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When ecological-crisis meets a stratified Earth. 
Geo-capitalism and the racialized Anthropocene
Dario Padovan1 and Alfredo Alietti2

Abstract

This contribution aims to deal with the current processes of global raciali-
zation and racism. For a long time, researchers dealt with local dynamics and 
phenomena of racism often forgetting how global, large, planetary processes 
of exploitation, appropriation, and dispossession sculpt these dynamics at the 
local level. The link between local racisms and global processes of disposses-
sion and deprivation seems now more plausible than ever, even in the case of 
new racisms rising up in many Western countries. The contribution investiga-
tes the following aspects:
• The Anthropocene as the unstable frame to understand the socio-ecological 

crisis.
• The new stage in the process of human and natural resources government 

called as “racialized soveregneity”.
• The decreasing of “natural fertility of capital” and the different strategies 

to cope with it.
• Geo-capitalism, global racial formation, “systemic” racism, worldwide 

apartheid prospects: how semi-peripheries are experiencing new or re-
newed forms of local racial regimes.

• Trajectories of racialization in the frame of Anthropocene: causes of Earth 
system alteration, migrations as adaptation strategies, and losses of habitat.

• The racialized body as the core of social manipulated reaction to global 
crisis.

• The “racialized unequal exchange” as grounded on historical division of 
people in different subordinate races.
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 n Introduction

The anthropogenic transformations of ecosystems called Anthropocene is 
forcing scientists to recognize not only the inextricable interfusion of nature 
and human society (Malm and Hornborg, 2014), but also the fact that it is 
becoming a perfect marker and multiplier of differences and inequalities. The 
appropriation of nature under current capitalism conditions, which is at the 
core of the current geological troubles, is entailing some correlated processes 
such as the intensification of the processes of labour’s exploitation, the di-
spossession of peasants’ lands, the indiscriminate extraction of raw materials, 
and the racialization of all these processes3. All this implies a radical fragmen-
tation of the relationship between humans, and between humans and nature. 
These dynamics reveal a double process: on the one hand we are witnessing 
deep socio-ecological changes of food, energy, land, water, and raw materials 
regimes implying wide processes of dispossession, expulsion, and racializa-
tion. On the other hand, we are observing an imperious use of racist speeches, 
claims, public measures and violent practices aimed to galvanize the racial 
and racist spirit of European and American white populations against migrants 
and refugees driven by the phenomena formerly recalled.

This paper aims to deal with these processes of global racialization and 
racism trying to show how the two dynamics above stressed are strictly inter-
linked. For a long time, researchers have dealt with local dynamics and phe-
nomena of racism often forgetting how global, large, planetary processes of 
exploitation, appropriation, and dispossession have moulded these dynamics 
at local level. The link between local racisms and global processes of dispos-
session and deprivation seems now more plausible than ever, even in the cases 
of new racisms rising up in many Western countries.

The first paragraph frames the phenomenon of global racism suggesting 
that different epochs have held their own racial global systems. In the se-
cond one, we shortly present a critical view of Anthropocene as a conceptual 
umbrella able to capture many aspects of the socio-ecological crisis. The 
third paragraph inspects the notion of “natural fertility of capital” formu-
lated by Marx whose variability affects the rate of profit of capital at the 
point that current capitalism may be labelled as geo-capitalism. The fourth 
one examines the different strategies that capital puts on the ground to cope 
with the falling rate of profit due to the decreasing natural fertility of capital 
(of agriculture, mining and energy harvesting), which focuses mainly on 
the hunting for cheap, semi-free or even unpaid labour. The fifth paragraph 
explains as geo-capitalism can be seen as a global racial formation to get 
cheap labour. Moreover, in this paragraph we dialectically link a worldwide 
apartheid prospect forged onto the black/white opposition with a more stra-
tified vision in which a new emergent semi-periphery is generating its own 
3  With the notion of racialization, we mean the process by which different groups or clusters 
of people are discriminated in some way because of their natural characters – skin color, gender, 
age – or of cultural features that are naturalized and crystallized – religion, language, dressing.
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racial regimes. The sixth paragraph pinpoints trajectories of racialization 
in the frame of Anthropocene: the causes of the Earth system alteration, 
migrations as adaptation strategies, and the losses of habitat. The seventh 
paragraph discusses the concrete and racialized body as the core of a social 
manipulated reaction to global problems (energy crisis, the shortage of che-
ap raw material and so on). In the last paragraph, we concentrate on the pro-
cess of accumulation based on “racialized unequal exchange” fostering the 
idea that the unequal ecological exchange grounds on historical division of 
people in different subordinate races in line with the global neoliberal order.

 n Global racism and racial sovereignty

As suggested by Winant, “the global racial system we have is obviously 
not the first one we have ever had” (Winant, 2004, p. 94). A worldwide racial 
system marked the emerging of the modern epoch grounded on European im-
perialism and African slavery. Both these systems were organized racially. 
The theft of labour and life, of land and resources, from millions of Native 
Americans and Africans, and from Asians and Pacific Islanders as well, finan-
ced the rise of Europe and made both its subsequent mercantilism and its later 
industrialism possible (Winant, 2004). Racialization was necessary to design 
the social, economic and political order of slavery during the long process of 
primitive accumulation also called “accumulation by dispossession” (Harvey, 
2003). Slavery was not born from racism but provided the material basis for 
racism (Williams, 1944; Wilson, 1996). The emerging plantation capitalism 
turned soon to Africa, a bountiful muscle reservoir, creating one of the world’s 
most sinister energy systems: the Atlantic slave trade (Nikiforuk, 2012). 

A novel global racial system, made of a mixture of different “racial projects” 
such as anti-Semitism and Afro-racism, arose during the building process of 
industrial, colonial and financial capitalism and the Western nation-states sup-
porting it. Antisemitism was at the core of European nationalisation based on 
the twofold process of nation-building and state-building (Adorno et al., 1950; 
Mosse, 1978; Bauman, 1989; Balibar and Wallerstein, 1991), whereas afro-ra-
cism – after the end of slaves trading - was at the core of Western colonial domi-
nation (see on this Fredrickson, 2002; see also Goldberg, 1993). Both racisms 
– Afro-racism and Antisemitism - were at the core of the global process of mo-
dernization and capital expansion, the first one representing the bare labour-for-
ce, the second one representing the naked money; the first one having to do with 
the ground-rent, the second one with the money-interest, two different forms of 
capital. In this erratic system of production and circulation of commodities and 
value (Harman, 2010), racism plays again a crucial role, as a common sense 
marker for social and labour positions (see on this point for example Banton, 
1967; Blumer, 1958; Miles, 1987). Thus, global racism consists of an array of 
intersectional acts that makes race, gender and age converge towards the crea-
tion of extensive social and physical differentiated vulnerabilities.
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Even though this global order is nowadays apparently shaken by blurred 
attempts to come back to a more nationalized and de-globalized order, it is clear 
that this latter process triggered by “white” and “developed” nation-states is in 
no way a challenge to global capitalism and that it has nothing to do with demo-
cracy, equality, freedom, solidarity, development. This racism, that has become 
a successful political weapon in the hands of cynic fascist minorities, can be 
seen as the national translation of global racism embracing the planet. Many Eu-
ropean countries are now governed by xenophobic, racist, discriminatory parties 
that won the elections just promising to solve, once and for all, the problems of 
refugees, migrants, foreigners, criminals, terrorists, and then of Jews, Muslims, 
Roma, living in these countries. Violent racism and widespread institutional di-
scrimination promoted by these countries are not accidental consequences of 
legitimate reactions to a blind and strongly unequal globalized order, but the 
pitiless transformation of long-time processes of exploitation and dispossession 
of natural and human wealth from the poorest areas of the planet.

