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One of the posi tions under taken by Søren Mau in his work Mute Com pul ‐
sion is of staunch ahu man ism (see Mau, 78–91 and 98) [1]. While ahu man ‐
ism is in prin ci ple not an objec tion able posi tion, this essay ana lyzes one
par tic u lar man i fes ta tion of this ahu man ism in Mau’s work which leads to a
gap in the o ret i cal under stand ing.

One of the lines of think ing Mau adopts, in his rejec tion of human ism,
involves a rejec tion of the notion of an “orig i nal unity” between humans
and nature. Humans, for Mau, instead pos sess an “orig i nal dis unity” in
regards to nature; in other words, humans have no spir i tu ally organic rela ‐
tion to nature, and instead sec u larly medi ate their rela tion to nature through
their own social rela tions. Humans may relate to nature in dif fer ent ways
across his tor i cal social for ma tions, but none of such for ma tions are more
uni fied, organic, gen uine, pure, or nat ural than the rest. This posi tion then
leads Mau to imply that no human social for ma tion can cause a unique
“dis unity” between humans and nature — in Mau’s words:

“Liv ing all of your life star ing into a smart phone in a megac ity and eat ‐
ing pre pared food with out ever know ing where it comes from and how
it is pro duced does not mean that a holy bond between you and
nature has been bro ken; it just means that your indi vid ual metab o ‐
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lism is medi ated by a com plex sys tem of infra struc tures, data,
machines, finan cial flows and plan e tary sup ply chains” (98, empha sis
mine).

Thus, humans sim ply orga nize their social rela tions and dis tin guish these
dif fer ent his tor i cal rela tions by the par tic u lar way in which they medi ate
these rela tions amongst them selves. On the sur face, this per spec tive
appears coher ent and quite plau si ble: humans are not at one with nature,
and the way in which they medi ate each other will deter mine their metab o ‐
lism with nature as well.

The issue, how ever, is that this frame work does not allow us to ques ‐
tion the par tic u lar nature of the metab o lism itself in spe cific his tor i cal con ‐
di tions. Mau can show quite clearly how this metab o lism is medi ated by
dif fer ent human inter re la tions, and what this entails prac ti cally, but he can ‐
not account for a poten tial change (or “rift”) in the very char ac ter of the
metab o lism between humans and nature itself; and more over, he can not
account for the fact that this par tic u lar char ac ter of the metab o lism between
humans and nature could be a fact of a par tic u lar social for ma tion alone.

In Mau’s frame work, no social for ma tion is allowed a priv i leged his ‐
tor i cal posi tion — all social for ma tions are exis ten tially the same and
exhibit the same essen tial metab o lism between humans and nature, merely
medi ated socially in var i ous ways. As will be shown, this is prob lem atic.
To bet ter ana lyze cap i tal ism we must really in a cer tain sense his tor i cally
priv i lege it. Specif i cally, we must ana lyze how cap i tal ism con sti tutes the
metab o lism between humans and nature itself in a way wholly incom men ‐
su rate with any other major social for ma tion in his tory. Humans may not
pos sess any roman tic and orig i nal “unity” with nature, true, but it can not be
denied that cap i tal ism gen er ates his tor i cally unique rela tions between
humans and nature. Whether we call these rela tions a “rift” or a “dis unity,”
it remains that these rela tions exist as a par tic u lar social trans for ma tion of
the metab o lism between humans and nature that is unique from all pre vi ous
major social for ma tions. This is some thing Mau’s frame work sim ply can ‐
not account for [2].
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The prob lem with Mau’s frame work is that it can not account for the par tic ‐
u lar meta bolic rela tion between humans and nature that occurs uniquely in
cap i tal ism, dis tinct from all pre vi ous social for ma tions in his tory. This par ‐
tic u lar rela tion we call the meta bolic rift — and as a con cept it attempts to
the o ret i cally elu ci date the unique way in which the rela tions between
humans and nature is medi ated under cap i tal ism, most notably medi ated in
a highly dele te ri ous man ner.

