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A case study

There is a substance called methyl isocyanate (MIC), which
does not exist in nature but was introduced into the ecosphere
by industry in the last century. A simple but very potent molecule
(CH,NCO), MIC is widely used in the manufacture of pesticides
and herbicides because of its reactivity and deadly effects on liv-
ing organisms. According to the website of the US Environmental
Protection Agency:

MIC ... is an ester of isocyanic acid (HNCO). The parent isocyanic
acid is a weak acid and exists in equilibrium with cyanic (HCNO)
acid [the differences between the two HNCOs being in the
spatial configuration of the atoms]. MIC’s boiling point is yet to
be clearly established. It is a highly volatile and inflammable gas;
its vapors are denser than air; it is stable under dry and neutral
conditions at room temperature but can violently react in the
presence of acids, alkali, and the like. The carbon center in

the isocyanate group is electron deficient (electrophilic) and
therefore will react with electron-rich (nucleophiles), e.g.: water,
alcohol, phenol, alkali, and the like.

Being denser than air, MIC vapor does not dissipate but settles
on whatever is nearby. If exposed to water-bearing bodily tissues,
it reacts violently, leading to changes that cannot be contained
by the normal protective devices of the affected organism. The
amount of energy released by the ensuing reaction swiftly exceeds
the heat-buffering capabilities of the body. As a result, many
molecules of service to the organism are degraded and/or thrown
into disarray, while others that are toxic are formed. Put simply,
the body suffers severe burns, especially of exposed tissues rich
in water, such as lungs and eyes. Chest pain, breathlessness and
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severe asthma result immediately. If the exposure is high, blind-
ness, severe bacterial and eosinophilic pneumonia, or laryngeal
edema and cardiac arrest follow.

What has been said so far would explain at the physiological
level why a person who inhaled MIC, say, as she slept, could
become deathly ill. Within this framework, we can say that MIC
“causes” the illness and death. Needless to say, such an explana-
tion would tell us nothing about another set of questions, namely,
why was the sleeper in such proximity to MIC, and more, what
is methyl isocyanate doing in the environment in the first place,
at so close a distance that it interacted with bodies? To repeat,
MIC does not exist in nature; and were it by chance to issue from
some natural source like a volcano, its fabulous reactivity would
ensure it a very transient existence. How, then, does MIC happen
to be present so that bodies are affected by its violent chemical
proclivities? In other words, MIC can cause the illness, but not
itself. There needs be a cause at a higher level of generality that
brings MIC into existence and deploys it in certain ways. This
property of being able to set other causes into motion is what
we mean by the “efficiency” of a cause.

What “causes” MIC is the fact of being produced, through
the conscious alteration of nature to serve human ends, in this
case, industrial ones relevant to the development of agriculture.
Industry, however, does far more than produce large amounts of
strange substances; it also alters the human ecology, putting some
people in its way, and serving others. Chemical science will be
necessary to understand how MIC affects living tissue. Industrial
production, however, understands science and nature in order
to bring substances like MIC into the world, and to gather them
for its uses, in this case, the manufacture of pesticides for the
purposes of modern agriculture. To understand the full event,
then, and not just the pathological effects on the organism, re-
quires a grasp of the history and social relations of production, of
its industrial turn, of the peculiarities of pesticide manufacture
- and in this instance, of the reasons why so deadly a substance
escaped sequestration and found its way into human bodies. And

27

|osdo)



The culprit| 3

if the poisoning took place in many lungs all at once, why they all
happened to be there together to receive MIC’s deadly embrace.

The reader will have doubtless gathered by now that I am
referring to a very specific ecocatastrophic event: the release,
on December 4, 1984, of 46.3 tons of methyl isocyanate from
the factory run by the Union Carbide corporation, an American
transnational with a pesticide-manufacturing facility in Bhopal,
India. The gas escaped around midnight, and so it found the
inhabitants of Bhopal, great numbers of whom lived close to
the factory, sleeping. It is impossible to convey in words the
suffering this caused. But some results can be enumerated: an
estimated 8,000 people died on the spot and as many afterward,
with over 500,000 injured, some 50,000 to 70,000 of those in-
juries permanent.' People were still dying, fifteen years later, at
a rate of between ten and fifteen a month, and today, more than
twenty years on, the dying and disability continue, and the ruins
of the factory still deface the city and leach toxic materials into
the environment.?

The worst industrial accident in history, Bhopal has become
synonymous for the hazards posed to human beings by the
industrial process, and an emblem for the ecological crisis itself.
To understand the cause of Bhopal may give a window on the
cause of the crisis, not in the sense that this is to be composed
of horrendous accidents such as this, but because in Bhopal’s
magnitude all the elements of the crisis as a whole are concen-
trated. To comprehend Bhopal, however, we need to expand our
thinking from the physiological dimension to include the role
played by human agency, along with its ideological implications.
Understanding this event, where not one but thousands of lives
were mutilated, involves the judgment of competing claims and
differing views of reality. Methyl isocyanate, as the active cause
of bodily damage, is a mute killer without motive or interest
in the outcome of its chemistry. When, however, we attempt to
understand the causes of the accident at Bhopal, we need to
think beyond the molecular level. For example, the element of
money now enters the picture. It is not just the vast amounts at
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stake as a result of the disaster - some $3 billion in damages
originally asked by the Indian government, with $470 million
finally agreed to by Carbide (plus $50 million in legal fees, and
$20 million offered for construction of a local hospital)® - but
money’s full power in human existence: in short, a whole social
order is entailed, of power, and meaning, and the relationships
between the actors of society. And now, too, we look for a kind
of causation that would best comprehend these specifically
human-ecological issues. But let us be concrete, and consider
what happened at Bhopal that deadly night in 1984. Essentially,
the questions come down to this: what was MIC doing in Bhopal
in the first place? Why was it released in such a manner? Why
were the people so exposed, and why so shabbily treated? And
as for the responsible agents, what were the driving forces acting
on them?

