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ABSTRACT

Attention to inequality is increasingly taking centerstage in the fight against climate change
and environmental devastation. More and more scholars and activists emphasize the need to
put the reduction of inequality at the core of environmental and climate politics, and more
and more propose a (socially just) “sufficiency” approach and politics to do so. Just sufficiency
is presented as the new desirable societal pact, tasked with taking over from the current
dominant growth pact driving “excess,” and replacing it with a politics of “enough,” through
“collectively defined self-limitation” However, an excess/enough lens misses the dynamics of
production of inequality in the first place, with important political implications. This article
thus seeks to contribute a tighter critical theoretical understanding of the
inequality-unsustainability relation as a nexus historically powered by specific mechanisms of
fossil, metabolic, as well as “green” accumulation. Through the theorization of these relations,
one can better apprehend how inequality is not only a question of unfair distribution or
exclusion from affluence demanding to be addressed through social and environmental
justice, but also the condition for the modes of extraction and exploitation that produce and
reproduce unsustainability. | argue that the counterhegemonic struggle must be waged on
that terrain: putting limitations (not self-limitations) on the accumulation machine and its
inequality-unsustainability nexus. This reading, which builds on critical theory and Marxist and
feminist political ecology, is related to notions of class as structured not only by exploitation,
but also, crucially by dispossession and status hierarchization. Adopting a nexus approach to
inequality and unsustainability offers a critical theoretical method that can hopefully shift the
assessments and orientations of the sufficiency movement away from the moral terrain of
self-limitation (whose self?) toward the class politics of limits on capital needed today for
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socio-ecological transformation.

Introduction

Attention to inequality is increasingly taking center-
stage in the fight against climate change and environ-
mental devastation - not only inequality between
global North and global South, which has long been
related to analyses of unsustainability, but also inequal-
ity within countries, as dynamics of inequality, and
therefore also carbon inequality, are becoming more
similar across all countries (Chancel et al. 2023). Thus
in his latest book, A Brief History of Equality, Thomas
Piketty (2022, 26) asserts that “without resolute action
seeking to drastically compress socioeconomic inequal-
ities, there is no solution to the environmental and
climatic crisis” Similarly, one of the conclusions of
Piketty’s World Inequality Lab colleague Lucas Chancel
(2020, 123) in his recent book, Unsustainable
Inequalities, is that “economic inequalities are at
the heart of the environmentally unsustainable

predicament that poses an existential threat to the
world today” This echoes Jason Hickel's (2019a) plea,
taken up by an increasing number of degrowth and
post-growth scholars, that “reducing inequality needs
to be at the very heart of climate policy” These are
very clear, and salutary, statements, going beyond the
analysis underpinning the long-standing and today
widespread call for joined-up struggles against
inequality and unsustainability, including in the recent
report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) on climate mitigation (IPCC 2022).
The authors point to the need for putting social jus-
tice at the core of environmental and climate politics,
as a question of principle, for political acceptability
and feasibility reasons (Wilkinson and Pickett 2009),
and given the strong connection between socioeco-
nomic and environmental inequality (Chancel 2020;

Laurent 2022).
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But these accounts chiefly understand inequality
as a question to be addressed through distributive
social, as well as climate and environmental, policies
against the background of squandered carbon bud-
gets. In that context, scholars and social movements
seeking to tackle climate change from the left have
put forward the notion of (socially just) “suffi-
ciency;! which, by now, has almost become main-
stream - the IPCC refers to it, and even energy
multinationals put forward their own version of the
concept.” Sufficiency is a call for reordering human
activities in ways that restrain the material demands
made on the planet, and for doing so equitably. “Just
sufficiency” is presented as the new desirable socie-
tal pact, tasked with taking over from the current
dominant growth pact driving “excess,” and replacing
it with a politics of “enough” (Hayden 2019).
Sufficiency scholars incriminate the affluence of the
rich but see it as a more general hegemonic drive of
consumption and unsustainability, fueled by the
“experience of inequality” (Kallis 2019, 40), which
prompts them to call for “collectively defined
self-limitation” in the demands made on the planet,
albeit with different contributions from different
social groups (Brand et al. 2021).

This article argues that what the excess/enough
lens misses is the dynamics of production of inequal-
ity in the first place. It is those dynamics of produc-
tion of inequality under capitalism - which include,
as I will explain further below, dispossession,
exploitation, and hierarchization - which have been
shown to uphold fossil as well as “green” capital
(e.g., Malm 2016; Dunlap, 2018; Hornborg 2021),
and therefore also the production of unsustainability.
Mathai et al. (2021) have called for more, and more
systematic and theoretically informed, exploration of
the “role of power and inequality as drivers of
unsustainable production-consumption systems”? I
argue that such analyses have to be developed on
the level of logics of accumulation, emphasizing the
role of inequality in the dynamic reproduction of
capitalist extraction and production, and therefore of
unsustainability, rather than on the level of alleged
societal choices of growth, affluence, and “excess” vs
sufficiency and “enough?”

I seek to contribute a tighter critical theoretical
understanding of the
relation as a nexus powered by capitalist accumula-
tion, and of its developments under various capital-
ist regimes. The nexus approach offers a structural

inequality-unsustainability

vantage point from which to question the primacy
of sufficiency and affirm social equality as the
watchword and condition for socio-ecological trans-
formation. It is thus meant as an analytical method,
but also for bringing such analysis to bear for

political organization and action. For this I draw on
the abundant critical theoretical literature untan-
gling the workings of capitalist accumulation and its
production of unsustainability through the fossil,
metabolic, or “green” machines, which themselves
feed on dispossession, exploitation, and hierarchical
divisions among workers and communities. I refer
to a method here, because, through the theorization
of these relations, one can better apprehend how
inequality is not only a question of unfair distribu-
tion or exclusion from affluence (Kallis 2019), it is
the condition for the modes of extraction and
exploitation that produce and reproduce unsustain-
ability. As such, I argue that the counterhegemonic
struggle must be waged on that terrain: putting lim-
itations (not “self”-limitations) on the accumulation
machine and its inequality-unsustainability nexus.
This is for structural reasons, as environmental
struggles concern the recovery of expropriated con-
ditions of life and bodies (Foster and Clark 2020,
10) and seek to develop forms of “democratic con-
trol over life’s necessities” (Huber 2022, 21). But
such a method is also aimed at tackling another,
more strategic, level: it provides arguments (if need
be!) for environmentalists to join social struggles -
not to convince working-class protesters that their
struggles are environmental, but rather to jointly
call out capital accumulation for what it is (McAlevey
2020; Hutteau and Marano 2023).

The article is divided into three parts. I first crit-
ically review how various bodies of eco-critical
scholarship, from studies carried out from a perspec-
tive of sufficiency to studies in ecological economics
and environmental political economy, frame and
conceptualize the relation between inequality and
unsustainability. Despite profound
differences in standpoint, questions asked, and meth-
odology, these studies share a lack of sufficient
attention to the structural character of inequality in
capitalism. Hence the need to theorize the nexus
between social inequality and environmental unsus-
tainability, starting, precisely, from the production of

environmental

inequality. The second and longest part of the article
is dedicated to such an elaboration, drawing on
studies by feminists and eco-feminists, eco-Marxists,
and others in political and social ecology.