These processes, clearly footed on an old-style but still working racial na-
tionalism (Balibar et Wallerstein, 1991; Foucault, 2003), aim perhaps to re-e-
stablish the lost centrality of the world-system’s core countries challenged by 
the emerging countries, or simply to avoid the social consequences of the eco-
logical degradation of many areas of the planet. However, the so-called “re-
fugees crisis” is hiding something more. Here, the game is changing its rules: 
the time of a hypocrite semi-free circulation of human labour, often coupled 
in many aspects with raw materials and primary goods flows (Massey et al., 
1993) is coming to an end. At the beginning, the flows of migrants were ge-
nerated by a demand of cheap labour-force to be employed in the production 
processes feeding for long time white and non-white elites’ profits (Coates, 
2007). Subsequently, the flows of people have become refugees escaping from 
political, economic, environmental, and social crises (often taking the form of 
local armed conflicts or natural disasters), which are now seen as to be desta-
bilizing the internal order of affluent - but no more growing - white countries 
and thus they need to be stopped. Here, racism and migrations enter a lethal 
circularity. As noted by Miles and Brown (2003, p. 137), there is “a dialectical 
relationship between migration and racism (…) in the longer term, racism 
begets migration, which begets racism which begets migration and so on”.

Thus, Western societies are once more re-discovering their mythical ra-
cial origins, and the racial enemies - inside and outside - threatening them. 
Affluent societies begin to build concrete boundaries (walls) keeping out their 
enemies (or internally segregating them) (Sassen, 2009; Brown, 2010), and 
claiming the right of the sovereign power to defend them. The figure of the cli-
mate-change migrant, for instance, expresses a set of ‘white’ anxieties having 
to do with an impending loss of control and disorder, and the dissolution of 
boundaries (Baldwin, 2013). Racism is in fact a strong tool to build cleavages 
and walls into social bodies as stressed by Foucault: “It (racism) is primarily a 
way of introducing a break into the domain of life that is under power’s con-
trol: the break between what must live and what must die” (Foucault, 2003, p. 
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254). The racialized states look for enemies, whether they are to be found in-
side or outside their boundaries (Kelly, 2004). Consequences are the ferocious 
discrimination and separation of those enemies from the social body, their 
abandonment to greater risks, or, as it is happening, the simply letting them 
die (Padovan, 2003). Moreover, this racism employs a strategy that shifts the 
burden of supporting life from states to people, attempting to contain non-in-
sured population flows reducing the potential migrants’ expectations while 
improving their local self-reliance (Duffield, 2006). 

In the perspective of global racism, dynamics of racialization such as 
the discrimination against minorities in order to exploit their labour or to 
exclude them from social benefits underlined by a number of scholars (see 
for example Castles, 1993, Miles and Brown, 2003; Bonacich et al., 2008; 
Rex;), are taking two converging dynamics. On the one hand, the global 
economy generates local regimes of racialization in which targets of racial 
practices change depending on the race, religion, culture descent: afro-de-
scendants, natives, tribes, groups, and minorities of different religion and 
habits (such as Rohingya in Myanmar, Uyghur in China, Dalits in India, 
Xavante in Brazil, Ogoni in Nigeria)4. On the other hand, the global eco-
nomy system reproduces a “global apartheid” as the focus on current world 
order, whereas different places are marked by the same abstract racial order. 
Global apartheid implies a racial hierarchy, a system whose raison d’être is 
wealth extraction and super-exploitation, where the violent repression of the 
free movement of labour plays a central role (Smith, 2011). 

The material dimensions of this racialized global order prevail on the ide-
ological constructs often underlined by scholars. Racialized narratives are not 
ex-ante a justification and a legitimation of the racial order, but they emerge in 
the founding process of the order itself. Racialization and the on-going racist 
structures try to solve the problem of resources appropriation management, de-
legating the brutal role of the appropriation and manipulation of natural resour-
ces for the reproduction of the whole society to some de-humanized groups. It is 
not only a problem of the “ancient disdain for work” – as said Max Weber - but it 
is a problem of social organization of labour: some groups and their descendants 
are deputized to provide – almost for free - the basic and primary resources for 
society, being them slaves, servants, non-salary, bonded, or low-salary workers. 
In all these typologies, what is crucial is their low cost, their limited free move-
ment, and their closeness – often imposed – to the natural objective conditions 
of the social metabolism. Racism is thus “a potential element of signification 
by which to select, and to legitimate the selection of a particular population, 
whose labour power will be exploited in a particular set of unfree production 
relations” (Miles and Brown, 2003, p. 129; see also Miles, 1987 and 1989). The 

4  As suggested by Bonacich et al. (2008), the global capitalist system is maintained and 
structured within a global system of White supremacy. Dominant racialized labour groups 
(mainly white/European workers) are in general afforded more privileges than subordinate ra-
cialized labour groups (workers of color), who face the denial of basic citizenship rights and 
higher degrees of exploitation and inferior working conditions.
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people identified as the source of unskilled exploitable labour power are also 
constructed and treated as an inferior race. Class formation and race formation 
here merge: the creation of the partially dispossessed labouring class is not only 
motivated by racism, but it is effected through a series of mechanisms pushing 
these people into an increasing segregated system. 

The expansion and perpetuation of global racism cannot be separated from 
the expansion and perpetuation of capitalism accumulation (DuBois 1995; 
Cox 1959; Batur-Vanderlippe, 1999). These processes are linked theoretically 
and practically. The articulation of capitalism, by enabling and maintaining 
the connection between everyday reproduction processes and the global pro-
duction of value, is essential to the perpetuation of global racism. Racial spa-
ce is globalized throughout the articulation of capitalism (Winant, 1994). As 
capitalism expanded and adapted to particularities of spatial and temporal va-
riables, and as it started to colonize increasing portions of the planet, global ra-
cism has become part of its rationalization and accommodation (Batur, 2012), 
especially in terms of natural resources appropriation arrangements. Racism 
is thus the cruel flag of a new stage of the appropriation of resources - in the 
form of land grabbing and ground rent - while people must be chained to their 
deprived land. People left to die in these deserted lands or into the shadowy 
seas that they try to cross, constitute the spectral materiality of the global 
processes of dispossession, the material dimension of an order of inequalities.

 n World-Ecology crisis or the “Anthropocene”

The expression Anthropocene indicates the most recent geological era of the 
Earth whose main characteristic is to be deeply influenced by anthropogenic 
activity, i.e. the growing evidence of how atmospheric, geological, hydrological 
and biospheric processes are now radically altered by the human activities. “An-
thropos” has thus become the main geological agent of this new epoch, rivalling 
the “great forces of Nature” (Steffen et al. 2011; Crutzen, 2002). 