To the first question the answer is that Union Carbide put it
there for its purposes, that is, the corporation caused the factory
to be built where and when it pleased. In a literal sense, this is
an absurd statement. Union Carbide is not a person who can
put anything anywhere; and the actual people who immediately
caused the MIC plant to arise in Bhopal were a great mass of
laborers, architects, suppliers, etc., most of whom had no direct
relation to the company but were hired by subcontractors. Yet we
cannot claim that these workers built the factory except as the
necessary but partial final human instrument, just as the tools in
their hands were necessary but partial technological instruments.
Therefore the answer to the question of what caused a factory,
or any other social product, to be built would be: that which
effectively organizes the social labor that went into it. And, since
labor is the human faculty of making events happen, said cause,
which organizes all the others, becomes efficient.

In a different kind of society, where workers controlled their
productive life activity, or where, as in aboriginal society, the
whole community did the same, we would be entitled to end
our account of what caused the factory to arise with citation
of the people who actually constructed it. But in our kind of
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society that statement would be false, since under the regime
of capital workers do not self-determine their activity. For an
understanding, therefore, of the social organization of a vast
number of individual activities we would have to turn to that
which commands and controls them all in production, and in
this case such an agent would have to be the Union Carbide
corporation, despite the fact that it is headquartered thousands
of miles away and served to express the interests of individuals
who need never have set foot inside India, much less Bhopal.

We may say, then, that the workers, etc., were the instrumental
causes of the factory at Bhopal, while the Union Carbide corpo-
ration was the efficient cause. That is, Carbide was the agent
capable of organizing and fruitfully combining all the factors
required for the production of the factory, and, once it had been
built, for the manufacture, distribution, and sale of the prod-
ucts, including MIC as an intermediary product. In any complex
phenomenon, many causal processes are at work. But insofar
as the phenomenon functions as a whole, we may identify an
overarching, integrating kind of cause that sets the instrumental
causes into motion, regulates them, and directs them toward an
end - and the alteration of which would be necessary to change
the phenonemon as a whole. Such is what is meant by the effi-
cient cause.’

Each cause is specific for the level of effect it sets into motion.
Methyl isocyanate is the efficient cause of the bodily devastation
which ensues upon its inhalation, just as Union Carbide was of
the factory at Bhopal. But what drives Carbide? And what of the
incident of December 1984 and its social sequelae? What caused
that, and how does this relate to the question of an “efficient
cause”? Here is where conflicting views of reality enter most
forcefully, because so much is at stake. Carbide has not denied
that Bhopal is the site of its factory or that MIC is its product
— in fact it is quite proud of the fact and the role it has played
in the so-called “Green Revolution,” which has augmented food
production in nations of the South. As the company laid out in
its website, “Ironically, the plant at Bhopal had its origin in a
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humane goal: supplying pesticides to protect Indian agricultural
production,” and more generally, to enhance the “‘Indianiza-
tion’ of industry in that country” through its “willingness to offer
expertise, readiness to comply with Indian laws, and acceptance
of a gradual approach to developing Indian consumer markets.
Union Carbide’s investment had gained us widespread good
will - or so we thought.” Insisting on the integrity of its safety
standards and quality controls (“a deeply ingrained commitment
... [with] stringent internal standards dating back to the 1930s”),
the company is deeply distressed by having been “recast ... as an
archetypal multinational villain, exploiting India’s people and
resources,” a “caricature [no doubt] designed to gain access to
Union Carbide’s financial resources.” As for the tragic incident,
with respect to which “from the first day, we had been moved
by compassion and sympathy,” the company had done its own
investigation proving that the cause of the disaster “was unde-
niably sabotage. The evidence showed that an employee at the
Bhopal plant had deliberately introduced water into a methyl
isocyanate storage tank. The result was the cloud of poisonous
gas.” Alas, this truth has not caught on, apparently due to the
Indian government’s “apparent indifference to the plight of the
Bhopal victims.”

It is a coherent explanation: the disaster at Bhopal was not
Union Carbide’s fault, but that of a disgruntled employee,
compounded by the callousness and fecklessness of the Indian
government. In this universe of meaning, configured by the ever-
present specter of legal action and major financial consequences
(remember the $50 million spent by the corporation to defend
itself), causality equals blame, to be determined legally. A similar
discourse prevails throughout the ecological crisis, which tends
to get reduced to a series of individual acts for which blame
— and financial allocations on the basis of blame - become the
relevant criteria.

The discourse of blame, or fault, or legal responsibility, is
essential when it comes to parcelling out a degree of justice
and restitution for victims. Nor, in this instance, is it difficult to
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ascertain, given the fact that patient investigation has disclosed a
mountain of evidence relevant to understanding the fatal night.
Let me summarize, to indicate the particular dissection of this
one horrific eco-disaster, and to point a way toward a wider
understanding.

« Carbide never named the saboteur, nor submitted its claims
to a court of law under judicial rules of evidence. It rather
deduced his agency from an analysis of the structure of its
plant and let the matter rest at that.

« The company failed to notify the authorities of the large
amounts of MIC stored at the plant. More, they had designed
the plant in a way that made accidents more or less inevitable,
as by using carbon steel valves that corroded when exposed
to acid.

« Prior to 1978, Carbide produced its pesticide, Sevin, with-
out directly using MIC. It switched to the use of the deadly
intermediate in order to produce more cheaply, and began
manufacturing it in Bhopal in 1980. In fact, the German cor-
poration Bayer made Sevin without MIC, in a safer but more
expensive way.

* Local authorities urged the plant to be built in another part of
Bhopal, in an industrial zone out of range of the population.
Carbide refused, saying this was too expensive.

« The plant was losing money, because the demand for pesti-
cides was down, and hence chronically overproduced MIC,
which Carbide couldn’t unload.

« This led to an effort to cut costs, beginning in 1982. To quote
Kurzman, “such cuts ... meant less stringent quality control
and thus looser safety rules. A pipe leaked? Don’t replace it,
employees said they were told. Just patch it up. MIC work-
ers needed more training? They could do with less (including
using instruction manuals in English, which few could read).
Promotions were halted, seriously affecting employee morale
and driving some of the most skilled to seek work elsewhere.”®
By late 1984, only six operators, rather than the original twelve,
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were working with MIC. The numbers of supervisory personnel
also had been halved; while there was no maintenance super-
visor on the night shift. Thus, indicator readings were checked
every two hours rather than hourly, as required.

In late 1981, inhalation accidents began appearing at the
plant. Experts from the US appeared and warned of a “runaway
reaction” inside an MIC storage tank. This followed other
warnings from 1979 and 1980. Warnings from the Indian
authorities went unheeded. In October 1982, a leak of MIC
caused five workers to be hospitalized.