I analyze inequality as the outcome of three
deeply intertwined processes of accumulation -
exploitation, expropriation from means and condi-
tions of existence, and differentiation of statuses
(hierarchization) expropriated
exploited. Through illustrations of the nexus at key
junctures under various “regimes” of capitalism, I
show how this three-pronged inequality in turn

among the and

powers the fossil/metabolic and green/metabolic



machines (Foster 1999; Malm 2016; Hornborg 1998,
2003, 2021; Gould and Lewis 2016),* their geo-
graphical and temporal distribution, and through
them, the further generation of unsustainability on
various scales and cumulatively. Having clarified
how inequality is produced under successive regimes
of capitalism and how this in turn fosters and
entrenches unsustainability, I return, in the last,
concluding, part of the article, to the issue of eco-
logical politics and strategy in times of climate and
environmental emergency, and particularly to the
implications of the notion of inequality developed
here and the associated understanding of class, for
the central question of the possibility of a class-based
environmental politics, recognizing, of course, that
the latter does not simply flow from the former. For
this I take inspiration in recent, and diverse, efforts
toward the theoretical and political articulation of
inequality, class, and climate/environmental degra-
dation, especially from (Marxist, feminist) political
ecology (Barca 2020; Arsel 2023) and geography
(Huber 2022).

Inequality and unsustainability in the
sufficiency literature

The relation of inequality to unsustainability is a
sensitive question for scholars of the post-growth,
degrowth, and sufficiency movements. Explorations
and assessments of this relation are often predicated
on conceptions of inequality as unjust distribution of
wealth, consumption, and carbon (as well as of risk
and exposure), which tend to incriminate “affluence”
rather than capitalism as such. The lens of affluence
and excess is dominant for analyses of western, or
global North, societies and their overall impact, in
part out of policy-prescriptive concerns (as capping
affluence seems within closer reach than ending cap-
italism) but also for more fundamental theoretical
and ideological reasons, explored below. Be it as it
may, such a choice has profound consequences for
the analysis and the type of politics proposed, a
question to which I turn in the last part of the
article.

Such conceptions of inequality view it as both
and entrenching
“excess,” where “excess” is not designating the struc-
tural drive of capitalist accumulation (this is not
“excess” as surplus value), but refers to “excessive
affluence” (Fanning et al. 2021, 26, my emphasis).
Excess is here contrasted with “enough,” “too much-
ness’ with “enoughness” (Princen 2003, 14), from
the perspective of normative frameworks (theories of
justice, theories of human need) as well as by refer-

stemming from, manifesting,

ence to finite environmental resources and sinks,
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within the global parameters defined by the aim of
keeping average temperature rise by comparison
with pre-industrial times at 1.5 or 2°C, the “safe”
space for humanity (Raworth 2012). In these analy-
ses, affluent groups in society drive unsustainability
through (Hayden 2019;
Sahakian and Rossier 2022). Sufficiency is then con-
ditional on “the affluent of the world withdraw[ing]
from the excess environmental space that they
occupy in order to enable others (both today and in
the future) to enjoy their fair share” (Callmer and
Bradley 2021, 194). Excess is also understood by ref-
erence to a theory of human need. From the point
of view of this theory, “needs” should be prioritized
over ‘excessive wants” (Gough 2020, 2023), and con-
sumption should provide for the former (Fuchs et al.
2021, 3), whereas it is diverted and hijacked for
the latter.

This then signals a disease of societal pacts, which
calls, possibly, for the moral responsibilization of the
rich, and, above all, for expert healing of the whole
social body, “safeguarding human and planetary
health” through the definition of thresholds of
well-being and ecological boundaries (Fanning et al.
2021) or through guidance and procedures for col-
lective deliberation over these objectives (Brand
et al. 2021). This will allegedly lead to recovery of a
renewed capacity to “enjoy” through a different, “lib-
erating” (Paech 2012), conception of wealth and
consumption, new definitions of what counts as
abundance and enjoyment (Hickel 2019b), and the
reordering of practices (Lorek and Spangenberg 2019).

But if excess is a disease of the social body as a
whole, how is the dissemination of the disease
beyond the “rich” accounted for? Here scholars
often like to invoke Thorstein Veblens theory of
conspicuous consumption, and the dynamic of imi-
tation and emulation prompted by social inequality
(e.g., Wilkinson and Pickett 2009, 225; Gough 2017,
81).° For Giorgos Kallis, who does not explicitly
refer to Veblen, in societies affected by high social
inequality, people compare themselves to others

“excess”  consumption

“higher up on the social ladder;” including for mun-
dane and everyday (rather than status-based) con-
sumption (Kallis 2019, 40). Having to sing to the
tune of affluence, individuals “experience scarcity”
Experience of inequality both generates feelings of
exclusion from affluence and the drive to strive for
more, thus entrenching everybody’s desire to partic-
ipate in the growth and consumption pact. In this
analysis, the working class, caught in that dynamic,
now appears as a crucial carrier of the current soci-
etal pact of growth and consumption. Thus, along-
side their focus on affluence, sufficiency, and
degrowth scholars also entertain a doubt regarding
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the working class in rich countries — is it not
trapped into the consumerist race, and thus likely to
oppose any progressive environmentalist politics?

Indeed, this is a doubt also entertained by those
among sufficiency and eco-critical scholars who
adopt a more structural historical approach to the
inequality/unsustainability ~ relation (Brand and
Wissen 2021; Brand et al. 2021). These authors offer
encompassing critiques of capitalism as a system of
social relations that has inequality as its very “foun-
dation” (Brand et al. 2021, 271). Yet even in such
critiques of capitalism, the real problem seems to lie
with the current implicit compact that regulates
majority “imperial mode of living” (Brand and
Wissen 2021) in the global North. Rooted in the
“Fordist class compromise” (Brand and Wissen, 2021
90), the imperial mode of living directly connects a
certain democratization of growth and “social prog-
ress” afforded by access to consumption, to growing
carbon emissions and more general unsustainability.
The Fordist compromise moment in Brand and
Wissen’s book is both decisive and ominous, as it
signals a portentous shift in the content and mode
of worker struggles. Breaking with struggles that had
sought to halt the extension of subsumption of life
under capitalism, in particular struggles against the
extension of the working day, this new social pact
was underpinned by a quest for “socio-economic
improvement” (Brand and Wissen 2021, 70) that was
geared toward the “distributive horizon of socialism”
(Trentin 2012), and lured workers into mass con-
sumerism and Western societies into collective
excess. Brand and Wissen’s (2021, 90) characteriza-
tion of that moment (“People surrendered a poten-
tial increase in available disposable time for the
opportunity to consume more”) shows the depth of
their regret at such a shift, almost a feeling of
betrayal.®

The significance of this analysis for degrowth
and post-growth scholars cannot be overstated, as
the alleged embrace of the quest for excess by the
working class leads these authors to a distrust of
“struggles for socio-economic improvement, [that]
have often resulted in extending and consolidating
the imperial mode of living” (Brand and Wissen
2021, 70), and to contrast them with struggles
against the “imperial appropriation of nature”
(Brand and Wissen, 2021, 180). Their book suggests
two routes from inequality to unsustainability. On
one hand, socioeconomic inequality leads to strug-
gles for “improvement” (socioeconomic equality, or
rather, sharing into affluence), that increases con-
sumption and therefore material and carbon impacts.
On the other hand, colonial, gender, racial inequal-
ity gives rise to dispossession and expropriation

from the land and other means of subsistence, “and
[to] the consequent erasure of Indigenous knowl-
edge, languages, and practices as an inextricable
component of biodiversity loss” (Brand et al. 2021,
264). Such erasure is thus the erasure of an actually
existing model of “enough,” associated with those
longstanding knowledges and practices of “care” for
The former kind of
inequality ties individuals to the quest for unsus-

humans and non-humans.

tainable pleasures which fuel pollution on a plane-
tary scale, whereas the latter, in depriving Indigenous
communities, deprives everyone from the benefits of
“eco-sufficiency” (Salleh 2010).

This analysis risks leading to a dichotomic vision
of capitalism, as (regulated) exploitation on one
hand and as expropriation on the other, and of dif-
ferent forms of inequality tied to each. This can
have implications for who is deemed an appropriate,
virtuous subject of eco-social transformation and
who is not, in spite of the authors interest in
renewed environmental class politics (Brand and
Wissen 2021, xxi; see also Rottger and Wissen 2017).
Such interest is not easily reconciled with a
socio-ecological politics wrought in the name of suf-
ficiency, as I will discuss in the last part of this
article.