The Anthropocene denotes the crisis of the Earth or society/nature nexus 
(Smil, 2013), and consequently also the crisis of the ingenuous idea that an infi-
nite process of re-harmonization and re-equilibrium is always at work between 
the two parts. The capital-induced radical cleavage between Society and Nature 
is captured by the notion of Anthropocene as revealed by McKenzie Wark:

The Anthropocene is a series of metabolic rifts, where one molecule after 
another is extracted by labour and technique to make things for humans, 
but the waste products don’t return so that the cycle can renew itself. The 
soils deplete, the seas recede, the climate alters, the gyre widens: a world 
on fire. Earth, water, air: there is a metabolic rift where the molecules 
that are out of joint are potassium nitrate, as in Marx’s farming example; 
or where they are dihydrogen-oxide as with the Aral sea; or where they 
are carbon dioxide, as in our current climate change scenario

(Wark, 2015, p. XIV).
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Metabolic rifts reveal that the system of metabolic exchange between na-
ture and society is at stake (Foster, 1999; Foster et al., 2010). Marx (1856) 
illustrated the divergence in the exchange (Stoffwechsel) between nature and 
humanity in ancient societies, and the same process under capitalism that 
commands metabolic processes of global reproduction: 

At the same pace that mankind masters nature, man seems to become en-
slaved to other men or to his own infamy. Even the pure light of science 
seems unable to shine but on a dark background of ignorance. All our 
invention and progress seem to result in endowing material forces with 
intellectual life, and in stultifying human life into a material force

(Marx, 1969b, p. 500). 
However, even if Anthropocene’s arguments and narratives have the merit to 

cast a light on the ongoing bio-geological processes shaping the Earth, it does 
not provide elements to understand the unequal and racialized distribution of its 
causes and consequences. This narrative is useful to bring to the surface current 
geo-ecological problematic dynamics affecting the planet, but it is profoundly 
problematic in that it presents a teleological and universal narrative of history 
that disperses responsibility onto the abstract humanity, precluding a critical un-
derstanding of climate change that accounts for differential responsibilities and 
vulnerabilities (Bauer and Ellis, 2018). Viewed from a critical prospect, we can 
argue the Anthropocene is a consequence of trans-planetary processes related 
to the global development and diffusion of the capitalist system starting from 
the 16th century. Capitalist civilization, with its audacious strategies of global 
conquest, relentlessly commodification, and rationalization, has produced - and 
now destroyed - the world as we have known it (Moore, 2017). Anthropocene 
is a term than can be rightly contested because it hides the fact that at the origin 
of this wide phenomenon is the dominating capitalist regime and not an abstract 
humanity or species (Malm and Hornborg, 2014). This is the reason why some-
one rightly suggested the term “Capitalocene”. The fact that the global capitalist 
system consumes more than what can be reproduced by the “Earth system” is at 
the base of its declining productivity. The Anthropocene, with all its conceptual 
limits, announces a time of deep crisis, revealing the potential declining natural 
fertility of capital.

 n The declining natural fertility of capital…

The horizon emerging from the Anthropocene presents crucial and proble-
matic elements for the global accumulation of capital. The most important is 
the decreasing “natural fertility of capital”, in other words the availability of 
cheap fossil energy and raw materials needed to capture living labour (Moore, 
2016). This dynamic shapes the ratio between dead labour and living labour, 
between carriers of value and valorising labour, or, in other words, the organic 
composition of capital (see Padovan 2018). As Marx wrote:
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There is just one thing to be noted here: the natural wealth in iron, coal, 
wood, etc., which are the principal elements used in the construction and 
operation of machinery, presents itself here as a natural fertility of capi-
tal and is a factor determining the rate of profit irrespective of the high 
or low level of wages

(Marx K. (1894). Capital, vol. III, p. 76).
Marx sensed that the material basis of the capital accumulation process 

could shape its magnitude and speed of reproduction. The “natural wealth” 
here evoked by Marx includes energy carriers such as oil, coal, gas, and wood, 
raw materials that directly enter the process of production such as cotton, 
wool, linen, iron, and finally raw materials used to build machinery such as 
iron, wood, leather. The current raw materials are not significantly different 
from those of Marx. The fluctuation in the price of such materials affects the 
rate of profit, falling and rising inversely to the price of raw materials. This 
shows, among other things, how important the low price of raw material is for 
industrial countries, even if fluctuations in the price of raw materials are not 
accompanied by variations in the sales sphere of the product.

Marx based its consideration of “natural fertility of capital” on the decrea-
sing return in terms of productivity and land fertility of agriculture, emphasizing 
the negative consequences of agriculture and mineral industry under capitalism. 
Precisely because of such an application, he illustrated how it inevitably brings 
about disharmonies in the trans-historical “metabolism” between human bein-
gs and nature. Marx’s acute analysis of the changing natural fertility of capital 
implies also, as he did, a reconsideration of global trade, as an intrinsic tool in 
the hands of capital to cope with the fluctuating rate of profit. The foreign trade 
influences the rate of profit, regardless of its influence on wages through the 
cheapening of the necessities of life. The point is that it affects the prices of raw 
or auxiliary materials consumed in industry and agriculture.

Recent data on the influence of changing Earth conditions such as climate 
change, confirm this insight on decreasing global fertility of agriculture and raw 
material extraction. One third of the planet’s land is severely degraded and ferti-
le soil is being lost at the rate of 24bn tonnes a year, according to a new United 
Nations study that calls for a shift away from destructively intensive agricultu-
re (United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, 2017). A significant 
proportion of managed and natural ecosystems are degrading: over the last two 
decades, approximately 20 per cent of the Earth’s vegetated surface has shown 
persistent declining trends in productivity, mainly because of land/water use 
and management practices (Amundson et al., 2015). Over 1.3 billion people 
are trapped in degrading agricultural land: farmers on marginal land, especially 
in the drylands, have limited options for alternative livelihoods and are often 
excluded from wider infrastructure and economic development.

The FAO composite measures of food prices for 2002–2004 indicate even-
ts when the top five countries producers of wheat, maize, and soy crops had 
yields 25% below the trend line (indicative of a seasonal climate extreme). At 
the same time, food prices are increasingly associated with the price of crude 
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oil, making attribution of price changes to climate difficulties (Porter et al., 
2014). In the same wake, we can notice that trends from 1980 to 2008 show 
that global maize and wheat production declined by 3.8 and 5.5%, respecti-
vely, relative to a counterfactual without climate trends (Lobell at al., 2011)5.

High rates of declining fertility are also visible in the mining sectors. Worl-
dwide mining operations are as much as 28 percent less productive today than a 
decade ago, according to new McKinsey research. The results from McKinsey’s 
new MineLens Productivity Index (MPI), which adjusts for declining ore grades 
and mine cost inflation, show that the pronounced decline in productivity is evi-
dent across different commodities and it is seen in most mining players and ge-
ographies (Lala et al., 2015). Mining labour productivity in Australia has decli-
ned by roughly 50% since 2001, while in the US coal sector labour productivity 
declined by an average of 27.5% from 2009 to 2012 (Mitchell and Steen, 2017).

In short, we can say that the declining natural fertility of capital is the 
outcome of different converging processes: on the one hand the increasing 
consumption of renewable biomass is dissipating bio-diversity and thus the 
Earth’s capacity of reproducing it and absorbing waste; on the other hand, the 
consumption of non-renewable raw materials is squandering the geo-diversity 
and geo-fertility of the planet. Even though reports blame the scarce producti-
ve skill of recruited workers, this decreasing mining fertility weakly depends 
on labour capacity, even the reduction of workforce remains the principal stra-
tegy of the mining industry. This insistence on scarce skilled labour capacities 
is completely detached from natural conditions in which labour is performed. 
As many know, and as claimed by Marx, the productivity of labor (the ability 
of human beings to produce use values in and through society) must be con-
ceptualized in terms of definite natural conditions: “Apart from the different 
natural energies and acquired working abilities of different peoples, the pro-
ductive powers of labour must principally depend (also) upon the natural con-
ditions of labour, such as fertility of soil, mines, and so forth” (Marx, 1969b, 
p. 15). Apart from the degree of development of the form of social power of 
labour, machinery and appliance of chemical agents to press natural agencies 
into the service of labour, the productiveness of labour is fettered by physical 
conditions in which it performs (Burkett, 1999). 

