extent of our general crisis, it must connect its ecological diagnosis
to other vital concerns - including livelihood insecurity and denial of labour rights; public disin-
vestment 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 authoritarianism and police brutality. (Fraser 2021, 96)

More radical climate justice narratives highlight the historical injustices of unequal exchange
and ecological debt, whereby climate challenges in the periphery are the direct conse-
quences of long histories of exploitation and unequal relations of global power. (Borras
et al. 2022, 13)

As climate scientists have investigated future climate scenarios — and potential social
responses to environmental changes — they have become, ipso facto, social scientists. (Wain-
wright 2010, 983)

There are clearly alternative worlds of political critique, parallel to the dominant one, that need to
be taken seriously if we are to restore the contingency of history and see the past anew as a site of
possibility. (Nally 2011, xiii)

If we continue to frame adaptation in apolitical terms, our efforts may well end up being
futile. Worse than that, in cases where new resources are made available to existing elites

they may end up buttressing exclusion and therefore entrenching vulnerability. (Morrissey
2014)

... social processes and the risks they represent are all outcomes of human decision-making
about how resources (including places) are used and by whom they are used. (Oliver-Smith
2013, 1)

Climate is changing. There are stronger storms, more droughts and rising seas. These
forces have to be contended with as they trigger all kinds of damages. There are

320f course, a total destruction of earth by a meteorite could make preparation irrelevant. But, the effects will still be
stratified. Presidents of powerful nations will probably blast off into space. Yes, it will be a bummer to die alone in
space and watch the earth vanish, but the vulnerability will still be stratified — by have rocket ships and have not rock-
etships. In short, any human-scale crisis is stratified by vulnerabilities.
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dangerous biophysical forces out there. We are generating them and could stop them.
This ‘could’ is part of the social force we are not using. A different set of conditions, vul-
nerabilities, enable those new forces to trigger damages. What would allow us to with-
stand and protect against them? This is also a set of social forces that we must work
with. The first set of social forces is called mitigation. The second is spoken of as ‘adap-
tation’ — although | call them ‘vulnerability reduction.”?* Despite being interlinked they
remain distinct. Both condition and are conditioned by the systems we create and live in.

Indeed, we live in a system with built-in contradictions, predicated on damaging growth.
Fraser (2021, 96) makes it quite clear that our economic system34 ‘... represents the socio-
historical driver of climate change, and the core institutionalized dynamic that must be dis-
mantled in order to stop it.’ Because of this system, Bourdieu (1997) has argued ‘today pre-
carity is everywhere.” The production of hazard and of vulnerabilities, while they could be
treated through transition to another kind of economy, when and if that is possible, they are
also in need of much less-sweeping social action, resistance and reform. There is a need to
fight the production of greenhouse gasses on many fronts — to mitigate. We must also be
fighting exploitation and enabling people to keep more of the wealth they generate - to
‘adapt’ or to reduce their vulnerabilities. It means not allowing people, no matter how
wealthy, to live in oversized and over-cooled/heated houses. It means treating social
causes, proximate and structural, violences direct and indirect.

Both mitigation and ‘adaptation’ are social acts - as are the conditions that cause
climate change and vulnerability. In 2013, | was happy to see Connelly (2013) accuse
social scientists of practicing ‘sociodicy’ — tracing all cause to the social. Connelly was
comparing social science practice to Leibnitz's (1710) Theodicy, the justification of the
goodness of God in the face of pain and suffering (see Wilkinson 2010; cf. Voltaire’s
1759 [1931] lucid critique of theodicy). But Connelly’s attempt to insult the social sciences
is quite useful, as it accurately labels what we should do. For me it is a moral imperative to
locate causality where there is a proactive or retroactive response ability, the ability to act
- by individuals and society or the institutions that we have built. Thus, we need a socio-
dicy for the current era of climate change (Ribot 2014, 2019). One can make other analytic
choices - to ignore or avert moral responsibility — but, I'd rather not.