By contrast with such a potential polarization,
however, Nancy Fraser (2016), among others, has
suggested that these are really two “exes” of capital
accumulation working hand in hand. Industrial
workers are affected by ongoing expropriations and
dispossession, too, and they suffer from “lack of
control over the basics of life (food, energy, land,
housing, etc.)” (Huber 2022, 21; see also Barca and
Leonardi  2018). land-dependent
Indigenous and peasant communities are not only
threatened in their rights of use of the land, which
can also be understood as threatened with dispos-

Conversely,

session from their “means of production” (Arsel
2023, 86), they also often have to turn to waged
work in parallel, and thus experience precarious-
ness as labor as well.

In the second part of this article, I will seek to
demonstrate that a structural analysis of the relation
of inequality to unsustainability, analyzed as a nexus
powered by capitalist processes, allows for a less
dichotomic view of sources and dimensions of
inequality in contemporary capitalism, and for mak-
ing sense of a more and more ubiquitous condition
- in Frasers terms, that of “expropriable-and-
exploitable citizen-workers” (Fraser 2016, 176). This
then leads to a different kind of politics, one in
which class has to be central. Before doing so, I
make a short critical detour through studies in eco-
logical economics and political economy, and review



their version(s) of the inequality/unsustainability
nexus, in order to clarify both their significance
from the point of view of the questions posed in
this article, and my own approach.

Inequality and unsustainability in economics

The relationship between inequality and unsustainabil-
ity is also receiving a lot of attention from ecological
economics quarters. The journal Ecological Economics,
of which Herman Daly was one of the co-founders,
has been at the forefront of the debate.” The origin of
such interest can be dated back to a 1994 article by
James Boyce, entitled “Inequality as a Cause of
Environmental Degradation” which framed the rela-
tion between inequality and unsustainability as a ques-
tion of power relations between “winners” (benefitting
from economic activities that degrade the environ-
ment) and (harmed by environmentally
degrading activities) (Boyce 1994; see also Boyce
2021). Since then, the debate has moved to much
more abstract terms, partly because of the turn to
global carbon emissions as key indicator for unsustain-
ability, rather than the more locally situated environ-
mental problems analyzed by Boyce, and more broadly
because it is addressed from “global community” con-
cerns (Wan et al. 2022), and engages with inequality
and unsustainability as two of the “challenges facing
mankind” (Grunewald et al. 2017), that is to say,
largely from a global governance perspective.

Even though some of the contributors to this
debate refer to the relationship between inequality
and unsustainability as a “nexus,” what they under-
stand by that is merely the empirical correlation
between economic inequality and carbon emissions
taken as two discrete quantities or sets of quantities,
at times supplemented with regressions including
potential “factors” On that basis, this corpus of
studies yields widely diverging and even partly con-
tradictory results,® draws on often ex-post and at
times contradictory interpretive theoretical refer-
ences,” and is marred by considerable methodologi-
cal challenges.!® The initial theoretical focus adopted
by Boyce is lost, as the “global challenges” them-
selves, crucially informed by the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals, are taken as a given,
emerged from the ether. Furthermore, what perhaps
is most significant of these studies is that they
inscribe inequality and unsustainability as two prob-
lems that are likely to be at odds with each other in
the phase of “development” of any given country,
and thus entrench the view that it is social progress
and the reduction of social inequality that cause
increased unsustainability in that phase. This is a
very skewed view, not only because within-country

« 3
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inequality, as well as carbon inequality, is everywhere
on the rise, as shown in the World Inequality
Reports (see e.g., Chancel et al. 2022) but also
because this is based on a fantasized vision of policy
as a space for benevolent mediation between eco-
nomic, social, and environmental “outcomes,” very
much in the tradition of the sustainable development
paradigm.

The inequality-unsustainability nexus has also
been explored by economists outside of ecological
economics Eloi
approach to environmental inequalities studies the

circles. For example, Laurents
differential environmental/carbon impact of differ-
ent groups or countries classed by income and/or
wealth, their differential exposure to environmental
“bads,” and access to environmental “goods”
(Laurent 2011). This has led him to call for policies
to address what he refers to as the
“sustainability-inequality nexus” (Laurent 2021, 43),
and to foster a virtuous “sustainability-justice”
nexus in its stead (Laurent 2021, 32; see also
Agyeman et al. 2002). To cast light on distributions
of environmental exposure and ask questions about
environmental responsibilities seems to me to be a
different endeavor from unraveling a nexus, how-
ever. Inequality is defined in the distributional
approach as the distribution of risks and opportu-
nities, as well as goods and bads, among different
social groups: it is thus meant to call for adjust-
ments and shifts through government policy. This
is also ultimately the case for the studies of the
World Inequality Lab with which I started this arti-
cle, as illustrated for example with Chancel et al’s
(2023, 12) proposed “inequality check matrix” for
climate policies. Such proposals, based on extant
new evidence of the spread and depth of social and
carbon inequalities, are very significant, in view of
the current justice deficit in the implementation of
environmental policies. However, they do not pres-
ent a challenge to current political economic
arrangements. Rather, questions about opportunities
and risks, goods and bads, inclusions and exclu-
sions, take capitalism as a given and therefore only
make sense if one accepts a capitalist framework.

A structural nexus approach, by contrast, looks
into the mechanism of production of dispossessed,
subaltern subjects in the first place (Velicu and Barca
2020). Distribution matters there, too, but rather
than as an outcome, as a dynamic mechanism of
capitalism. As I will develop in the following section,
the distribution of classed, gendered, racialized sta-
tuses, leads to institutionalized and internalized hier-
archies that themselves feed and power capital
accumulation, which further reproduces and expands
unsustainability.'!
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The inequality-unsustainability nexus in
critical theoretical light

Eco-Marxists, materialist feminists, political ecologists,
and critical theorists have cast sharp light on the nexus,
without necessarily naming it as such. In this section, I
propose a synthesis and elaboration of those analyses,
which locate the relation between inequality and unsus-
tainability within a structural understanding of capital-
ist accumulation and can thus take the measure of its
dynamic, self-perpetuating, and self-expanding charac-
ter. Indeed, an analysis of our nexus could simply start
from Marx’s general formula for capital, M-C-M, as
Wainwright and Mann (2018, 100) put it, as it “tells the
story as simply as possible” Class exploitation powers
production, allowing for surplus value to be extracted,
reinvested into further exploitation and extraction of
value, in an endless, polluting, chain. Three crucial the-
oretical developments have nevertheless gone quite a
lot further to illuminate the beginnings of the nexus in
the times of what has been called “liberal” and “impe-
rial” capitalism (Fraser and Jaeggi 2018; Brand and
Wissen 2021), and the self-perpetuating character of
extractive as well as metabolic waste- and emissions-
generating processes, rooted in unequal relations. I am
referring to John Bellamy Foster’s elaboration of Marx’s
conception of the “metabolic rift” (1999), Andreas
Malm’s (2016) exploration and formalization of fossil
capitalism, and Alf Hornborg’s (1998, 2003, 2021) the-
ory of ecologically unequal exchange.

In what follows, I first combine their analyses to
unpack and conceptualize further the distributed fos-
sil/metabolic which  set
inequality-unsustainability nexus at the beginnings of
contemporary capitalism. Second, I review the inten-
sification and expansion of this machine in the period
described by Fressoz and Bonneuil (2017) as the
petrolization of the world, in the middle of the 20th
century. Finally, drawing on recent critical geography,
social anthropology, and political ecology, I turn to
today’s green capitalist regime, whose “green growth
machine(s)” (Gould and Lewis 2016; Sbicca 2019),
which I rename green/metabolic machine, adds to,
and feeds further, the fossil/metabolic one. These
machines are well known: their accumulation mecha-
nisms have been scrutinized by the authors just
referred to, and others in their wake. My point in this
section is to explain how, in pursuing capitalist accu-

machine, in train the

mulation, they have activated, produced, and repro-
duced the inequality-unsustainability nexus.