These processes are leading to a strengthening of some branches designa-
ted to the appropriation of raw materials of global capital that had been exclu-
ded from the dramatic growth of financial and so-called “immaterial” capita-
lism. These branches are regaining centrality – both for the destruction and 
losses of fertility they accomplished and their importance for the stabilization 
of fictitious capital marked by an increasing instability and uncertainty - at the 
point they started to be called extractive capitalism, carbon capitalism, fossil 
capitalism, and, we suggest, geo-capitalism.

5  A number of significant indicators are also available to support this approach. For instance, 
ecological footprint measures the declining fertility of natural capital in terms of bio-capacity.
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 n …and the hunting for cheap labour

For Marx, the value of raw materials forms an ever-growing component of 
the value of the commodity-product in proportion to the development of the 
productivity of labour, not only because it passes wholly into this latter value, 
but also because in every aliquot part of the aggregate product the portion 
representing depreciation of machinery and the portion formed by the newly 
added labour – both continually decrease. Owing to this falling tendency, the 
other portion of the value representing raw material increases proportional-
ly, unless this increase is counterbalanced by a proportionate decrease in the 
value of the raw material arising from the growing productivity of the labour 
employed in its own production (Marx, 1894, p. 77). However, if we consider 
the enormous mass of fixed capital which enters the process of social pro-
duction as a whole, not only do we have to explain the falling rate of profit, 
but also the reasons why this fall is not greater and more rapid than we could 
expect. Thus, as also suggested by Marx (1894, vol. III, pp. 165-169), we have 
to identify some counteracting effects at work.

To brake the falling rate of profit, capital has different counterbalancing 
strategies. The first one is to increase the surplus value coming from living 
labour, thus reducing the labour costs of reproduction. It can also cut the co-
sts of labour force reproduction using countries’ debt to dismantle collective 
welfare services or reduce the cost of food production sector. Secondly, ca-
pital can act on productivity of labour employed in raw materials extraction 
and energy harvesting (agriculture, mining, and oil fields and platforms), and 
this is what companies try to do, as said before. However, due to the absolute 
decreasing of productivity of raw materials reservoirs, technology can be used 
only partially to improve or at least maintain their fertility. Vast investments 
and hugely creative and destructive technology can drive the reckoning back, 
but cheap nature is really over. Thirdly, whereas increasing productivity of 
labour applied to raw materials extraction turns out to be little useful, an al-
ternative strategy of capital is the prolongation of the working-day, which 
increases the mass of appropriated surplus-labour without essentially altering 
the proportion of the employed labour-power to the constant capital set in 
motion by it, and which rather tends to reduce this capital relatively. A fourth 
and perhaps the most important strategy that capital can take up is twofold. 
On the one hand it can hunt for cheap labour around the world in the form of 
low wages or no-paid labour, using for instance semi-free or forced labour for 
the extraction of energy and raw materials, and for the production of primary 
goods. On the other hand, and strictly connected, it can reinforce the “unequal 
exchange” expressed into the constant flows of embodied work, land, energy, 
and materials between peripheral and core countries (Hornborg, 2018).

All these strategies can act simultaneously, but we concern mainly with 
those that imply a racialization of labour-force to reduce its costs of repro-
duction in the form of semi-free or unfree wage labour, and a strengthening of 
unequal exchange of value embedded into work and raw materials. It seems to 
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us that the global racism as it is going to extend its global hegemony at a glo-
bal level pushes people out of juridical conventions embodied in “human ri-
ghts” upon what the capitalist order was based on until now. The racialization 
of labour is typically linked to forms of unfree labour (Bonacich et al., 2008), 
which implies the denial of citizenship and related rights enabling employers 
to engage in unchecked coercive practices.

The connection between the capitalist hunting for “cheap” nature and the 
global organization of a “cheap,” racialized, disposable labour-force, is based 
on the conception of racialized human labour as semi-free constant capital. 
The fact that “the organizers of the capitalist world system appropriated Black 
labour power as constant capital” (Robinson, 1983) has a long history. As 
suggested by the environmental historian McNeill:

Slavery was the most efficient means by which the ambitious and powerful 
could become richer and more powerful. It was the answer to the ener-
gy shortage. Slavery was widespread within the somatic energy regime, 
notably in those societies short on draft animals. They had no practical 
options for concentrating energy other than amassing human bodies

(McNeill, 2000, p. 12).
Even if slavery has been abolished, forms of slavery remain around the 

world, often masked by different semi-legal forms of exploitation. Kevin Bales 
(1999) estimates that the number of slaves in the world today is 27 million (see 
also van den Anker, 2004). Recent data (ILO, 2017) estimate that 40.3 million 
were victims of modern slavery in 2016. They were forced to work under threat 
or coercion as domestic workers, on construction sites, in clandestine factories, 
in farms and fishing boats, in other sectors, and in the sex industry. They were 
forced to work by private individuals and groups or by state authorities. In many 
cases, the products they made and the services they provided ended up in see-
mingly legitimate commercial channels. Forced labourers produce some of the 
food we eat and the clothes we wear, and they clean the buildings in which many 
of us live or work (ILO, 2017). Conditions that make available forced labour are 
different and strictly interconnected. The most common ones are for instance 
poverty, limited protection, restrictive mobility, law discrimination (LeBaron et 
al., 2018), and they all concur to generate forced labour. Our concern here is to 
show how this labour-form is a constitutive aspect of the political economy of 
racism in the frame of Anthropocene.

 n Geo-capitalism as global racial formation

Many highlighted the criticality of energy and raw materials for a wider and 
long-term analysis of the capitalist world-system and the conflicts, struggles, 
and inequalities that their harvesting and extraction have risen over the time (see 
for instance Podobnik, 2005; Bunker and Ciccantell, 2005). This is the reason 
which, coupled with the fact that the global dimension of current capitalism has 
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covered by now the entire planet, induces us to call it geo-capitalism.
The appropriation of natural resources has always been coupled with ra-

cialized labour. From cotton to sugar, from coal to oil, racialized workers have 
been the principal human resource applied to the retrieval of raw materials. 
For instance, oil has almost always been produced in conditions of apartheid: 
the performers of physical work are a separate group - made of different “ra-
ces” - than the geologists, engineers, and other experts, and both groups are 
flown as Gastarbeiters into the fields from different parts of the world (Salmi-
nen and Vadén, p. 18). In this sense, racism marks people’s social position re-
garding the process of organization and production of nature. In other words, 
to feed its process of accumulation based on energy and raw materials appro-
priation, geo-capitalism needed and needs racialized labour-force, racialized 
labour-time and racialized labour-space (land and factories). The racialized la-
bour-force is constitutive of different branches of production and distribution 
and it distributes through different phases of global commodity chains. Racia-
lized labour-time means that labour-force as commodity has a different value 
around the world and that the time expended by racialized labour-force on the 
process of production is de-valued compared to non-racialized labour-time. 
Finally, racialized labour-space means that land and factories are often se-
gregated places where production runs with the smallest technical mediation, 
where the human conflates the organic.

In a wider sense, racialized space is a production of the colonialism of the 
late 19th century that was marked by an acceleration in the rate of territorial 
acquisition by Europe, the United States and England. White supremacy was 
the essential ideology of colonial projects. The doctrine of the divine right of 
white people to appropriate resources around the world became the mantra of 
the new imperialism. The gospel of this new racist imperialism, a ‘vast quest 
of the dark world’s wealth and toil’, was that ‘whiteness is the ownership of 
the earth forever and ever, Amen!’ (DuBois [1920] 2003: 54-55; cit. in Hol-
leman, 2017). Different racial orders were thus built up in order to rationalize 
the entire process of accumulation, governed by the industrial capitalism.