God and nature, non-social causes, have always been convenient foils for responsibil-
ity. But, having killed God, Nietzsche (1882) indicates we must shoulder responsibility all
by our little selves. Perhaps we, people, have killed nature - by transforming it, mixing our
labor with it, culturing it, via various social acts (from cultivation to climate change). This
view might seem to place us outside of nature — it is implicitly a stance of human excep-
tionalism. Were it not, then all our actions and the changes or things we make in the world
(including machines) are also mere nature — elements of being. We humans are part of
that whole - and perhaps we have put our smudge on all ‘nature.” In this sense, while
nature too is often a foil for responsibility, we have also foiled this foil - by humanizing
it, thus pointing back to ourselves. We stand responsible again.

We are also, however, not part of that whole — we are, indeed, exceptional. Conscious-
ness and thought mean that we know that we depend on nature (cultured or not), other

$ee Ribot (2011) for a critique of ‘adaptation.’
34In their fabulous book, Patel and Moore (2017, 3) wrote that ‘taking capitalism seriously [means] understanding it not
just as an economic system but as a way of organizing the relation between humans and the rest of nature.’
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than ourselves, which we transform for our valued beings and doings. The separation of us
from other nature is our own creation via consciousness. But, our own security and survival,
of which we are conscious, depends on recognition of this separation — as we are uniquely
able to manage that nature so as to sustain or destroy ourselves. Because of consciousness
and value, we have intention. Because of ability to realize that intention, and to reflect upon
and judge our potential acts, we have responsibility (Arendt 2003). If ‘the greatness of this
deed’ is ‘too great for us’ we must indeed ‘become gods simply to appear worthy of it’
(Nietzsche 1882). We have a choice. We can manage or not. | choose to manage. |
choose life. To manage is our exceptional role — call it patronizing or matronizing; it does
not have to be. It is humanism and should be done inclusively with and for care (regardless
of race, ethnicity, gender, caste, class, age, place of origin, orientation, etc.!). Not to manage
is a shirking.

A sociodicy - a social-causal approach - is a conscious means of identifying the ability
to respond and responsibility. It does not mean ignoring the biophysical causes of force
and change or the human effects on the biophysical world. The social depends on the
biophysical as should depends on could. We operate within the possible - a world
where the resources at hand and the principles that shape what we can do with them
and what they can, in turn, do for or to us are physical entities with their own limits
and possibilities. F = ma; E = mc?; PV = nRT. What matters is not whether the biophysical
exists or has effects — it certainly does. What matters is what we do with and make of these
realities.>® These formulas and the biophysical world establish a realm of the biophysical
possible. Society operates within and on that possible. The social still shapes their effects
on us and our effects on the physical shape conditions that we respond to as well.*® We
read and act in the naked world with social categories and objectives.

The way forward is to practice a conscious sociodicy of climate-related pain and suffering
- a problem-oriented approach to crisis that asks which causes of the beings and doings we
care about are socially and political-economically generated and which are amenable to
social and political-economic solutions. Vulnerability analysis is the entry point into the
most immediate solutions to those elements of loss and damage that are with us today.
We have methods of analysis of climate-related vulnerabilities (de Castro 1952; Sen 1981;
Watts 1983; Blaikie et al. 1994; Wisner, Blaikie, and Cannon 2004; Nally 2011; Ribot 1995,
2014). All start with the problem - identifying something that affects people’s ability to
do and be (to function) with health and wellbeing. Then they trace chains of causality
outward from that problem - from a moment of loss or damage. For such social-causal ana-
lyses related to diseases, such as Covid-19, see Farmer (2004), Dzingirai et al. (2017) and

3 As Oliver-Smith (2013, 2) reminds us:

There is no cultural equivalent of the law of gravity. There is no social physics. Even our most basic biological
realities are culturally framed and structured. Thus, market logics and structural constraints are ultimately cul-
tural products, the outcome of decisions and choices made by people.

35Another important nuance in the relation between hazard and vulnerability (the biophysical and social) is that crises
triggered by hazards depend on vulnerabilities, but they also change vulnerabilities. Hazard, by triggering crisis, can
change existing infrastructures and the availability of resources. Thus crises, still made possible by vulnerabilities,
feed back into vulnerabilities in the face of subsequent events. See Turner et al. (2003a, 2003b), Turner 2010; Swift
(1989) has called this a ratchetting down. Also see Horton et al. (2021, 1280) on how climate change can change
the resource base. They aptly label these ‘habitability changes.” In this sense, vulnerability can include the vulnerability
to become more vulnerable - a kind of vulnerability trap. Yet the vulnerability to be made more vulnerable also has
social causes. Also see Beymer-Farris, Bassett, and Bryceson 2012 on the recursive relation between social and biophysi-
cal factors.
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Auerbach and Thachil (2021). On tracing causes of xenophobic violence see Achiume
(2014). The choices of frame - one that focuses on social and political-economic causes —
is made explicitly to identify what society can do in response, society’s responsibility.