The fossil/metabolic machine

The story of the capitalist fossil/metabolic machine
can start with Marx’s conception of the “rift” in

what he saw as the metabolic relation between
humans and nature (Marx 1981, 949), a rift that first
arose as a result of the violent expropriation of peo-
ple from the land for the sake of ever larger landed
estates of the English and Scottish gentry (i.e., the
process known as the enclosures and the Highland
clearances). As explained by Foster (1999), expropri-
ation meant the creation of a mass of propertyless
and exploitable urban workers, newly and utterly
dependent on the labor market for their income and
on the market for their food provisioning. This com-
pleted the process of “so-called primitive accumula-
tion” (Marx 1976, 915) at the origin of capitalist
class relations and was then renewed in the 19th
century through appropriation of land for capitalist
agriculture, and its double “robbing” of the worker
and the soil (Marx 1976, 637-638). A nexus thus
developed here between a new form of class oppres-
sion and inequality on one hand and unsustainabil-
ity on the other. As intensive agriculture resulted in
the depletion of the soil and further ecological waste
(Foster et al. 2011, 124) and the agricultural frontier
was thus
expanding this mechanism.

In parallel, another enclosure took place for coal.
This process has been conceptualized by Andreas
Malm (2016, 320) as the “primitive accumulation of
fossil capital” which started the fossil-capitalist
machine. This machine fed on the expropriation of
people from rural areas and their exploitation as

endlessly displaced, reproducing and

workers in ways that had not been possible before
with other sources of energy, in particular water
mills. Fossil energy’s lability as stockable energy, its
temporal and spatial ductility by comparison with
water, were crucial to “free” capitalists from their
dependence on the limited labor pools of the
water-mill colonies, where working-class organiza-
tion and power were shaping up in early 19th cen-
tury Britain. Such abstraction from time and space
constraints (Malm 2016, 307) facilitated the reloca-
tion of factories in urban centers where workers
were totally and utterly at the expense of waged
work. We thus have here a second impetus for the
nexus, whereby the newly expropriated working class
was subsumed under the Industrial Revolution,
through their ever-intensified exploitation by the
self-expanding and carbon-emitting fossil machine.
But the fossil-productive apparatus is voracious
and demands ever more biophysical resources (mate-
rials, energy, land, and labor). Colonial relations had
made another self-perpetuating process possible,
studied by Alf Hornborg, as the power of countries
of the “core” of the world-system commanded
“time-space appropriation” in the regions and coun-
tries of its “colonial periphery” This further expanded



- and expands - the “core’s productive apparatus,
leading to appropriations, resource depletion and
environmental degradation in the ‘periphery”
(Hornborg 1998, 2003, 2021), thus providing a third
impetus to the nexus, this time through extraction
and rather than production, what
Hornborg calls “unequal exchange” Foster et al,
Malm, and Hornborg together paint a comprehen-
sive and compelling picture of the nexus: an
ever-reproduced, ongoing, and expanding fossil/met-

circulation

abolic machine, predicated upon class and colonial
power and inequality and triggering ever more car-
bon emissions as well as ecological waste.
Nevertheless, the articulation between the fossil
and metabolic machines needs further clarification
and elaboration, as the inequalities they work with
differ. Foster et al’s metabolic rift and Malm’s
fossil-capital theories revolve around class domina-
tion, while Hornborg’s conceptualization of unequal
exchange is underpinned by colonial relations
between countries, with labor treated as one of its
objects, alongside others. The two processes are
connected with each other on multiple levels, but
class should really be one crucial such level. The
relation between an expropriated and exploited
working class in the “core” and the expropriation
of populations in the various peripheries, their
subjection as slaves or later as laborers under
degraded statuses, needs to be made more central
to the workings of the fossil/metabolic machine.
Though expropriation conditioned the making of
the working class both in the core and periphery,
it ushered in an initially different condition of
exploitation in the industrial metropoles of the
“core” Thus, Nancy Fraser (2016) proposes to ana-
lyze class formation and inequality not only
through the two exes” of capitalist accumulation
(exploitation and expropriation), but also through
the “status hierarchy” associated with them. As
Fraser puts it in her explanation of Marx (Fraser
and Jaeggi 2018, 30), through
exploitation...is a legally sanctioned form of rip-off

<« .
accumulation

that works through - and is mystified by the labor
contract,” while “accumulation by expropriation...is
an overtly brutal process, with no pretense of equal
exchange”!? The differentiation of statuses, protec-
tions, and rights in the context of colonial rela-
tions evolved under the subsequent regimes of
capitalism but their articulation nevertheless con-
tinues to be constitutive of capitalist dynamics on
a planetary scale.'?

Capitalism thus constitutes an encompassing, but
uneven “institutionalized social order” (Fraser and
Jaeggi 2018), that constantly works through the pro-
duction of status difference and hierarchies. This
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echoes what Silvia Federici saw as a dynamic at the
heart of primitive accumulation, namely the “accu-
mulation of differences and divisions within the
working class” (Federici 2004, 63)."* Going back to
the question of how to connect the different lenses
used by Foster, Malm, and Hornborg, we can now
see more (the
expropriated-then-exploited on one hand, and the
nakedly expropriated on the other) formed a crucial
axis for the operation of a distributed fossil/meta-
bolic machine. These uneven statuses were distrib-
uted across the productive centers of the “core” and
the extractive sites of the “peripheries” (understand-
ing peripheries both within and across national bor-

clearly how unequal statuses

ders), institutionalized as such and articulated with
one another through class and colonial power (and
here again colonial also applies to enclosures and
expropriations within borders, within countries of
the “core”), triggering unsustainability at each point
of operation and overall.

The petrolization of the world

A second crucial turning point in the history of the
nexus was what Fressoz and Bonneuil (2017, 60)
have called the “petrolization of the world,” first
driven by the extension of fossil capital in the United
States through “suburbanization and motorization”
in the period running from the 1930s well into the
1950s. As explained above, this moment has been
much studied and discussed, as it is seen as signal-
ing the subjectivation of the working class toward
mass consumption and individualized modes of liv-
ing, by contrast with struggles that had sought to
halt the extension of subsumption of life under cap-
italism, in particular struggles against the extension
of the working day. Was this, then, the moment of
seduction of the working class into a capitalist way
of life, their enlistment as carriers of “business
as usual’?

Fraser shows how the relative elevation of status
of the exploited white working class in the United
States went alongside the new participation of Black
people in the exploited labor force at the same time
as their continued expropriation as second-class cit-
izens. This period also saw the subsumption of parts
of the populations of ex-colonies into the fossil
machine, while the rest of the population remained
“excluded” from this process, simply and nakedly
enduring expropriation for the sake of “develop-
ment” (Fraser and Jaeggi 2018, 105-106). The white
working class of the “core,” typically in the United
States, cannot be placed fully at the “merely exploited”
end of the axis of statuses, however. In particular,
the embrace of the consumerist way of life by the
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white working class was not a straightforward affair.
As argued by Brand and Wissen (2021) in a reveal-
ing and crucial chapter bearing on “Imperial
Mobility;” such embrace was at the very least sup-
ported and fueled by the very determined and sus-
tained and from
arrangements for everyday life, notably municipal
(e.g., “streetcar”) transport. Simon Gunn tells a sim-
ilar story for the UK (which, he argues, would also
be relevant to other Western countries and Japan):
trams were still the dominant mode of urban trans-
port in the immediate postwar years and into the
1950s, but local authorities (especially Labour) aban-
doned this system of transport, opting to “accommo-
date mass automobility” (Gunn 2013, 236). Gunn
shows that the usual association of motorization
with ideas of middle- and working-class “affluence”
and suburbanization overlook persisting and strong