The local authorities had no instruments to monitor air pol-
lution near the plant.

When the workers at the plant, through their union, protested
the safety hazards, they were ignored. One worker who went
on a fifteen-day hunger strike was fired.

Although workers originally wore safety equipment, the grow-
ing slackness caused this to be jettisoned. More than 70
percent of workers were docked pay for refusing to deviate
from the prescribed safety routines. All the while, pressure
to keep making MIC as swiftly and cheaply as possible was
sustained.

The night of the accident, a leaking carbon-steel valve was
discovered, which allowed water to slip into the MIC tanks.
This was not repaired, as it would have taken too much time;
in other words, would have been expensive.

In addition, the alarm on the tank had not worked for four
years, and there was only one manual backup system instead
of the four-stage system used in the US. The flare tower that
burned escaping gas had been out of service for more than
five months, as was the vent gas scrubber. The refrigeration
system installed to inhibit the volatilization of MIC was also
idle, to save power costs. Nor was the steam boiler designed to
help clean the pipes in active operation, for the same reason.
Virtually every relevant safety instrument, from shutdown
devices, to monitoring tools, to temperature gauges, was either
in short supply, or malfunctioning, or designed improperly.
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The maintenance temperature of the MIC was kept at 20°C,
though the manual called for a temperature of 4.5° (this lower
figure, needless to say, being much cooler than the average
temperature of Bhopal, hence more expensive to maintain). In
addition, “Carbide's Bhopal plant was designed in such a way
that, after the deadly gas leak began, the main safety system
— water sprays intended to 'knock down' such a leak - could
not spray water high enough to reach the escaping stream
of gas. In sum, the plant's safety systems had been designed
negligently. Internal documents show that the company knew
this prior to the disaster, but did nothing about it.””

+ Finally, the tank that exploded had been malfunctioning for
a week. Instead of dealing with it, the plant authorities used
other tanks, and let this one sit, and, in effect, stew. One
outcome of “stewing,” as any cook knows, is the build-up of
pressure and temperature, both of which can trigger further
reactions in suitable substances.

So there is no question as to who was to blame for the horror at
Bhopal. Despite the crocodile tears and bleating protestations,
Union Carbide stands revealed as precisely the “archetypal multi-
national villain” it tries to deny being. Indeed, the only question
remaining at this level is why the firm was not held fully account-
able for its criminal negligence. However, the issue of blame,
while necessary, is by no means sufficient to grasp the meaning
of Bhopal, nor does it clear up the question of causation.

MIC can be held to be the efficient cause of bodily harm, as
its molecular bonds provide the destabilizing force to tear up
the delicate balance of a living ecosystem. Just so is Carbide the
efficient cause of the building of the factory at Bhopal. However,
when it comes down to this incident, we see that Carbide is itself
subjected to other forces, and that the notion of efficient causa-
tion requires that these forces be given their due. There is no
mystery here: at virtually every point listed above we find that
Carbide did this or that to lower its costs; further, that the “this and
that” had the effect of summating the risks that the monstrously
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dangerous MIC (itself chosen as a product in order to lower costs)
would escape; and that, further, Carbide’s blameworthiness con-
sisted precisely in the callous and self-serving way it was prepared
to put Bhopal in harm’s way in order to lower costs. Its evasion of
legal responsibility needs to be understood within the universe of
meanings that cluster about this prime necessity, from particular
legal and public relations maneuvers to the whole international
setup that makes an ancient and proud country like India so un-
able to stand up for the rights of its own people.

The efficient cause here, then, would have to comprise not
just the particular greed of this corporation, but the system im-
posing upon it the never-ending pressure to cut costs - or, from
the other side - to make profits. Carbide says it was in India to
make pesticides. But it makes pesticides in order to make money.
Being a quintessential capitalist corporation of the modern type,
Union Carbide has to make money - and has to keep making
it faster and faster — in order to survive in the world configured
by its master, capital.

An “accident” is merely the statistically unpredictable end of a
chain of circumstances. Therefore, accidents are continuous with
a range of less spectacular but equivalently disruptive destabiliza-
tions. Where a sufficient number of “cost-cuttings-in-the-name-of
profit” occur, there is an accident waiting to happen. At times,
this may be facilitated or triggered by human error - possibly
itself a product of the same complex (an under-trained, demoral-
ized, alienated staff, for example). However, the “human factor”
fades as an independent cause to the extent people are shaped
and distorted by the profit complex. If we take Carbide’s own
explanation to be true for present purposes, as phony as it actually
is: suppose it was more than mere error that destroyed the plant,
but a saboteur who maliciously set the gas loose that night. What
shaped him, then? Was it inscrutable evil or the product of a chain
of determinants within the force field of profit-seeking? Was he
one of the workers who had been “disciplined” for refusing to cut
corners, or fired for going on strike, or was he simply brutalized
by a concatenation of causal factors descending upon him from
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a hellish human ecology? Was he psychotic - and if so, was this
some kind of genetic programming, or did it, too, descend from
the mass of alienations that comprised his life world, alienations
in whose composition the dominant social system will be found
to occupy a place at the end of every line?

It is not that other factors are missing from the network of
causal processes that summate to cause an accident, or, beyond
that, the ecological crisis itself. To the contrary, they must be
present, inasmuch as complex events are overdetermined. But
they are present as scattered individualities, while through and
around them, a great force field shapes and combines them into
the effective events that move the world. The more globally and
in terms of the whole we regard these things, the less we think in
terms of individual blame or look for the “accidents” that disrupt
what is otherwise to be construed as a rational process. Now we
inquire whether the process is rational in the first place, and
whether or not in this light, “accidents are waiting to happen.”
We also come to ask the larger question of whether the nor-
mal and non-accidental functioning of the system is in itself
ecodestructive — in which case it is the system that continually
generates insults to ecologies of one kind or another and has to
be transformed. An attention limited to the particular contours
of the individual event loses track of that larger pattern, of the
merits of pesticides themselves, and more generally, the “Green
Revolution” of which they comprise an essential part,® along with
the never-ending ordeal to which the nations of the South, like
India, are subjected in the world system.