The current global capitalism does not escape this rule: to get cheap nature 
as bearer of value, capital needs cheap racialized work. Racism is thus not 
only an ideological veil to legitimate the more consistent reality. It is a me-
chanism aimed to forge deep unequal practices, institutions and social orders, 
but also able to manipulate causes, consequences, and solutions of the glo-
bal crisis. Capitalism aims to differentiate the distribution of its positive and 
negative consequences, internalizing profits and externalizing losses. In this 
sense, the dynamics of world-ecology crisis is denoting a globalized “racial 
formation”, whereas non-white “races” are at a global level captured into and 
then abandoned to unpredictable dynamics of current crisis.

The “racial formation” is associated with the emergence of capitalism in 
Western Europe and its concomitant imperialist expansion. Slavery, colonia-
lism, imperialism, are processes of racialization leading to groups of people 
being cordoned off for distinct, exclusionary treatment, typically based on a 
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combination of perceived physical appearance and putative ancestry (Omi and 
Winant, 1994). Race as a by-product of a racialization process is a funda-
mental organizing principle of social stratification, influencing the definition 
of rights and privileges, the distribution of resources, and the ideologies and 
practices of subordination and oppression.

However, whereas global racial formation is a direct consequence of 
geo-capitalism, at the same time we can notice that the global racialized sy-
stem is an outcome of the complex composition of differentiated racialized 
regimes that take place in different scenes of the planet. Thus, we can say 
that two intertwined dynamics are at work. On the one hand, there is a global 
racialized regime ruled by a white western élite dominating the rest of the 
world. On the other hand, we can note a more complex process by which for-
mer countries belonging to the periphery of the world system have improved 
their position reaching the role of semi-peripheral countries and then starting 
to exploit poor countries generating their own racialized regime. 

At first glance, global capitalism can be seen as a “world racial system” 
that is grounded on a “centuries old pattern of white supremacy” which “deni-
grates the other and elevates whiteness.” It relegates most of the world’s popu-
lation to inferior statuses, appropriating “racial” differences in the service of 
unequal treatments and appropriation of natural resources and labour, making 
it a “racial fact” (Winant, 1997). Such a pattern is rooted into the global apar-
theid model forged by Dubois (2015) at the beginning of the 20th century that 
predicted a dualistic situation regarding the racial system (see for example Wi-
nant, 2001, 297-98). This systemic vision of global racism, which combines 
phenotypical, biological, cultural and ideological elements, managed at a glo-
bal level by global white elite inserted into global and automatic mechanisms 
of value generation, fits the prospect of “systemic racism” (Feagin, 2006)6. 
Feagin notes also that “systemic racism theory” can address global-level ra-
cial structures. It can provide empirically grounded and theoretical guidance 
to understand racial realities beyond the USA and in comparative perspective 
(see Feagin and Elias, 2013).

The second overlook is different from this latter. It can be seen a process 
of fragmentation of the dual model based on the colour line. In this case, 
global racism is engendered by a myriad of processes that produce the racia-
lization of people in different stages and places. It can be seen as a chaotic 
combination of different local “racial projects” dispersed in different areas of 
the planet placed mainly in the so-called emerging countries (Dunaway and 
Clelland, 2017) contributing to the “global racial formation”. This model is 
consistent with the Omi and Winant vision that considers racial projects as the 
socio-historical creation of racial meanings and arrangements giving rise to a 
“racial formation”. The place where, and how, they have developed and tran-
sformed over the time, constitute their ontology. Racial formation is thus the 
intersection of racial “projects”, a kind of “synthesis, an outcome, of the inte-
raction of racial projects on a society-wide level” (Omi and Winant 1994, 60). 
6  Joe Feagin did not miss to criticize Omi and Winant “racial formation” model.
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These two models can easily coexist, if not support each other, but their 
reciprocity changes over the time. Global dynamics of world system are not 
so static, as maintained by the global apartheid model. This model foreseen 
a fixed racial axis for the world-economy that undoubtedly reduced the “pe-
riphery” to a racially demarcated zone of precarity, under a permanent “state 
of exception” (Winant, 2017). However, more complexity can be found (Du-
naway and Clelland, 2017). In other words, the moving of capital outside its 
western boundaries toward the so-called semi-periphery meant the mounting 
of many localized racial systems inside both western and emerging countries. 
At the same time, an extreme marginalization of the poorest countries hap-
pens. In terms of racialization, it means that a myriad of “others” is emerging, 
differently stratified and localized. In its process of relentless expansion, ca-
pital generates many localized racial systems alongside its expansion and that 
“all these peoples, all these concepts, would ultimately be employed in the 
complex project of knitting together the modern world; all would be inesca-
pably involved in fracturing world society” (Winant, 2001).

From a world-system perspective, the periphery struggles against two mas-
sive levels of exploitation. While there is a core appropriation of surplus from 
the whole world-economy, the middle stratum is both exploited and exploiter, 
allowing the new semi-peripheral areas to enjoy a larger share of the world 
surplus. Semi-periphery - or in other words countries such as China, India, 
Brazil, Indonesia, South Korea, Saudi Arabia, Nigeria and so on - gained rela-
tive appropriation of the total surplus generated in the commodity chains. At 
a global level, a division of labour is working between activities that generate 
high shares of the value-chain surplus and those left with low shares (Ra-
dice, 2015). The consequence is the making of unequal exchanges between 
semi-peripheries and peripheral areas (and with weaker semi-peripheries) ge-
neralizing the model of appropriation by dispossession in which cheap labour, 
raw materials and primary goods are exported from periphery to semi-peri-
phery (Worth and Moore 2009; Strange, 2009; Harvey, 2003). These dynami-
cs imply a reconfiguration of the global racism apartheid model, in which new 
racial fractures emerge linked to the position that semi-periphery occupies in 
the global value chains and its participation in export-oriented investments 
(Garcia, 2017). 

 n Racializing Anthropocene

Anthropocene is exacerbating these geo-capital dynamics, whereas anyo-
ne becomes the subject of exploitation. Geo-racialization is the racial form 
that Anthropocene is taking, denoting a new phase of racism, reconfiguring 
the localized and daily-life forms of material discrimination in a global one 
featured by a “variable geometry”. It takes the figures of climate racism, food 
racism, health racism, land grabbing, water and energy exclusion, destruction 
of habitat that link to the environmental degradation that is distributed in diffe-

Dario Padovan and Alfredo Alietti



| 123

rent ways among continents, countries, classes, and races. The environmental 
impact of any processes of production, distribution, consumption and dispo-
sal distributes unequally and racially. The “racial formation” process is now 
working at a larger level, going beyond the conventional national boundaries 
embracing continents and the whole planet. “Gaia” discovers its internal stra-
tification, in terms of human and perhaps non-human discriminations. If the 
Holocene was the long period when places of refuge still existed, even aboun-
ded, to sustain regeneration processes of rich cultural and biological diversity, 
Anthropocene is about the destruction of those places and times of refuge for 
humans and non-humans (Tsing, 2015).

Causes
Sources of ecological crisis are racialized per definition. Fossil economy 

cannot be seen as a global and unanimous deliberation of human species, as 
well as the succession of energy technologies following steam – electricity, 
the internal combustion engine, the petroleum complex: cars, tankers, avia-
tion. All this has been introduced through investment decisions, sometimes 
with crucial inputs from certain governments but rarely through democratic 
deliberation (Malm and Hornborg, 2014). Reflecting on the material respon-
sibility regarding the climate change, in 2008 the advanced capitalist coun-
tries or the ‘North’ composed 18.8% of the world population, but they were 
responsible for 72.7 of the CO2 emitted since 1850, subnational inequalities 
uncounted. In the early 21st century, the poorest 45% of the human population 
accounted for 7% of emissions, while the richest 7% produced 50%; a single 
average US citizen – national class divisions again disregarded – emitted as 
much as upwards of 500 citizens of Ethiopia, Chad, Afghanistan, Mali, Cam-
bodia or Burundi (Roberts and Parks, 2007; Malm and Hornborg, 2014). Are 
these basic facts able to indicate a process of racialization of Anthropocene?