expropriation  of collective

class and gender hierarchies. Thus in many “older
working-class districts, especially those linked to sta-
ple industries like textiles, heavy engineering, and
mining, cars were slow to reorder everyday life”
(Gunn 2013, 232), which, in a country where trans-
port was reorganized in favor of the “car system,”
with also more than 2,000 miles of passenger rail-
ways closed at the beginning of the 1960s, for exam-
ple, amounted to latent or obvert dispossession.
More generally, Matt Huber (2022, 152) has
shown that the New Deal was a massive and deter-
mined program of demobilization of the working
class through the application of public investment
to the wholesale “privatization of everyday life” A
good illustration is that of a public program
launched in the mid-1930s to salvage the housing
market hit by the Depression, which ushered in an
individual, credit, and thus debt-based, “modern
homeownership society” (Faber 2021, 1070). Black
people were doubly dispossessed as they were denied
the mortgages that became available for the white
working class to move to suburbs (Faber 2021;
Huber 2022, 150-151), and were confined to under-
maintained urban neighborhoods, adding to more
general neglect and state retrenchment from fund-
ing for social reproduction (healthcare, housing,
public infrastructures). Expropriation from collec-
tive arrangements through the mobilization of pub-
lic funds thus again operated unevenly, according to
an axis of inequality that here followed a clear racial
criterion. It did so in ways that spurred the privat-
ization and petrolization of everyday life at one end
of the axis, and undermined social and physical
urban infrastructures at the other end, with com-
pounding effects for today’s climate-disaster events
(Illner 2020). However, it is also important to see
how dispossession and expropriation occurred on

both ends of the axis, albeit in uneven ways. Such
processes of expropriation through the skewed
application and use of public funds and public
action in the sphere of social reproduction were
revived under neoliberal capitalism from the 1980s
onward, and are very much ongoing today, under-
pinning continued further indebtedness, relegation,
and exposure. I return to this below when I address
green capitalism."

The differentiation  of
exploitation-expropriation

statuses on  the

that
fossil-metabolic machine also takes an internal colo-
nial form. Barca and Leonardi (2018) have illustrated
this vividly with the siting of polluting industries in
Southern Italy. The transformation over time of these
sites into sacrifice zones was underpinned by colo-
nial planning, in the name of the “modernizing
ethos,” and by the internalization of “subalternity” by
the local population, arrived to industrial work from
peasant misery (Barca and Leonardi 2018, 492-493).
The differentiation between the working class of
Northern and Southern Italy, this colonial within-class
inequality, separating the expropriated and exploited
subaltern from the exploited with more status, not
only organized and distributed the Italian territory
into would-be modern and “clean” industrial regions

axis powers the

and dirty metabolic backyards, but arguably also in
this way provided the engine for the distributed
machine to continue and expand. Furthermore, Barca
Leonardi  poignantly = show  that the
doubly-dominated condition of the subaltern harbors
dramatic internal contradictions, as, for example,
maintaining one’s job security as a breadwinner may
make one reluctant to defend one’s life environment,

and

undermined by the industrial activities of the employ-
ing company. These contradictions, redoubled by the
sexual division of labor, add to the “hidden injuries
of class” (Sennett and Cobb 1972) and hollow out
any sense of class unity and power. They allowed
simultaneously for the powering of the fossil machine
by male workers and, for a long time, for the relega-
tion of community concerns over local metabolic
extraction and waste and their consequences for chil-
dren’s health. Barca and Leonardi’s study thus encap-
sulates in emblematic fashion how colonial and
gender inequality underpinned the distribution of
operations of allegedly “clean” vs. contaminating pro-
duction, extraction, and waste - as well as the
self-perpetuating character of the fossil/metabolic
machine enabled, precisely, by this distribution.

The green/metabolic machine

This type of uneven territorial distribution has been
taken further now that environmental reproduction



itself has become valorized and associated to the
“sustainability transition” promoted by green, neolib-
eral, capitalism. It matters to unpack the mechanisms
of the nexus in detail here, as they are particularly
paradoxical, with a new, green driver of inequality
triggering unsustainability that ends up canceling out
whatever gains have allegedly taken place through
“cleaner” technologies and lifestyles. This also allows
me to develop the nexus approach a bit more as a
method, that could inform further studies of
inequality-unsustainability nexuses and perhaps also
inform political organization across them.

I draw here on research done by critical geogra-
phers and political scientists on “climate-friendly cit-
ies” (e.g, Rice et al. 2020 on Seattle), whose
sustainability strategies lead their peripheries to
instead bet on a “counter-sustainability fix” (as
shown by Miller and Mdssner 2020 for Freiburg and
Calgary). Under current conditions of the neoliberal
capitalist markets for real estate, elite labor, as well
as higher education, green credentials send a signal
of quality of life to upper-income professionals (as
well as wealthy students), and assurances that their
“symbolic sustainability capital” (McClintock 2018)
will be nurtured and further enhanced. The
climate-friendly city attracts, concentrates, and repro-
duces thus
environmentally-damaging consumption (through a
sheer volume effect), but also carbon-intensive
investment (Chancel et al. 2023).!® The study of
Seattle by Rice and colleagues shows how the carbon
obsession of city authorities, combined with the
workings of urban land markets, brings about this
outcome. As they most cogently sum up, “capitalist

wealth, and carbon-intensive and

land markets presently allocate desirable density in
such a fashion that its ecological benefits are not
realized precisely because of the affluence that makes
living in such places possible” (Rice et al. 2020,
152).77 A consumption perspective on green initia-
tives helps bring out their questionable environmen-
tal sustainability as well as their implications for
social inequality (Rask 2022).

In addition, rising housing prices in these green
hubs lead to the displacement of low-income resi-
dents and their relocation in towns of the wider
region or metropolitan area which have opted for
“counter-sustainability”
exposure to current and future environmental haz-
ards. As ever with the capitalist machine, the redi-
rection of public money toward investments in the

development, heightening

new green urban arrangements, away from equip-
ment and amenities for all (Rice et al. 2020, 160), is
the central operator and engine of the nexus. Such
“parasitic” steering of public funding (Ferreri 2021),
directly and singlehandedly for green accumulation
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purposes, is but a contemporary version of so-called
primitive accumulation.

Thus, the green/metabolic machine too needs to
be analyzed as a self-perpetuating capitalist mecha-
nism: sustainability and counter-sustainability fixes
mutually feed each other, and are powered by an
axis of distribution of class, and often racial, inequal-
ity. Such distribution is doubly and dynamically gen-
erative of unsustainability, as the concentration,
reproduction, and expansion of wealth in green hubs
generates consumption and financial capital invest-
ments with massive associated carbon emissions
(which would arguably be less without the multiplier
effect of the hub); while relegated areas opting for a
“counter-sustainability” fix generate their own car-
degradation.
Finally, the climate-friendly city reaches out further
afield, also to rural hinterlands, as its sustainability

bon emissions and environmental

fix demands provisioning (in renewable energy,
organic, or otherwise sustainable food) and offset-
ting (for energy uses deemed un-decarbonizable)
(Diaz Vidal et al. 2022). In all cases, this is more
land dragged in for servicing the “green” metabolic
reproduction of urban hubs, which in turn spurs
further inequality-unsustainability mechanisms in
the countryside and across national borders. Overall,
the nexus approach casts light not only on the injus-
tices of green (and counter-green so to speak) urban
initiatives, but also on how these injustices generate
absolute growth in carbon emissions and environ-
mental degradation.