Then there was the payoff. On the very day that the Indian
government backed away and agreed not to prosecute Carbide
any further, as if by a miracle the company’s stock went up by $2
a share on the New York stock exchange. This seemingly small
figure takes its significance from the fact that the settlement
of $470 million cost Carbide’s shareholders only $0.43 a share.
Therefore those who held Carbide stocks were, so to speak, richer
by $1.57 a share after the company “suffered” the consequences
of causing a nightmare to descend upon the people of Bhopal.

36



But why did the price of Carbide stock go up? The answer is
brutally revealing: because the company proved - in this first
large-scale industrial accident case affecting a transnational cor-
poration operating in the so-called Third World, or South - that
it could get away with murder, now and in the future. Wall Street
knew then that business could go forward, and that the orderly
extraction of profits from the South had become more secure.

Wall Street (to be more exact, “finance capital”) is the com-
mand and control center of the system. The little numbers that
flicker by on its tapes are common reductions of the potential for
capital expansion as deployed over the manifold energic points
of the dominant order. In this way, the individual factories and
the managerial decisions affecting them are made in the light
of a larger and more comprehensive entity, a gigantic force field
that polarizes every event within its range of influence, even as it
continually seeks to expand that range. This is how the rules of
the game are played out. It also follows that the individual motives
of Carbide’s executives are meaningless except as public relations
material. Ward Morehouse has written in regard to this event:
“Had [Carbide’s management] been genuinely forthcoming and
made truly disinterested offers of help on a scale appropriate to
the magnitude of the disaster, they would almost certainly have
been confronted with suits by shareholders seeking to hold the
management accountable for mishandling company funds.”

Thus, it was capital that constrained Carbide. But there is
another side, which makes this an “if pigs had wings they would
fly” type of argument. People who are genuinely forthcoming and
disinterestly helpful do not become managers of large capitalist
firms. The tender-hearted are pushed off the ladder on which one
ascends to such positions of power. For capital shapes as well as
selects the kinds of people who create these events.

The story of Bhopal and its corporate miscreant continues.
Carbide got out of the pesticide business, but on February 7, 2001,
merged with the Dow Chemical company, which does make pes-
ticides - it made Agent Orange for use during the Vietnam War.
The new chemical colossus operated in 168 countries and pulled
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in more than $24 billion in revenue. The president and chief ex-
ecutive of Dow stated that the merger should save at least $500
million annually, though regrettably 2,000 jobs would be lost as
well. None of the men at individual fault for Bhopal has ever been
brought to justice, nor, I think, will be in their lifetime.

The mystery of growth revealed

The “giant force field” is a metaphor for capital, that ubiqui-
tous, all-powerful, and greatly misunderstood dynamo that drives
our society. The established view sees capital as a rational factor
of investment, a way of using money to fruitfully bring together
the various features of economic activity. For Karl Marx, capital
was a “werewolf” and a “vampire,” ravenously consuming labor
and mutilating the laborer. Both notions are true; and the sec-
ond one, applied to nature as well as labor, accounts for the
ecological crisis in all essential features. From the standpoint
of the ecological crisis, corporations like Union Carbide are the
soldiers of capital, and institutions at a higher level in the system,
such as stock markets, the International Monetary Fund (IMF),
the Federal Reserve Bank, and the Department of the Treasury,
etc., its general staff. Once these relationships are appreciated,
Bhopal is seen in clearer perspective — as an individual acci-
dent, the repetition of which might be avoided if industry is
careful enough, and, more essentially, as the manifestation of
anti-ecological tendencies inherent to capital, which will have
their day one way or another so long as capital comes to organize
social production. These latter are threefold:

1. Capital tends to degrade the conditions of its own production.

2. Capital must expand without end in order to exist.

3. Capital leads to a chaotic world-system increasingly polarized
between rich and poor, which cannot adequately address the
ecological crisis.

The combination makes an ever-growing ecological crisis an iron
necessity so long as capital rules, no matter what measures are
taken to tidy up one corner or another.
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We need to examine why we talk of capital as though it has a
life of its own, which rapidly surpasses its rational function and
consumes ecosystems in order to grow cancerously. Capital is not
in itself a living organism, needless to say. It is, rather, a kind of
relationship like that set up by a cancer-causing virus that invades
living human beings, forces them to violate ecological integrity,
sets up self-replicating structures, and polarizes the giant force
field. It is humanity living as capital, people who become capital’s
personifications, that destroys ecosystems.

The Faustian bargain that gave rise to this way of being arose
through the discovery that fabulous wealth could be achieved
by making money first of all, and things through the making of
money. Everyone knows that capitalist production is for profit
and not use - and if they don’t know this at first, they can learn
it right away from watching Wall Street discipline corporations
that fail to measure up to standards of profitability. Capitalists
celebrate the restless dynamism that these standards enforce,
with its drive for innovation, efficiency and new markets. They
fail to recognize - because a kind of failure of recognition is
built into their being — that what looks like resourcefulness and
resilience from one side becomes on the other an addiction and
a treadmill to oblivion.

Commodities appeared at the dawn of economic activity, and
commodity production became generalized with the advent of
capital. The germ of capital is inserted into each commodity,
and can only be released through consumption, and, with this,
the conversion of what is desirable into money. To employ a
formalism employed by Marx, which we shall find helpful to
express our ideas as we proceed, every commodity is a conjunc-
tion of a “use-value” and an “exchange-value.”'® Use-value sig-
nifies the commodity’s place in the ever-developing manifold
of human needs and wants; while exchange-value represents
its “commodity-being,” that is, its generalized equivalence, an
abstraction that can be expressed only in quantitative terms
and as money. Broadly speaking, capital represents that regime
in which exchange-value predominates over use-value in the
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production of commodities — and the problem with capital is
that, once installed, the process becomes self-perpetuating and
expanding.

If production be for profit, that is, for the expansion of the
money-value invested in it, then prices must be kept as high as
possible and costs as low as possible. As prices will tend to be
held down by the competition endemic to the system, in prac-
tice, cutting costs becomes a paramount concern of capitalists.
But costs of what? Clearly, of what enters into the production
of commodities. Much of this can be expressed in terms of other
commodities, for example, fuel, machinery, building materials,
etc., and, crucially, the labor-power sold by workers for wages,
which is the heart of the capitalist system. However, if the same
analysis is done upon the latter, at some point we arrive at enti-
ties that are not produced as commodities, yet are treated as
such in the great market that defines capitalism. These are the
abovementioned “conditions of production,” and they include
publicly produced facilities, i.e. infrastructure, the workers them-
selves, and, last but certainly not least, nature - even if this nature
already contains, as it almost always does, the hand of prior
human activity.