Impacts
Anthropocene denotes an array of processes that is having deleterious but 

differentiated consequences for people living on the planet. These consequen-
ces are stratified by the socio-ecological conditions in which people live. Con-
sequently, we can speak of racialized Anthropocene (see Vergès, 2017) just to 
designate the way in which the climate change – the core dynamics of Anthro-
pocene – affects people living conditions in different manners and intensity. 
The impacts of climate change will be severely unequal in their distribution, 
whereas the most vulnerable groups will disproportionally suffer from climate 
change (Leichenko & O’Brien, 2008; Wilson et al., 2010), and these vulne-
rable groups are easily identifiable for skin colour and gender.

One of the broadest impacts of climate change is the increase of people’s 
displacement. Predictions indicate that numerous people are expected to be on 
the move as weather-related disasters such as extreme precipitations and tem-
peratures becoming more frequent and intense, and changes to climate condi-
tions impact on livelihoods (IPCC, 2014). While no internationally accepted 
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definition for people on the move due to environmental reasons exists to date, 
International Organization for Migration has put forward a broad working de-
finition, which seeks to capture the complexity of the issues at stake:

Environmental migrants are persons or groups of persons who, predomi-
nantly for reasons of sudden or progressive change in the environment that 
adversely affects their lives or living conditions, are obliged to leave their 
habitual homes, or choose to do so, either temporarily or permanently, and 
who move either within their country or abroad
(International Organization for Migration 2011: 33).

Environmental change and natural disasters have always been major dri-
vers of migration. The movement of people is and will continue to be af-
fected by natural disasters and environmental degradation. Climate change is 
expected to have major impacts on human mobility and population movemen-
ts. For the Global Report on Internal Displacement (2018), people affected 
by internal displacements in 2017 were 30.6 million. Estimates suggest that 
between 25 million to one billion people could be displaced by climate change 
over the next 40 years. For the most part these figures represent the number of 
people exposed to the risk of climate change in certain parts of the world and 
do not take account of the measures that could be taken to adapt to these chan-
ges. These expected environmental migrations may take many complex for-
ms: forced and voluntary, temporary and permanent, internal and international 
(Piguet, 2011). The most vulnerable people may be those who are unable to 
or do not move (trapped populations). Environmental migration should not be 
understood as a wholly negative or positive outcome – migration can amplify 
existing vulnerabilities but can also allow people to build resilience (IPCC, 
2014). 

Adaptations
Migration is currently considered a form of adaptation to changing cli-

mate conditions (Leary, 2008). As noted also by IPCC (2014), displacement 
risk increases when populations lacking the resources for planned migration 
experience higher exposure to extreme weather events, in both rural and urban 
areas, particularly in developing countries with low income. Expanding op-
portunities for mobility can reduce vulnerability for such populations. Chan-
ges in migration patterns can be responses to both extreme weather events and 
longer-term climate variability and change, and migration can be an effective 
adaptation strategy (IPCC, 2014). However, it remains a matter of disquisition 
the fact that mass displacements are due directly and without mediations to the 
global warming or they are the consequence of complex patterns of multiple 
causality, in which natural and environmental factors are closely linked to 
economic, social and political ones (see for example Castles, 2002 and 2003). 

Even migration has always been one of the ways people chose to adapt to 
changing environment, migration-as-adaptation discourse contains some pa-
radoxes. Viewing at migrations as a kind of adaptation strategy, negates the 
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adverse tone in which migrants, asylum seekers and refugees regularly figure 
as a threat. Thus, it is claimed that migrations give a positive contribution to 
climate change adaptation and planetary well-being, a formulation in stark 
contrast to xenophobic narratives that depict migrants as usurpers and threats 
to public life. It also challenges growing current governments’ strategies ai-
med to keep people moving for different reasons out of their borders, wanting 
to re-chain them to the land they left. In this prospect, migration is increasin-
gly characterised as a legitimate adaptive response to climate change rather 
than as a failure to adapt (Baldwin 2013). Some noted that migration-as-adap-
tation in some way reinforces and supports the neoliberal strategy of climate 
change adaptation, based on the idea that individuals – and not institutions 
such as state - have to bear the heavy burden of their own condition. When 
migration is conceived as a legitimate adaptive response to climate change, 
it nevertheless expresses a form of power, one that seeks to organise the im-
manent flows of people specific to the Anthropocene (Felli, 2012; Felli and 
Castree, 2012; Baldwin, 2017).

However, even we feel close to this interpretation, our interest is not on 
migration per se, while adaptive or altering, but on the fact that these “forced 
migrations” might be seen as direct and indirect consequences of Anthropoce-
ne radical environmental changes. Moreover, these migrations can be seen as 
a circular and self-reinforcing phenomenon generated by racialized processes 
of exploitation - or at least differentiate inclusion in global processes of ca-
pital reproduction - generating racialization and racism. Geo-capitalism and 
its compulsory accelerating extractivism has immediate consequences on the 
lives of millions of people of the South, and these consequences are matter of 
racialization. Millions leave their country and they are rarely white (Myers, 
1997; Myers and Kent, 1995; Castles, 2002).

Land grabbing
Whereas a wild consumption of natural resources occurs, it fosters Anthro-

pocene dynamics (McNeill and Engelke, 2016). Land grabbing is at the same 
a time a cause and a consequence of Anthropocene. As suggested by Saskia 
Sassen (2016) a consistent part of current migrations stems from a so-called 
“loss of habitat”. Extreme violence is one key factor explaining these migra-
tions. But a second key factor is the one made by thirty years of international 
development policies that have left much land dead (because of mining, land 
grabs, plantation agriculture) and have expelled entire communities from their 
habitats. For them, migration – both domestic and abroad - has increasingly 
become their last option. This multidecade history of destructions of land and 
expulsions of its inhabitants is also the history of the Anthropocene, but of a 
racialized one. The loss of habitat for people of the South of the planet, “their” 
Anthropocene, transforms people not into migrants in search of a better life, 
but into people looking for a “bare life, with no home to return to” (Sassen, 
2016, p. 205).

What is new in these processes of land expropriation – for producing 
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bio-fuels such as soya beans, jatropha, palm oil, or for mining raw materials 
or building dams - is its financial feature. High finance is radically different 
from traditional banking. Traditional banks sell something they have: mo-
ney, for an interest. Finance sells something it does not have, so it needs 
to develop complex instruments that enable it to invade other sectors in 
order to financialize whatever value can be extracted and then inserted it 
into financial circuits. For Sassen, it is this feature that posits finance as an 
extractive sector and that once it has extracted what is there to be extracted, 
it moves on, leaving behind destruction. 