Green capitalist nexuses are not just happening
through territorial “fixes,” but also through sectoral
and financialized ones. Critical scholars in studies
of global value chains and networks contribute to
casting light on sectoral nexuses - in particular
through the incorporation of analyses of class rela-
tions, labor regimes, frontiers of accumulation, and
“green upgrading and downgrading” into their work
(e.g., Baglioni et al. 2022; Krishnan et al. 2023). As
is the case for territorial nexus approaches, sectoral
nexus analyses of supply chains would allow schol-
ars to go beyond questions of scope of emissions,
which are only able to capture the linear carbon
reach of firms operations, not their damaging
self-perpetuating dynamics. Furthermore, a whole
stream of studies in social anthropology and politi-
cal ecology has looked into “accumulation by resto-
ration” (e.g., Huff and Brock 2017), contributing in
turn to illuminating the nexus taking place through
green finance. I cannot develop an analysis of these
further forms of the green nexus here but fully clar-
ifying and specifying their operations is a necessary
task for addressing the inequality-unsustainability
dynamics produced by the green/metabolic machine.
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Finally, the provisioning and servicing of green
amenities and commodities for the eco-professional,
eco-managerial, and eco-capitalist class relies on the
expansion of a class of “expropriable-and-exploitable
citizen-workers” (Fraser 2016, 176), working in green
hubs but likely to live in the cities of the
“counter-sustainability fix” and other “peripheries”
Nancy Fraser has drawn attention to the diffusion
and increasing prevalence of this figure in contem-
porary capitalism more generally. As we saw under
previous regimes of capitalism, there never was a
neat distinction between the “exploited” of core
industries and the dispossessed or expropriated of
the peripheries: rather the working class as a whole
is the expropriated class, structurally so (Barca 2020,
42; Huber 2022, 188). Nonetheless, Fraser’s phrase
conveys the contemporary simultaneity of the two
conditions, for the vast majority of workers, and
across all regions of the world, as labor-market
exploitation becomes generalized at the same time as
expropriation, due to the extension of commodifica-
tion to social and ecological reproduction labor, and
to the workings of capitalist urban and rural land
markets. The generalization of this figure suggests
both an extension and a deepening of the contradic-
tions experienced by the working class (Barca and
Leonardi 2018). It is these contradictions, and the
axis of inequality that generates them, that very
much uphold and feed the inequality-unsustainability
nexus, in both its green/metabolic and fossil/meta-
bolic versions.

Overall in this section I have sought to argue
about the need to conceive of environmental unsus-
tainability as being always enmeshed in a nexus
with social inequality, understood as class inequality
compounded by race and gender, and I have gone
some way toward theorizing such a nexus. I have
proposed an analysis of the production of inequality
through three tightly intertwined processes of
exploitation, expropriation from means and condi-
tions of existence, and differentiation of statuses. I
have shown how this three-pronged inequality is
itself a generator of unsustainability, as the uneven
distribution of the operations of the fossil/metabolic
and green/metabolic machines alongside the inequal-
ity axis generates, upholds, and multiplies unsus-
tainability. I have also started operationalizing the
nexus lens, showing more concretely what it affords,
on top of this general level of theorization, for a
more fine-grained analysis of mechanisms of gener-
ation of unsustainability. I illustrated the mecha-
nisms of a “green” territorial nexus, but such
analyses would also be required for sectoral nexuses
as well as for nexuses involving the financial sphere.
Analyses of sectoral nexuses are particularly needed

in sectors corresponding to basic means of existence
- food, housing, energy, transport.!® Such studies
would lead to emphasizing a type of materialist
relations and dynamics for understanding the ongo-
ing and escalating generation of unsustainability
that centers inequality — in my view a much-needed
social scientific task.'” But the most pressing task
today is perhaps above all to gain clarity for dis-
cerning meaningful environmental political paths
and alliances, and possibly also to help articulating
them, bearing in mind, of course, the gap between
a theorization of inequalities and an expanded con-
ception of the working class, on one hand, and
mobilization for a politics of equality and sustain-
ability supported by and joined by such a working
class on the other hand.

Sufficiency or equality? Drawing the lessons
of a nexus analysis

The title for this last section of the article, which
seeks to address some of the political questions
raised by the above analysis, is of course not meant
to stage an opposition between relations to nature
and its “boundaries,” and social relations, which
would be an absurd and abstract question, but rather
to oppose two political framings of relations with
the natural world and social relations, as well as two
different approaches to political strategy.

Kohei Saitos (2022, 237) notion of “degrowth
communism” opposition as a
non-topic, and seems to offer a politics that embraces
both framings as non-antagonistic — indeed the sen-
sation caused by his book arguably comes from such

considers such

bridging of the tensions between an equalitarian and
a degrowth horizon. But two very distinct proposals
are perhaps conflated here. The penultimate chapter
of Marx in The Anthropocene lays out “five reasons
that communism increases the chances of repairing
the metabolic rift” created by capitalism®® - which
seems to offor a route out of the
studied
through a communist, in the sense of fully equalitar-
ian and democratic, reorganization of society. In
such a society, “associated producers” decide how to
provision for their “communal needs and communal
purposes” (Marx 1973, 171, quoted in Saito 2022,
241). Such communal, equalitarian character of
social life determines provisioning in a necessarily
totally different way from a system based on inequal-

inequality-unsustainability = nexus above

ity and capital accumulation, arguably allowing for
ongoing ecological replenishment.
Suggesting, as Engels did, that a socially and politi-
cally equal society could very well seek to expand its

social and

production indefinitely, is based on a model of an



infinitely desiring individual that only exists for the
fantasized abstraction of homo oeconomicus. Kindling
desires is no small task within capitalism, and the
experience of inequality as scarcity described by
Gorgios Kallis is a key mechanism for it. Yet Saito
(2022, 237) himself seems to rally Engel’s vision,
though of course not sharing the latter’s enthusiasm,
but rather warily noting that “while the earth has
biophysical constraints, social demands are poten-
tially limitless” Such “potential limitlessness” of
social demands appears a very abstract consider-
ation, detached from the form of society shaping
relations and demands. Nevertheless, it is this model
that Saito (2022, 242) paradoxically seems to espouse
when he suggests that degrowth is a condition for a
renewed communist project (“Taking into account
these five transformations that Marx demanded as
conditions of socialism, one may wonder how they
could be achieved without degrowth” - my empha-
sis).2! If, conversely, one starts from the view that
social organization shapes demands and desires, then
the fight for political and social equality becomes
the horizon, against which other projects, the lasting
habitability of the planet, care for all its inhabitants,
in short, the social and ecological reproduction
called for by Marxist feminists and ecofeminists, as
well as segments of eco-socialism and degrowthers
alike, can be deployed.

Here it is worth returning briefly to an interest-
ing piece by André Gorz, “Political Ecology:
Expertocracy versus Self-Limitation,” published in
the New Left Review in 1993 (and previously in
Actuel Marx in 1992). Gorz’s ideas of sufficiency
and self-limitation were key sources of inspiration
for Brand et al’s 2021 manifesto, and the reasoning
encapsulated there very much resonates with that of
the sufficiency movement today. Interestingly, Gorz
first grounded the notions of sufficiency and
self-limitation in Marx’s idea of communist society,
in which “socialized man, the associated producers,
govern the human metabolism with nature in a
rational way” (Capital volume 3, quoted in Gorz
1993, 60), where “rational” management implies
“the upkeep of the ecosystem, combined with the
development of means of production capable of
being mastered by the associated producers, who
would manage themselves instead of being domi-
nated by industry’s gigantism and complexity” (Gorz
1993, 61). Sufficiency, which Gorz defined as the
norm where satisfaction meets effort, thus arises in
the context of a radically democratic and equal
society.”> However, the systematic dispossession of
workers from their means of production (and even-
tually from their “living environment”) at the core
of capitalism has triumphed in his view over both
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this political possibility, and the more traditionalist
brakes on work and accumulation. Nevertheless,
Gorz (1993, 65) proposed that, in today’s “complex
industrial societies,”
political project as such, to collectively define and
aim for “sufficiency;” which itself would be transfor-
mative for social relations, in other words toward
“more autonomy and more existential security... for
everyone.” Such a project, he surmised, was attract-
ing more and more class segments, including in the
governmental Such
cross-class adhesion to the desire of contributing to
protecting and repairing the health of the planet
may be taking shape today, notably across Europe
and the UK, and Brand and colleagues (2021, 281)
associate this to a form of emancipation as well -
“freedom rooted in taking responsibility for the
social (and environmental) impacts of actions on

self-limitation” could become a

and  managerial  classes.

others” In a move of high significance for today’s
degrowth movement, Gorz, in this little text, staged
a possible coalition around collective self-limitation
as a source of emancipation of each and every one,
substituting it to Marx’s idea of rational social and
metabolic planning, which could only materialize
once communism had been fought for against the
capitalist ruling classes. No class conflict is needed
anymore: rather what obtains is a “conflict without
an enemy” (Arsel 2023, 89), through a new reflex-
ivity and “transformative self-struggle” extended to
a whole society.