The process is a manifestation of the ascendancy of exchange-
value over use-value, and entails a twofold degradation. In the
first place, we have the commodification of nature, which in-
cludes human beings, and their bodies. However, nature, as we
shall examine further in Part II, simply does not work this way.
No matter what capital’s ideologues say, the actual laws of nature
never include monetization; they exist, rather, in the context of
ecosystems whose internal relations are violated by conversion to
the money-form. The essential argument for environmental eco-
nomics within the capitalist system is that by privatizing nature
people learn to care for it as their property. However, the problem
is that, being made property, nature is a priori severed from its
ecosystemic ways of being. Thus the ceaseless rendering into
commodities, with its monetization and exchange, breaks down
the specificity and intricacy of ecosystems. To this is added the
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devaluation, or basic lack of caring, which attends what is left
over and unprofitable. Here arise the so-called “externalities” that
become the repositories of pollution. To the extent the capital
relation, with its unrelenting competitive drive to realize profit,
prevails, it is a certainty that the conditions of production at some
point or other will be degraded, which is to say, natural ecosys-
tems will be destabilized and broken apart. As James O’Connor
has demonstrated in his pioneering studies of this phenomenon,
this degradation will have a contradictory effect on profitability
itself (the “Second Contradiction of Capital”), either directly, as
by so fouling the natural ground of production that it breaks
down, or indirectly, in the case that regulatory measures, being
forced to pay for the healthcare of workers, etc, re-internalizes
the costs that had been expelled into the environment.'! In a case
like Bhopal, numerous insults of this kind interacted and became
the matrix of a ghastly “accident.” For Bhopal, degradation was
concentrated in one setting; while the ecological crisis as a whole
may be regarded as its occurrence in a less concentrated but
vastly more extended field, so that the disaster is now played
out more slowly and on a planetary scale.

It will surely be rejoined to this that a great many countervail-
ing techniques are continually introduced to blunt or even profit
from the degradation of conditions of production, for example,
pollution control devices, commodification of pollutants, etc.
To some degree these are bound to be effective. Indeed, if the
overall system were in equilibrium, then the effects of the Second
Contradiction could be contained, and we would not be able to
extrapolate from it to the ecological crisis. But this brings us to
the second great problem with capital, namely, that equilibrium
and confinement of any sort is anathema to it.

Accumulation
In this respect, Marx wrote in his Grundrisse:

However, as representative of the general form of wealth - money
— capital is the endless and limitless drive to go beyond its limit-

ing barrier. Every boundary is and has to be a barrier for it. Else it
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would cease to be capital - money as self-reproductive. If ever it
perceived a certain boundary not as a barrier, but became com-
fortable within it as a boundary, it would have declined from ex-
change value to use value, from the general form of wealth to the
specific, substantial mode of the same. Capital as such creates

a specific surplus value because it cannot create an infinite one
all at once; but it is the constant movement to create more of the
same. The quantitative boundary of the surplus value appears to
it as a mere natural barrier, as a necessity which it constantly tries
to violate and beyond which it constantly seeks to go.*?

The depth of Marx’s insight should be appreciated: capital is
quantitative in its core, and imposes the regime of quantity upon
the world: this is a “necessity” for capital. But capital is equiva-
lently intolerant of necessity; it constantly seeks to go beyond the
limits that it itself has imposed, and so can neither rest nor find
equilibrium: it is irremediably self-contradictory. Every quanti-
tative increase becomes a new boundary, which is immediately
transformed into a new barrier. The boundary/barrier ensemble
then becomes the site of new value and the potential for new
capital formation, which then becomes another boundary/barrier,
and so forth and on into infinity - at least in the logical schemata
of capital. Small wonder that the society formed on the basis
of producing for the sake of capital before all else is restlessly
dynamic, that it introduces new forms of wealth, and continually
makes the past forms obsolete, that it is obsessed with change
and acquisition - and that it is a disaster for ecologies.

Since each boundary/barrier is a site for commodity formation,
this becomes the prescription for the “generalized commodity
production” that is one of capital’s hallmarks. Needless to say,
the process does not occur neatly, as though capitalists sat
around and selected their spots for new commodities. To some
degree, of course, they do - imagine network executives trying
to develop new sitcoms, or the auto manufacturers a new line
of SUVs. But the more interesting examples are those where the
unplanned and more or less spontaneous actions of the system
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create novel conjunctures, which are then seized upon as new
places for profitable activity. The prospect dear to capitalists,
of making businesses out of trading pollution credits, or the
pharmaceutical industry’s search for new antibiotics to meet the
new diseases set forward by ecological destabilization itself, are
examples of this kind. The constant creation of anxieties and
needs by the restless movement of the system is constantly fun-
nelled into the circuits of new commodity activity. Does capital-
ism create an isolated, anxiety-ridden self whose survival requires
being placed upon a market? Well, then, capital will also step
in to create commodities to service this tensely narcissistic state
of being - articles of fashion and image, with technologies to
service these and a cultural apparatus to go along - in the case
of fashion, say, a whole range of magazines, cosmetics, sexual
aids, photographic studios, advertising agencies, public relations
firms, psychotherapies, and so on.

Capital’s regime of profitability is one of permanent instabil-
ity and restlessness. Even in the ruling class, no one “rules”
without perpetually proving himself, and the CEO who does not
increase the rate of profit will be swiftly tossed aside. Nor can
anyone rest content with the given, but must constantly try to
expand it. Growth is simply equated with survival as a capitalist,
for anyone who fails to grow will simply disappear, his assets
acquired by another. No matter how much one has, one never
really has anything; everything must be proved to exist anew
the next day. Hence that well-known trait of the bourgeoisie:
no matter how rich they become, they always need to become
richer: notice the behavior of Wal-Mart or Microsoft. All of the
fabulous “growth” of the last decades has not by one iota reduced
the drive to accumulate still more, nor can it ever so long as
capital reigns. The sense of having and possessing dominates all
others precisely because its reality can never be secured. Strictly
speaking, individuals can step off this wheel — make their fortune
and retire to raise polo ponies or cabbages, or become an environ-
mental guru. But they cease thereby being personifications of
capital; and others immediately step forward to take their role.
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Money - the form of capitalist value - abstracts and dissolves
all relationships, replacing them with the cash nexus. This sets
going the ruthless competitiveness inherent to capital, since if
money is the only true bond, then there are no true bonds at all,
and universal envy, suspicion, and mistrust reign. The “system
works,” for the competition so induced becomes the motor forc-
ing eternal growth as the price of survival. And because money
can effortlessly expand even as its material substrate is bound
by the laws of nature, the great pools of capital emerging from
the ceaseless transactions provide the benchmark of growth,
and, as they gather, press yet further for expansion. The pressure
of capitalist growth is therefore exponential, that is, it becomes
proportional to the total magnitude of the accumulated capital
pressing for discharge. As Marx put it in another passage from
the same work:

The barrier appears as an accident which has to be conquered.
This is apparent on even the most superficial inspection. If
capital increases from 100 to 1,000, then 1,000 is now the point
of departure, from which the increase has to begin; the tenfold
multiplication; profit and interest themselves become capital
in turn. What appeared as surplus value now appears as simple
presupposition, etc, as included in its simple composition."

If we unpack this highly compressed passage (the Grundrisse
was written as a notebook for Marx’s own study, and not for an
outside reader), Marx is saying that in the regime of capital any
original profit is only a starting point. If the same process is car-
ried forward through a second cycle, the same expansionary force
will be observed, operating, however, from the higher level. If 10
of some monetary unit goes to 100 the first time around, there
will be a tendency for it to go to 1,000 the second time around.
Therefore capitalist production is not only expansionary (since
money has to be thrown into circulation for it to become capital,
and a surplus value needs to be gained), but exponentially so.
As Marx commented in Capital:
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The repetition or renewal of the act of selling in order to buy
(i.e., C-M-C")!" finds its measure and its goal ... in a final pur-
pose which lies outside it, namely consumption, the satisfaction
of definite needs. But in buying in order to sell (i.e. M—C-M"), on
the contrary, the end and the beginning are the same, money

or exchange-value, and this very fact makes the movement an
endless one.

For more money is just money with a larger number written
upon it, and so:

At the end of the movement, money emerges once again as the
starting point. Therefore the final result of each separate cycle,
in which a purchase and consequent sale are completed, forms
of itself the starting point for a new cycle. The simple circulation
of commodities — selling in order to buy — is a means to a goal
which lies outside circulation, namely the appropriation of use-
values, the satisfaction of needs. As against this, the circulation
of money as capital is an end in itself, for the valorization of
value only takes place within this constantly renewed movement.

The movement of capital is therefore limitless."

Capital’s disregard for boundaries except as barriers to be
surpassed arises from this fundamental property. Every boundary
in the real world is useless to capital unless it can be monetized
and placed into an M-C-M’ circuit, at the end of which another
circuit must begin. Any delay or retardation in the flow is regis-
tered as a mortal threat. If a boundary, or a feedback process,
or an ecological warning signal, is produced by one investment
cycle, this becomes the starting point for another. It is even a
bit misleading to talk of boundaries as merely barriers. That
they are, inasmuch as capital needs to keep in motion and so
must refuse all boundedness. But the barrier-boundary is also the
point of investment, commodification and exchange. Therefore
capital needs and seeks barrier-boundaries as sites of growth.
It is like the oyster’s building of a pearl about a grain of sand,
but where the life-activity of mollusks and other creatures who
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live in ecosystems is defined by exquisite internal regulation,
capital’s growing is like a reckless addiction, which tends to
possess individuals in direct proportion to their position in the
capitalist command structure. Of course, a degree of prudent
calculation is de rigueur as well (see next chapter). But this is
not internal to the process of accumulation; it is rather applied
from without, as a way of enabling the passion. Thus all reforms
are installed to permit growth to proceed unchecked.

In case anyone should doubt this enthrallment, consider
the following, drawn from the early part of 1997, a moment of
heady expansion for the world-system. This news was greeted
as though a sign of the Second Coming. In a major article in
the Wall Street Journal of March 13, 1997, the author, G. Pascal
Zachary, sampled the opinion of experts from the highest levels
of the economic system, and found them unanimous in declaring
permanent victory for capital on a global scale (the only exception
was the doubting George Soros, who thought the boom only “may
last a century”). “The positive side is spectacular,” said Harvard
economist Jeffrey Sachs; while Domingo Cavallo, architect of
Argentina’s neoliberal restructuring (soon to collapse and nearly
destroy its economy) added, “We’ve entered a golden age.” The
phrase, “golden age,” also expressed the sentiments of the new
UN General Secretary Kofi Annan;'® while Joseph Stiglitz, at the
time the World Bank’s chief economist — though soon to resign,
and widely considered these days a voice of reason among econo-
mists — added that with a “reproducible” world growth rate of 4
percent predicted over the next twenty years, “economic growth
will reach historic levels that will, in turn, open up a new frontier
for industrialized countries.”

In the same newspaper of April 28, Renato Ruggiero, then
director of the World Trade Organization, gave his perspective to
the good news. World trade is what has brought us this blessing,
increasing by a factor of fifteen in the last four decades (and up
to twenty at this writing, a decade later). Simple algebra gives
a clearer notion of the wonder of 4 percent growth over two
decades, by translating it into a doubling of the production of
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goods and services. Around 2020, then, roughly two of every-
thing produced in 2000 will be produced: twice as many cars,
twice as many jet planes, twice as much insecticide, twice as
much material wealth in China and India. All this, according
to the WTO leader, because of trade (the “open economies”
grew annually by an average of 4.5 percent between 1970 and
1989; the “closed” ones, only by 0.7 percent — and now there are
scarcely any closed economies remaining), and open markets for
capital; and it makes the US multinational corporations “almost
giddy.” Boeing, for example, looked forward to $1.1 trillion being
spent to double the size of the jet fleet in the next twenty years,
three-quarters of this coming from abroad. Four times as many
escalators were being built in China as in the US; meanwhile the
world was experiencing such an expansion of consumerism that,
to take but one example, Citicorp, starting from scratch in 1990,
had 7 million credit card holders in Asia and 2 million in Latin
America by 1997. “The potential exists for positive surprises that
would drive growth even faster, such as massive sales of govern-
ment assets. ‘On privatization, we’ve just scratched the surface,’
said Shaukat Aziz, Citicorp’s chief planning officer.”