Financial markets, which mobilize enormous amounts of fictitious capi-
tal, exert rather strong pressures on the so-called real economy, imposing, for 
example, the payment by debtors of debts contracted with financial creditors 
(banks and funds); payments that are only possible if real growth rates remain 
high. Financial capital is a particular form of capital called by Marx “fictitious 
capital” (Trenkle, 2015), directly and indirectly responsible for the global pro-
cess of wealth dispossession of entire areas of the planet. This takes often, 
as we will see below, the form of an unequal ecological exchange, but this 
dispossession is becoming more and more direct based on the land buying. 
Thus, financial capital not only forces economic growth and, consequently, 
increases consumption of energy and raw materials, but it is also the key to the 
engine of the geo-sphere degradation and global social inequalities.

 n Bodies’ abstract racialization

Racism implies the personification, corporealization, phenotypification of 
differences (Winant, 2017) and at the end de-humanization of individuals and 
groups considered inferior, dangerous, unskilled, or also – directly or indi-
rectly - liable for current troubles. This invocation of the concrete body, this 
dimension of corporeal rule that is characteristic of every form of racism, 
can be understood as the core act of a socially manipulated reaction to global 
problems such as labour, financial, and ecological crises. The unpredictable 
consequences of these misfortunes provide the concrete frame for the bla-
ming of certain groups or individuals. In this perspective, Islamophobia and 
anti-Semitism might be conceived as racial projects (Winant, 2017) aimed to 
explain for instance energy crisis or financial crisis in terms of Muslim and 
Jews responsibilities.

These processes ground on the abstract corporealization of people invol-
ved in the production and circulation of commodities and value. The dualism 
between work and money present in the commodity is radicalized to the point 
of provoking its violent splitting. Both the abstract forms of the commodity - 
that of labour and that of money - find a corresponding scapegoat: on the one 
hand, the quasi-human, unproductive, inoperative but inexpensive body of 
the “Negro”; on the other hand the parasite, dishonest, rogue, conspiratorial 
“Jew”. On the one hand the sub-human who steals work, on the other hand 
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the superhuman who steals money. Both the abstract work of production and 
its monetary representation in circulation become the objective of the populist 
and racist horizon. Here racism and critics of financial capital conflate. Goods 
must be produced by white labour-power, as the capitalist who earns money 
from it must be white.

The racialization of alleged agents (Jews) of financial capitalism - during 
its past and current rising up at a global level - is aimed to violently conflate 
human agents with money and value circulation, and thus demonizing them 
for the blind process of commodity market. The Jew was - and still is – embo-
died money, the racialized core of commodities circulation and financializa-
tion. In the same pathway, the African epitomizes and embodies the abstract 
physiological labour of labour-force, the racialized core of natural resources 
appropriation and metabolic exchange with nature. Its incapacity to develop 
accomplishing these tasks is an irrevocable sign of its bio-cultural inferiority. 
Finally, also the Muslim is considered the cruel actor of fossil fuels prices 
volatility, the brutal manipulator of the energy market. Here the Muslim beco-
mes the abstract racialized core of fossil energy.

For each form of revenue (wages, profits, interest, and rent) in a capitalist 
society, notes George Caffentzis on the basis of Marx,s “Trinitary Formula” 
recalled also by Moishe Postone (1986), there is an attendant form of racism. 
Different varieties of racism can be categorized according to the flows of va-
lue in a capitalist society. The particular racism appropriate to the politics of 
resources (e.g. oil) can be also understood as a rent and profit racism and not 
only as “wage racism” that is the most ordinary notion of racism (Caffentzis, 
2005). We can also say that for each embodied form of value – labour, energy, 
money - there is its own form of racism. 

The abstraction of labour – and other activities - implies the symmetrical 
process of abstraction of bodies. Bodies are fixed to the concrete labour they 
must accomplish but at the same time they are expended abstract labour/energy 
that constitutes the commodity’s value, which seems indifferent to their own 
racial features. Bodies are labour-power, potential labour, and when recruited 
in the production process they become homogeneous abstract human labour, 
expenditure of one uniform labour-power, “expenditure of human brains, ner-
ves, and muscles” (Marx, 1976, p. 134). As Marx said, labour “is the expendi-
ture of simple labour-power, i.e. of the labour-power possessed in his bodily 
organism by every ordinary man, on the average, without being developed in 
any special way” (p. 135). In a famous note, Marx claims “Creation of value is 
the transposition of labour-power into labour. Labour-power itself is, above all 
else, the material of nature transposed into a human organism” (Marx, 1976, 
vol. I, p. 323, n. 2). For Marx, at the end, the physical body is the generator 
of abstract labour in terms of energy expenditure, which then transforms in 
substance of value. Extending these insights, we can share the statement by 
which “the body is an accumulation strategy in the deepest sense” (Haraway 
D., 1995: 510; see also Harvey, 1998). Capital circulates through the bodies 
of the workers as variable capital and thereby turns the worker into a mere 
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appendage of the circulation of capital itself, David Harvey notes (Harvey, 
1982). In fact, the two processes - the accumulation of men and the accumu-
lation of capital - cannot be separated. In short, capitalism makes bodies mere 
embodiments of labour-power and energy-power (Kirsch and Mitchell, 2004), 
but differentiated because of biological characteristics – race, age, gender.

Even though bodies generating value are indifferent for capital, differen-
ces between bodies have to be established, to differentiate their reproductive 
costs: without competing costs of reproduction among workers capital cannot 
run, as well as different forms of labour – wage-labour, independent labour, 
forced labour. In a simpler way, we can say that the socially necessary means 
of reproduction are highly differentiated among different individual and col-
lective bodies belonging to the global labour force. This differentiation can 
be seen as global racism, the constituent form of capital process of value pro-
duction. Racism becomes thus a key mechanism for the stabilization of capi-
talism accumulation (Reich, 1977) to cope with its declining natural fertility 
and the falling global rate of profit. While geo-capitalism makes nature the 
motor for accumulation through its abstractization, an abstract bearer of value, 
it needs racialized metabolic labour aimed to secure the exchange with nature 
and the self-valorisation of capital. This process is based on a strong procedu-
re of abstract racialization of people recruited for it, whereas ancient orders of 
inequality did not need such a tool for abstraction of the human body and its 
productive functional adaption.

 n Racialized unequal ecological exchange

To feed its process of accumulation based on labour, energy and raw ma-
terials appropriation, geo-capitalism generates extreme global inequality that 
takes often the form of the unequal ecological exchange. The causes of ecolo-
gical injustice are many, but they are mostly located in the historical processes 
of extraction, primary production and distribution of raw materials, organic 
and inorganic, at a global level. The Anthropocene puts in crisis the ancient 
model of self-regulating balance proper of a naïve vision of natural world 
that justified the capitalist market exchange shared by Adam Smith and his 
successors. Perhaps, we didn’t need to forge the notion of “Anthropocene” to 
understand the fact that “from time immemorial, not just since the capitalist 
appropriation of surplus value in the commodity exchange of labour power 
for the cost of its reproduction, the societally more powerful contracting party 
receives more than the other” (Adorno, 2003, cit. in Miller, 2015, p.)

As the myth of an equal exchange vanishes, processes highlighted or denu-
ded by the ecological crisis can be termed “ecological unequal exchange”, a 
term that condenses all aspects, mechanisms, dimensions of the global exchan-
ge of material wealth and value. Moreover, the term covers or at least evokes 
many similar approaches and points of view such as metabolic rift, ecological 
debt, global environmental justice, ecological imperialism, extractive capita-
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lism. Many in recent years have dealt with this issue (Smith, 1984; Bunker, 
1985; Rice, 2007; Foster and Holleman, 2014; Hornborg, 2011; Martinez Alier 
et al., 2010; Lawrence, 2009). The theory of ecologically unequal exchange 
describes the “unequal material exchange relations and consequent ecological 
interdependencies within the world economy, which are fundamentally tied to 
wide disparities in socio-economic development and power embedded within 
the global system” (Jorgenson, 2016a). In other words, it is “an asymmetric 
net flow of biophysical resources (e.g., embodied materials, energy, land, and 
labor) that is obscured by the apparent reciprocity of market prices” (Dor-
ninger and Hornborg, 2015). More accurately, ecological unequal exchange 
refers to the environmentally damaging withdrawal of energy and other na-
tural resource assets from less-developed countries and the externalization of 
environmentally damaging production and disposal activities within them. It 
constitutes the obtainment of natural capital (stocks of natural resources that 
yield important goods and services) and the usurpation of sink-capacity (wa-
ste assimilation properties of ecological systems in a manner that enlarges 
the domestic carrying capacity of more powerful developed countries) to the 
detriment of developing countries (Jorgenson, 2016b).