Self-limitation stages a
cross-class political body, disposed to discuss a soci-
etal and governance pact according to conceptions
of collective excess and restraint, and for which
questions of responsibility, justice, and repair are
framed along such parameters, for example leading
to the “deprivileging” of some (Sommer and Welzer
2017, quoted in Brand and Wissen 2021, 189) and
the reshuffling of “winners” and “losers” But while
the degrowth agenda is certainly spreading, and to
some extent becoming a mainstream “conversation,’
this is taking place against the fallout of the “Fordist
compromise,” in a context, therefore, in which the
notion of “responsibility” can only be divisive. The
formation of new alliances toward the new respon-
sible and just planning and administration of bud-
gets, caps, taxes, and consumption and production
corridors (Schmelzer and Hofferberth 2023; Fuchs
et al. 2021; Béarnthaler and Gough 2023) is likely to
be trapped in the divides which have multiplied and
grown in that context, between urban and rural,
metropolis and periphery, consumers and producers,
and, to top it all, between, on one hand, ecologists,
vegans, and others suspected of belonging to
left-wing “elites” and, on the other hand, workers

unified majority, a
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seeking to maintain a livelihood. Questions of
responsibility and justice are likely to fall prey to an
endless ballgame between polarized factions seem-
ingly identifying with/identified through their life-
style, which unfortunately suits the “class war”
waged from above very well.

A lot of clarification is fortunately taking place
regarding class positions, interests, and conflicts in
view of environmental politics. Recent work, for
example, by Stefania Barca, Matt Huber, and Murat
Arsel, has been pointing to different ways in which
class has to be placed at the heart of environmental
politics: this, in my view, is much more promising
work, looking the inequality/unsustainability nexus
in the face. Indeed, Markus Wissen, in a piece for
the Luxemburg Zeitschrift cowritten with Bernd
Roéttger in 2017, and entitled, precisely, “Ecological
Class Politics,” had put forward the need to politi-
cize inequalities. An analysis of class interests and
pierces through the
above-mentioned divides, showing them to be arti-
facts of the “growth compromise” gone awry, and

positions on such basis

that keep it alive. Precisely delineating, understand-
ing, and articulating class situations and interests,
by contrast, serves to highlight the real, profound
class antagonisms, compounded by racial and gen-
der hierarchies, that the capitalist machines feed on
and entrench further; and the divided, split charac-
ter of communities and workers themselves under
capitalism, as Barca and Leonardis study vividly
illustrates. Starting from the stern diagnosis of
these splits at the very least shows what needs to
be “worked through” for meaningful political con-
struction, and to clarify the decisions at hand
(which side to join in socio-ecological struggles
against the capitalist logic). Putting class at the
heart of the analysis also obtains for peasant and
Indigenous struggles, including in the global South.
Indigenous communities are too often addressed
from, precisely, a “community” perspective that
obscures how class is at play there, too, in their
confrontation with capitalist logics (Arsel 2023, 86).
Recent work on the Plantacionocene has led to
calls for a renewed approach to agrarian struggles,
that embeds them in broader anti-capitalist strug-
gles and, conversely, also grounds the latter in the
former (Borras and Franco 2023). Acknowledging
the weakness of farmworker, peasant, and
smallholder-class positions and devising the politi-
cal work to do from there seems preferable to a
potentially reifying construction of Indigenous peo-
ple as unsplit subjects of ecological transformation,
on the “margins” of capitalism (see also the first
section above).

The most promising movements today indeed
place class at the center of their struggles for liveli-
hood and for a livable planet: amid the chaos of cur-
rent farmer protests all over Europe (January-February
2024), relayed and amplified by a venomous and fas-
cistic right, unions of peasants, farmworkers, and
some farmer unions, many of which belong to the
international umbrella organization Via Campesina,
present in the global North and the global South,
have put the redevelopment of the peasantry in
European societies at the heart of their demands. This
goes together with calls for proper livelihoods and
policy/infrastructural support, including guaranteed
minimum prices, market regulations, environmental
and social brakes on free-trade agreements, and sup-
port for agroecological methods. This means asking
for more fully supported environmental regulation,
not less of it.* Joint struggles with larger agro-industrial
farmers have thus only been a small and short-lived
part of the story. In France, the Confederation
Paysanne has clearly designated the leadership of the
majority union as belonging to the exploitative
agro-industrial class.** This rift is longstanding and
had been shown with particular clarity in the previ-
ous struggle, against the mega-bassines (water reser-
voirs enclosing scarce water resources mainly for the
sake of industrial agriculture).?®

In the UK, similar, though less publicized protest,
took place in October 2022, with “farm workers and
environmental activists march[ing] through central
London” together, to demand “a ‘right to food’ to be
put into UK law, more Government support schemes
for young people and marginalized groups to enter
farming, and a bigger budget for agricultural support
schemes with Environmental Land Management sub-
sidy schemes”?® In a highly significant and welcome
interview for the Journal of Peasant Studies, Morgan
Ody, general coordinator of La Via Campesina
International
Confederation Paysanne), pointed out the need to
restate the debate in class terms.

(and a long-standing militant of

We should make sure that the political framework
changes because that's where we have a big, big prob-
lem. We've not been spending enough time on this
even at the level of farmers organizations. Weve
been spending a lot of time on being perfect, and
we've been building small niches of organic farming
and selling directly; or worrying that my farm is not
perfectly sustainable...We don’t care! Thats not the
problem. The problem is that there are still 50 billion
Euro every year given to the big industrial farming
system. That's what we should change and what we
should struggle for (Ody and Shattuck 2023, 552).

With energy and food giants parading as protec-
tors of energy and food security, or even, as we have



seen, of sufficiency, such struggles instate a sense of
the “two,” that is to say a sense of antagonism as an
essential condition for clearer political direction.

Such political and politicizing “splitting into two”
(see Hutteau and Marano 2023, in an implicit allu-
sion to Alain Badiou) certainly is very situated -
depending on class interests and on the strategies of
social and ecological movements in each situation.
However, it is always underpinned by a will to put
“social limits” to capital accumulation (De Angelis
2001, 18). Indeed Karl Polanyi ([1944] 1957), who is
often invoked in pleas for self-limitation (e.g., Brand
et al. 2021, 281), was actually talking about social
regulation and putting limits to the “market system,”
not about “society’s” self-limitation. It is such limits
that can put a halt to inequality-unsustainability
nexuses and the capitalist machines that power it.

Overall, then, there is a real risk that the suffi-
ciency approach may be caught into moralizing,
rather than politicizing, inequality. Unpaired from a
structural analysis of inequality, it frames a struggle
of sufficiency and sobriety against affluence and fails
to sufficiently take the measure of the dynamics of
class domination underpinning the alleged societal
endorsement of affluence. Reordering production
and consumption in more equal and sustainable
ways is no doubt urgently required; however, in spite
of sufficiency, degrowth and post-growth scholars
and activists’ interest in reclaiming the public, the
collective, and the commons for such reordering, the
framework for this is a “space of moral and political
deliberation in the face of the ecological crisis”
(Brand et al. 2021, 274), that arguably places the
debate on the level of the hegemonic compact,
instead of targeting its underpinning structure.
Finally, the sufficiency movement hails the practi-
tioners of current “alternative” practices as the virtu-
ous potential subjects of an (as of yet abstract)
transformation process toward such sufficiency poli-
tics, which does not recognize the pervasiveness of
capitalism and the contradictions in livelihoods
experienced by all communities.