Recall: in 1970, only three decades in the span of time, but
an eternity so far as capital is concerned, the notion of “limits to
growth” seized the world elites, or at least the significant fraction
of them who put forth the report of the same name under the
authorship of the “Club of Rome.” In little more than a genera-
tion, then, the notion of containing “growth,” which is to say,
reining in capital, had been effectively driven from the collective
mind of the ruling class.

Fatal carbon trading

With respect to global warming, arguably the supreme in-
stance of the ecological crisis, we now find a gathering realization
of just how deadly the prospects are, and correspondingly, a flurry
of concern from ruling quarters. But the chaotic world-system
keeps the response lagging far behind the pace of events, while
the system-logic of capital makes even those proposals that see
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the light of day guaranteed to fail. This is, unfortunately, as it
has to be, since global warming is an objective reminder that it
is either the end of capitalism or the end of the world. For it is
“growth” itself, that is, the capital-driven expansion of economic
product, that effectively drives this process with its dire and grow-
ing implications.’” Thus during the stewardship of Al Gore as
Vice-President, from 1992 to 2001, annual emissions of carbon
in the US steadily rose by 13 percent, from 1,388 to 1,569 million
metric tons, for the elementary reason that these were years of
strong economic growth. By contrast, during the stagnant years
of 1970 to 1982, carbon emissions levels were flat. Roughly 1,160
million metric tons marked the beginning as well as the end of
this period, which witnessed the turning point of capital into its
neoliberal mode of maximized exploitation.'® Capital got what it
wanted, and the planet got intractable global warming. Now that
is a truly inconvenient truth.

Set aside for the moment the efforts by key corporations to
obfuscate or delay the inevitable findings." Or the crude efforts
by the greatest offender, the United States under Bush the Lesser,
to drag its heels, or those of China and India, seized by the
tigers of accumulation, to stand outside the agreements. Look
only at what is considered the ultima Thule of climate regula-
tion, the Kyoto Protocols, passed later in 1997 in the wake of
the foolishness described above about the sanctity of growth;
and ponder the fact that it is the purpose of this regime to
turn over the control of global warming to none other than the
capitalist class.

Fantastically complex in design and virtually impossible to im-
plement, Kyoto proceeds on a two-tiered front: to create new mar-
kets for trading credits to pollute among the industrial powers,
and to create schemes - the “Clean Development Mechanisms”
— in the South that would offset carbon emissions by building
projects, like tree farms, whose goal is the sequestration of car-
bon. This immense superstructure, with its ramifications all over
the world, rests on two guiding assumptions: give the corporate
sector and the capitalist state the leading role in containing global
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warming; and do so by making the control of atmospheric carbon
the site of new markets and new nodes of accumulation. These are
two sides of the same coin: to keep capital in control of a process
that would otherwise by its inherent logic bring it down; and in so
doing, make money out of reducing emissions.

The defects of this mammoth blunder are myriad. The scheme
is inherently incoherent, for it entails innumerable points that
simply cannot be measured or compared. This is essentially be-
cause it tries to evade the point of a rational policy, which would
be to keep the carbon in the ground in the first place - in other
words, one that would put limits on capital. In so doing, Kyoto
offers opportunities for swindling of all kinds. It is intrinsically
disruptive of the periphery and the South as a whole, and of
course all the people within it, especially the women who stand
to be displaced by the various crackpot schemes for sequestra-
tion. Already this latest version of imperial extension has forced
substantial numbers of peasants into the teeming metropolises
that blight the world, providing a great many unwilling recruits
for the sex industries.

Finally, and most revealing, the scheme will fail precisely
insofar as it succeeds — for the money that is to be made as a
bribe to get corporate cooperation, will of course not be placed in
anybody’s mattress. It will enter the great circuits of capital and
because it cannot sit still lest it become what Marx called a mere
hoard, press for discharge through the route of investment. The
wealth that will be created through such measures enters hands
that know only how to use it to make more money. Will it be the
development of new golf courses? Will it be the expansion of air
travel? (In the fall of 2006, the UK heard both the necessity of
bringing carbon emissions down and the necessity of tripling the
already obscene amount of air traffic by 2025.) Who knows? Nor
is that the point, since there is no immediate connection between
capital accumulation and ecological breakdown. The mediation
is given rather through the never-ending pressure for “growth”
at all costs, that is, growth which is cancerous and intrinsically
ecodestructive through means we have begun to outline, and
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which inevitably drags greater swathes of the global ecology into
its maw.*

Global warming really puts capital in the dock, therefore, and
it is here that those committed to the survival of a worthwhile
life and not to accumulation must take their stand. It is the point
where those with eyes to see can tell that unless the entire system
built on ceaseless expansion of economic product is transformed
—and with it, the fatal addiction to hydrocarbon energy deposited
eons ago in the earth — we have no decent chances of survival. A
major complication, however, is that the perception of this neces-
sity must be carried out within the precincts of capitalist society
itself — the form of social existence built for the accumulation
of capital. That is indeed quite a rub.
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Notes to 3

3 Capital

1 Estimated deaths range
from 2,000 to 20,000. This figure
is drawn from Kurzman 1987:
130-3. For further summaries of
evidence, see Montague 1996; also
the website: www.corporatewatch.
org/bhopal/.

2 Hanna 2006 et al. has the
most recent summary of the dam-
ages and the resistance.

3 From Montague 1996: “After
all the lawyers and Indian govern-
ment officials had taken their fees
and bribes, the average claimant
received about $300, which, for
most victims, was not enough to
pay their medical bills.”

4 The notion derives from
Aristotle’s Metaphysics, where
the efficient cause is one of four
elemental causes, the others being
the formal essence (in Plato’s
meaning) of a thing, the ultimate
material nature of that thing, and
thirdly, the final cause, or goal,
toward which a thing is headed.
The efficient cause is, by contrast,
the source of a thing’s motion,
which may or may not be external
to the thing in question. Much
of this exceedingly difficult text
(actually a series of lecture notes)
is given over to critique of Plato
and other philosophers for not
taking the efficient cause into
account (Aristotle 1947: 238-96).