Even though new global dynamics between core, semiperiphery and peri-
phery countries are going to shake the old distinction between extractive and 
productive economies, we can note that extractive capitalism or geo-capitali-
sm is by far the largest responsible of the global worldwide racialization. Cur-
rent racialization applies both to the extraction of wealth from nature and the 
creation of value by industrial labour, but it essentially focuses on the double 
movement of closeness/separation of racialized people with their land. Ex-
tractive economies like the Amazonian economics are based primarily more 
on the extraction of wealth from nature, engendering very different patterns of 
labour and nature exploitation, and capital accumulation than the economies 
based on the appropriation of value from labour do. Extractive economies get 
their own logic and dynamic, and tend to develop peculiar social structures. 
They possess a simplified class and racial structure, and develop organiza-
tion of labour, property relations, state activities, and physical infrastructures 
that include a state of exception allowing extreme level of labour and nature 
exploitation (Bunker 1985; Rice, 2007). Compared with economies producing 
final commodities, extractive economies develop a strong logic of “frontier” 
(Bunker, 1985; see also Moore, 2015). This logic implies that people living, 
working, moving, nearby the frontier are often outlaw. In other words, the 
“frontier” allows explicit processes aimed to cordon off semi-free or even 
unfree labour to expend it in activities of extraction or deforestation (Zanin, 
2002). “Frontier” expansion has caused irreparable destruction of habitat – 
human and non-human – to be accounted as one of the first causes of Anthro-
pocene.

Ecological unequal exchange provides a framework for conceptualizing 
how the socioeconomic metabolism or material throughput of core countries 
may destroy the global conditions of living reproduction, and at the same time 
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casting a light into the new racialized world order. Ecological unequal exchan-
ge is one of the most important roots and mechanisms of global racism, lar-
gely because it extinguishes natural and social “fertility” of entire countries, 
it undermines the direct self-reproduction of people inhabiting these lands, it 
expropriates them of those resources needed for development, by managing 
and playing on racialized features held by people victims of these processes. 
The fact that the global uneven flow of labour, energy, natural resources, and 
industrial waste embraces former colonies, the fact that these countries and 
populations are seen as to fulfil a subordinate role in the world economy as a 
tap for the raw materials and sink for waste, thereby supporting the dispropor-
tionate production-consumption-accumulation processes of more-developed 
countries, all these facts suggest that a global racism is at work.

In Africa, while precolonial forms of inequality have influenced the conti-
nent’s encounter with colonialism and have been reproduced and exacerbated 
in the colonial period, colonialism itself created new and more extreme forms 
of inequality that define the continent’s social condition today. Colonial di-
spossession, particularly pronounced in settler colonial societies (Boone and 
Moyo, 2012), has led to enclosures, created poverty, and worsened inequali-
ties (Murombedzi, 2016). The historical perspective is crucial to understand 
these racialized dynamics of unequal exchange between the developed and 
less developed countries, just because such disparities have existed since ne-
arly five centuries and have been incorporated into the social and physical 
structures of global society as accumulated externalities.

The mechanism of ecological unequal exchange makes that low prices for 
primary commodities allow industrialized countries of the capitalist core to 
appropriate high amounts of biophysical resources from the peripheral eco-
nomies in the South, while maintaining external trade relations balanced in 
monetary terms. Additionally, the price paid for these commodities appears 
equal, but it masks – as said before - a biophysical inequality of exchange in 
which one of the partners has little choice but to exploit and possibly exhaust 
his natural resources and utilize its environment as a waste dump (Giljum, 
2004). In few words, as said by Roberts and Parks (2009), the volatility and 
periodic collapse of export commodity prices encourage poor nations to ramp 
up the extraction and sale of material goods that they are already selling at a 
near loss. ). Consequences are that local racialized regimes rise up, but that 
these new racializing processes of subordination, exclusion and dispossession 
are still pulled by the old global racialized ontology.

 n Conclusions

In this article, we tried to frame the concept of “global racism” in order 
to identify the new racialized global order generated by the geo-capitalism. 
Compare with the older forms of global order, the current one stems and af-
fects new theoretical and empirical conditions fostered by the so-called An-

Dario Padovan and Alfredo Alietti



| 131

thropocene and the crisis of capital’s natural fertility it implies, creating deep 
troubles to the global process of accumulation. To compensate this decreasing 
rate of profit capital has few alternatives: accelerating the reproduction and 
harvesting of natural resources, increasing the productivity of labour entit-
led to raw materials extraction via technics. However, the main tool is still 
the haunting for cheap labour, usually racialized labour. The racialization of 
labour is taking a different configuration: the main cleavage is no longer the 
one between black and white labour, but a myriad of regional differentiated 
processes of racialization are giving form to a new global racial formation. 
These regional regimes of differentiated and racialized labour-force stem this 
time not only from periphery - that by now operates as a racially demarcated 
zone under a permanent state of “bare existence” – as in the past, but from the 
semiperiphery of the system, and also from strong racial differentiations in-
side the core countries. Moreover, in the logic of regional racialized regimes, 
labour force is going to be chained to its deserted lands or forced to leave in 
consequence of climate change and land grabbing. Thus, a racialized Anthro-
pocene is emerging whereas causes and consequences are distributed in radi-
cal different ways between populations, regions, continents. The Anthropo-
cene becomes the frame on which the crisis of global capitalism experiences 
the shortage of cheap resources and at the same time people and populations 
experiment the social and racial stratification of Earth system.

What we also wanted to stress is the fact that this racial stratification of He-
arth system casts new light on a plurality of racisms often considered incom-
parable and incommensurable. Local or regional racisms are part of the same 
processes of global racialization that we call “bodies’ abstraction”. All bodies 
marked by some common features – skin colour, gender, language, dressing 
– are reduced to a single body, embodying all the collective characteristics 
proper of the entire population to which they belong without any distinction. 
The reduction of private and individual bodies to abstract social and collective 
bodies is a process proper of capitalist production of value. As the body with 
all its sensuous characteristics are extinguished, as the concrete form of the 
body and its useful peculiar capacity disappears, bodies can no longer be di-
stinguished, but are all together reduced to the same kind of body, human body 
in the abstract. Abstract bodies – the Negro, the Jew, the Muslim, but also the 
migrant, the refugee – become merely human labour-power to be expended 
without regard to the form of its expenditure crystals of that social substan-
ce, which is the “race”. Their abstractness makes these bodies applicable to 
different sectors of human activity (agriculture, mining, construction, finance, 
energy), chaining over time social functions and needs of reproduction to their 
phenotypical characteristics. This process provides the ontological “racial” 
conditions to justify the capitalists’ appropriation of labour power below the 
average reproduction cost of the global working class. 

The unequal ecological exchange emerges properly on this historical ab-
stract division of people in races. Extractive capitalism implies its own so-
cial structures of exploitation and dominion, forcefully engaging devaluated 
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groups in order to get cheap raw materials. Bodies, raw materials, energy, 
both directly or embodied on commodities, apparently equally exchanged on 
the market because obscured by the apparent reciprocity of market prices, are 
captured into asymmetric networks of biophysical flows that get their roots 
into racialized historical dynamics. If we want to open up a window for the 
critique of current geo-capitalism we cannot leave aside the way in which the 
Anthropocene has managed its internal stratification.
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