The term “meta bolic rift” was coined by Marx in the third vol ume of
Cap i tal, in which Marx warned against an “irrepara ble rift” between
humans and nature pre cip i tated by cap i tal ist rela tions of pro duc tion. Kohei
Saito, in his book Marx in the Anthro pocene, then expanded this notion
into three essen tial “dimen sions” of meta bolic rift:

1. The first dimen sion is “the mate r ial dis rup tion of cycli cal processes in
nat ural metab o lism” (Saito, 24). Whereas cap i tal demands con sis tent
rates of return and max i mized prof itabil ity for as long as pos si ble,
nature does not act this way at all, rely ing instead on a “law of replen ‐
ish ment” (Jus tus von Liebig’s term) to keep itself alive and healthy.
Cap i tal dis rupts this nat ural process, lead ing to averse con se quences.

2. The sec ond dimen sion is “the spa tial rift” (25). The cap i tal ist social
divi sion of labor entails “depeas an ti za tion and mas sive urban growth
of the working- class pop u la tion con cen trated in large cities” (26). This
entails con stant trans port of agri cul tural prod ucts from the coun try to
the city, and the sub se quent accu mu la tion of waste in urban envi ron ‐
ments. Saito also cites Andreas Malm’s work in Fos sil Cap i tal, which
elu ci dates the nec es sary tran si tion from nat u rally flow ing water- based
energy to fos sil fuel in the growth of cap i tal.

3. The third dimen sion is “the tem po ral rift” (27). Saito explains:

“Cap i tal con stantly attempts to shorten its turnover time and max i mize
val oriza tion in a given time […] This process is accom pa nied by
increas ing demands for float ing cap i tal in the form of cheap and abun ‐
dant raw and aux il iary mate ri als […] Fur ther more, cap i tal con stantly
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rev o lu tion izes
the pro duc tion process, aug ment ing pro duc tive forces with an unprece ‐
dented speed… This ten dency can never be fully sus pended because
nat ural cycles exist inde pen dently of cap i tal’s demands” (27–28).

These three dimen sions of meta bolic rift describe, at least in part, how the
metab o lism between humans and nature is harm fully altered under cap i tal ‐
ism. But what is par tic u larly cru cial to under stand is that these dimen sions
of a “meta bolic rift” are part of a prob lem con cep tu ally applic a ble only to
the cap i tal ist mode of pro duc tion. As anar chist writer Peter Gelder loos put
it:

“When it comes to pro tect ing the envi ron ment, nearly any social sys ‐
tem would be bet ter than the one we have now. Cap i tal ism is the first
social arrange ment in human his tory to endan ger the sur vival of
our species and life on earth in gen eral” (86, empha sis mine).

Indeed, this is the same frame work which Saito uses as the foun da tion for
his under stand ing of meta bolic rift. He opens his book quite bluntly:

“The world is on fire. We are expe ri enc ing ‘the end of the end of his ‐
tory’… Fran cis Fukuyama’s dec la ra tion of ‘the end of his tory’ after the
col lapse of the USSR […] is approach ing a totally unex pected dead
end today, namely the end of human his tory” (1).

This real ity is one which Mau’s per spec tive sim ply can not account for.
Cap i tal ism is not just another way to orga nize human inter re la tions, com ‐
men su rate with any other one from the past. Rather, cap i tal ism presents a
his tor i cally unique exis ten tial threat to human life itself, and more over, this
exis ten tial threat is an eco log i cal one, mean ing that it is embed ded in the
par tic u lar meta bolic rela tions between humans and nature. Thus, in order to
under stand why cap i tal ism presents a his tor i cally unique chal lenge for
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human ity, the his tor i cally unique way in which humans relate to nature
mate ri ally under cap i tal ism must be elu ci dated. Mau’s work sim ply ignores
this prob lem and instead ren ders it con cep tu ally unthink able.
Notes:

1. “Cri tiques of cap i tal ism in the name of human nature rarely go
beyond solemn invo ca tions of an ideal of the truly human, and when
they do they tend to depoliti cise cri tique by con ceiv ing the abo li tion of
cap i tal ism as the restora tion of a nat ural har mony. Such inad e qua cies
plagued Marx’s writ ings from 1843 up to and includ ing The Holy
Fam ily (late 1844). But he changed his mind” (Mau, 84).

2. As a par tial aside, it should be indi cated that my for warded per spec ‐
tive does not entail human ism by any means. It may be com men su rate
with human ism, but does not nec es sar ily rely on a human ist phi los o ‐
phy. Mau’s hos til ity towards my per spec tive on the grounds that it is
(or at least appears) human ist is unwar ranted, and as we will see, has
harm ful polit i cal impli ca tions.
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