Li (2007, 267) brilliantly dissects the tensions between solution and problem orien-
tations, stating ‘Community forest management ... begins ... from a proposed solution
rather than a unified specification of a problem.” By focusing on solutions, one asks
‘how’ to change and not ‘why’ the contentious or challenging situation arises. Interests
align around goals, not around problems. This solution orientation is common in
climate change circles — ‘adaptation’ is entirely a ‘how’ kind of beast (Ribot 2011, 2014).
Bodansky (2020, 3) shows how ... international environmental law ... promotes compli-
ance through transparency and forward-looking, non-adversarial procedures, aimed at
improving effectiveness, rather than through traditional international dispute settlement,
which takes a backward-looking approach, focusing on the issue of state responsibility.’
This is precisely the ‘non-confrontational’ strategy that occludes causes (the ‘why’) and,
thus, misses many potential solutions.

The solutions that causal analyses uncover may indicate blame and liability as well as
reparations — something some parties will want to avoid. Nonetheless, they provide a full
range of possible interventions as well. In some senses, by occluding some causes, then,
the forward-oriented view is part of the causes of risk in the first place. By not attempting
to reveal or address root causes it allows them to continue or deepen. It also side steps the
real problem, which for forest users, in Li’s (2007, 266) case, may be self-determination and
not getting these people to ‘do as they ought’ - by governing their conduct of forest man-
agement. The ‘will to improve,’ is likely the will of one party - the foresters, those who
govern — rather than the communities living in these forests (for an adaptation case illus-
tration see Beymer-Farris, Bassett, and Bryceson (2012). A problem-oriented approach
starts with the problem and traces back - it then asks what can be done to treat the
full range of causes. It is a choice to see, and to address, the non-contentious and conten-
tious social causes.

The framings we choose and caveats we insert shape our world. As Lund (2014, 226)
observed, ‘By not questioning the concepts and categories with which we read the
“naked facts,” it is easy to make a set of facts look speciously unequivocal and pervasive.’
We also must state the caveats so that those observing our work know what we assume.
So, there is nothing wrong with stating that a given increase in climate intensity in a
given place and time may trigger specific additional damages, depending on the vulnerabil-
ities in place. Still, a climate event, a more-intense storm, or its incremental intensity or fre-
guency, triggers damages as a function of the vulnerabilities that it finds on the ground. So,
we can show there is a role of the biophysical force - the climate event. Yet, coping with and
failing to cope (via mitigation or so-called adaptation) remains a social act with social
responsibility. We may fail to cope, but the whole situation - vulnerability with (and
defining of) hazard (Blaikie et al. 1994; Wisner, Blaikie, and Cannon 2004) - is social.

In a responsible frame, the cause of the damages and of the intensification of those
damages with a more-intense event remains a function of the vulnerabilities that
enable the event to trigger damage. A responsible frame identifies where we (individuals,
groups and societies) are able to respond. As it is also possible for the social world to now
shape this trigger, the hazard must also be part of the risk equation and enters into
response ability. In short, we are weighing, or rather we should pragmatically weigh,
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the importance of cause against our ability to respond (see Jamieson 2015).3” Accounting
for all (biophysical and social) causes (at least all we have time and resources to account
for) helps us to identify those that most matter — those we can plausibly reshape in order
to reduce damages and increase wellbeing. In the world of rural political economy and
agrarian studies, this approach to crisis is not entirely new (Polanyi 1944; de Castro
1952; Scott 1976; O'Keef et al. 1976; Wolf 1981; Sen 1981; Watts 1983; Blaikie 1985;
Blaikie et al. 1994; Fine 1997; Davis 2001; Nally 2011; Turner 2016). Histories matter.
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