5 This passage, and most of
the evidence in this section is
drawn from Kurzman 1987. Kurz-
man, it may be added, approached
his work as a journalist with no ax
to grind, as revealed in a number

of sympathetic passages about
Carbide’s executive leadership.
However, the next item is taken
from testimony given at the end of
1999, in the ongoing civil action
suits in India.

6 Kurzman 1987: 25.

7 Montague 1996, citing Lep-
kowski 1994.

8 Shiva 1991. A great many
people now reject the view of
Carbide as to the merits of this
transformation, which among
other things has driven many rural
Indians to choose pesticides as a
means of suicide, usually because
of their intolerable debts.

9 Morehouse 1993: 487.
Quoted in Montague 1996.

10 These terms appear on the
first page of Volume I of Marx’s
Capital, an indication of how
important he thought them.

11 Drawn together in
O’Connor 1998. The “First Con-
tradiction” is that of the classical
“realization crisis,” where cutting
workers’ wages makes it more
difficult for them to purchase the
commodities they produce.

12 Marx 1973: 334. Martin
Nicolaus, translator and editor,
draws a conection between this
passage and Hegel’s Science of
Logic (Hegel 1969).

13 Marx 1973: 335, italics in
text.

14 In the first cycle, the simple
circulation of commodities, C
is a commodity sold for a given
sum of money, M, which is then
exchanged for another commodity
of equivalent value, C'. In the
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second cycle, which is of capital,
a sum of money, M, is advanced
into circulation to pay for a com-
modity, C, which is then sold for
a different sum of money, M'. If
M' is greater than M, the prime
desideratum of the capitalist,

we have M'-M, or AM, as the
“surplus value.” Marx uses the
term, “value,” as synonymous with
exchange-value.

15 Capital, Vol. I (Marx 1967a:
252-3).

16 In an end-of-the-millen-
nium survey by the BBC of who was
the greatest man of the last 1,000
years, the Secretary General offered
Adam Smith as his first choice. Can
we imagine Dag Hammerskjold or
U Thant doing the same? Annan,
whose behavior during the Rwan-
dan genocide should have at least
gotten him sacked, was instead
rewarded for his unquestioning
loyalty to transnational capital.
Happily, the British people voted
Karl Marx the honor.

17 Courtesy of José Tapia,
economist, University of Michi-
gan, “More Inconvenient Truths.
Tapia. Pdf.”

18 Personal communication,
José Tapia.

19 Here is the latest in a long
series of shenanigans. The Ameri-
can Enterprise Institute, heavily
funded and controlled by Exxon
Mobil, has offered cash bribes and
other emoluments to climate sci-
entists to counter the unceasing
findings of global climate agencies
that sound the alarm about warm-
ing (Sample 2007).

20 Lohmann 2006 best sum-
marizes the issues. For particular
studies, see Bachram 2004 and
Isla 2007. The ecocatastrophe is
even to be celebrated by those
whose life is oriented toward accu-
mulation. In France, for example,
the terrible storms of 1999 not
only turned out to have little macr-
oeconomic impact; they were said
to be, according to Denis Kessler,
president of the French Insur-
ance Companies’ Federation, “a
rather good thing for GDP.” This
is because the damages caused by
such events for a highly developed
country are relatively low — no
shanty-towns in France, plenty
of emergency equipment, etc.

- and exceeded in monetary value
by the funds spent on repairs,
which tends to renovate damaged
property in a more modern man-
ner. As Hervé Kempf commented:
“It looks as though the world’s
economic decision-makers have
decided to do nothing about
climate change on the basis that
if no change happens, we shall
take advantage of a form of growth
that continues to intensify the
greenhouse effect; and if it does
happen, we shall be able to pro-
tect ourselves from it — and it may
even have a favourable effect on
the global economy.” Describing
the loss in Hurricane Mitch of
20,000 people who perished
because their shacks were hastily
assembled on hillsides and in the
path of mudslides, Kempf went on
to say: “Venezuela’s flood victims
counted for little economically in
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Notes to 3 and 4

so far as the country’s oil output
remained unaffected” (Kempf
2000: 30).

4 Capitalism

1 Slatella 2000: D4.

2 The term derives from the
phenomenological philosopher
Edmund Husserl.

3 The elective was under the
auspices of the Tropical Medicine
faculty at Columbia University’s
medical school, which had formed
a liaison with the Aluminum Com-
pany of America, proprietors of
a large bauxite mine in the small
town of Moengo. Suriname lies
roughly 5° N of the Equator, and
presents an essentially Amazonian
ecology, with rivers discharging
into the Caribbean Sea. In the
remoter jungles lived a dwindling
group of Caribe Indians, while
closer to the sea, though still in
dense rain forest, dwelt the “Bush-
Negroes,” descendants of escaped
African slaves. It is to these latter
that the observations apply.

4 See Kovel 1997a. McDonald’s
has formed marketing linkages
with Coca-Cola, as well as other
icons of globalized capitalist cul-
ture, such as the Olympic games.

5 Watson 1997; Jenkins 1997;
Fiddes 1991.

6 Crossette 2000a; Gardner
and Halweil 2000. According to
Worldwatch, 1.2 billion are now
overweight, matching the number
of starving people. Another 2
billion comprise the “hidden
hungry,” with bad diets. Four
hundred thousand liposuctions

were performed in the United
States in 1999, and 80 percent

of malnourished children lived
in countries that reported food
surpluses. The situation since
the first edition of this work has
continued to worsen, to the point
where childhood obesity, with its
predisposition toward diabetes
and many other health problems,
has become a scandal.

7 Crossette 2000b. The
UNICEF report is the first
comprehensive survey of the
phenomenon, and details vio-
lence, worst for the poorest, at
every aspect of the life-cycle, from
aborted female fetuses, the killing
of female babies, underfeeding of
girl children, lack of medical care,
sexual abuse, and fatal beatings
of grown women. This pervasive
violence, which beyond doubt
represents a major increase from
the level of traditional society,
comes from those closest to the
violated women, and reflects the
general breakup of intimate life in
a world whose communal struc-
ture is destabilized by capital’s
penetration, and closely related
manifestations like massive immi-
gration. By contrast, in traditional
societies, for example, those of the
North American Indians, rape and
the abuse of women were among
the most severely punished and
rarest of crimes. This was one
reason why many settler women in
the American colonies “defected”
to the Indians.

8 Public Citizen 1996.

9 Engels 1987; Bowden 1996.
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