By contrast, emphasizing the primacy of equality
calls on environmentalists to join social struggles
against precariousness and exploitation, for reclaim-
ing means and conditions of existence as shared
common, and building alliances across labor sta-
tuses, across production and reproduction workers,
and among the expropriated, the exploited, and the
very extended and diverse “class of expropriable-
and-exploitable citizen-workers” (Fraser 2016, 176).
Such struggles largely overlap with demands from
the sufficiency movement, especially regarding the
reclaiming and restructuring of provisioning for
means of existence (land, housing, food, mobility,
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and energy in particular). The structural and stra-
tegic prioritization of equality, however, would lead
to gathering political momentum while already put-
ting brakes on accumulation, and would thus create
a political process conducive to the systematic
questioning, reimagining, and reorganizing of life
in common and the habitability on the planet. To
be sure such an equalitarian horizon appears very
pale and distant in the present conjuncture of dis-
orientation, but as I have argued, it is also not
completely ethereal either. Marx’s famous note of
caution from The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte
(“Men make their own history, but they do not
make it as they please; they do not make it under
self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances
existing already, given and transmitted from the
past”) obtains more than ever, reminding us that
change not only requires delineating such horizon
as a possibility contained in current struggles, but
that it demands strenuous, determined, and per-
sistent political work to keep and deploy the egali-
tarian axiom.

Notes

1. The term comes from Suffizienz in German. It is
often attributed to Wolfgang Sachs (1993) yet can
also be traced back to André Gorzs 1992 essay on
“the sufficient” and “self-limitation” as a political
project (Gorz 1993) (today the more frequent equiv-
alent in French is sobriété — sobriedad in Spanish).

2. See https://www.veolia.com/en/our-media/news/estelle-
brachlianoft-sufficiency-true-path-desirable-ecological-
transformation.

3. Their own article is written on a programmatic and
highly general level. It provides a rationale for such
an approach, linking various scales, but does not
enter into the analysis of inequality as “driver” of
unsustainability (except to suggest that inequality
and the injustice that goes with it “weaken (or pre-
empt) effective social interrogation of the scope and
scale of production-consumptions systems”).

4. I use the term machine here not in Alf Hornborg’s
specific sense but in a broader way, to refer to cap-
italist mechanisms and operations of extraction,
production, distribution, and consumption as they
are deployed through the fossil technology, or, by
contrast, in the green transition. In both cases met-
abolic flows are also required for the functioning of
the machine.

5. Veblen’s theory of conspicuous consumption and
emulation is often simplified (and referred to as the
“Veblen effect” by economists). He viewed this dy-
namic as a structural feature of modern capitalism
- as a structure of desire, associated with capitalist
exploitation (Cassano 2009). Thus, while the desire
of the propertyless and working classes to emulate
the excess of the propertied classes to uphold their
own status and standard of “decency” (Veblen [1899]
1994, 103) binds each and every one to hegemonic


https://www.veolia.com/en/our-media/news/estelle-brachlianoff-sufficiency-true-path-desirable-ecological-transformation.
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growth and sustains such hegemony, it is first an-
chored in the capitalist class structure. This is ob-
scured in analyses of the inequality/unsustainability
relation relating inequality to affluence only.
Interestingly, Ingolfur Blithdorn (2022) has criti-
cized the article I am referring to here for opposite
reasons, arguing that the authors’ traditional con-
ceptions of emancipation are in the way of the gov-
ernance of sufficiency. Yet Ulrich Brand and Markus
Wissens book, which informs the article by Brand
et al. (2021), does criticize such conceptions in its
analysis of the Fordist compromise I have just dis-
cussed here.

The Journal of Cleaner Production has also published
much on this issue.

As summarized by Chancel in 2020, “of forty-two
recent empirical studies on the relation between in-
equalities and environmental quality, fifteen show
that inequalities harm the quality of the environ-
ment, nine show the opposite, seven arrive at results
that depend on the level of income...and eleven
find no statistical relationship between these two di-
mensions” (Chancel 2020, 34). More studies have
been added since then, and they are as divided.
For example, interpretations of correlations of op-
posed sign for poorer and richer countries draw on
marginal economic behavior for the former and po-
litical economy approaches for the latter, despite
opposed ontologies and modeling of the wealthy’s
influence (e.g., Grunewald et al. 2017). Additionally,
Berthe and Elie (2015, 199) contend based on their
review of 14 econometric studies in this field that
the “theoretical pathways” provided to formalize the
transmission mechanisms translating inequality into
unsustainability are often not sufficiently reflected
into the methodologies adopted, thus preventing
their empirical assessment.

Most studies address inequality as income inequality
only, and choose the Gini coefficient for this, which
is poor for capturing changes in the composition of
income distribution, a key issue today given the car-
bon significance of the “1%” (Alvaredo et al. 2018).
Per capita emissions are not always adjusted for
trade (this requires an input-output analysis), and
emissions related to “investment” are not often con-
sidered. Given the global character of carbon/
greenhouse-gas emissions, and the significant degree
of offshoring by high-income countries as well as
the international reach of investment, these are con-
siderable limitations even from these studies’ own
perspective.

Anke Schaffartzik and colleagues have developed
a distributional approach to metabolic inequality
that is more dynamic than the studies on carbon
and environmental inequalities referred to above,
as it draws on and links up with unequal ex-
change approaches (discussed below in the arti-
cle). See, for example Schaffartzik and Krausmann
(2021).

The analysis of capitalism along two ongoing dy-
namics of accumulation - not only exploitation but
also “expropriation,” also called “dispossession,” is
based on an extremely productive reinterpretation of
Marx’s account of “so-called primitive accumulation,”

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

which started in the 1990s with the work of the
Midnight Collective, and was also pursued by
Marxist geographer David Harvey (through the no-
tion of accumulation by dispossession, which in-
spired countless further developments). Nancy
Fraser’s version of the exes of accumulation is thus
one among many, but I find her theorization of the
corresponding axis of class statuses very illuminating
for my purpose here.

Following Jason Moore, Fraser refers to the “cheap
provisioning of the center” without which exploita-
tion would not have been profitable. Fraser’s ap-
proach to the exploitation/expropriation nexus nev-
ertheless points to the importance of the difference
between statuses for the extraction of surplus value,
rather than to cheapness as such, which I see as
more consistent with her critical theoretical ap-
proach.

The division of the people through differentiation of
statuses is of course a more general and fundamen-
tal feature of any system of domination, capitalist or
otherwise.

It is instructive to read John Bellamy Foster’s analy-
sis of the “Fetish of Fordism,” which tears the very
concept of a Fordist compromise to pieces. I learned
about the piece through Huber’s book (Foster 1988).
Rice et al’s study highlights the effects of the
wealthy’s consumption for this canceling out effect,
but Chancel et al’s recent work has demonstrated
the importance of taking into account financial in-
vestments from the wealthy’s savings as well.

The benefits referred to here are from the point of
view of city authorities and their carbon targets. The
question must be looked at also on a more global
level, as I seek to do below.

Such prioritization also applies to the analysis of fi-
nance nexuses (offset schemes for example directly
impact land uses and land prices with direct and
indirect effects on provisioning of food and housing
conditions).

Anke Schaffartziks and her colleagues’ work, referred
to above, analyses how transnational material flows
depend on and further contribute to “metabolic in-
equalities” between countries (see e.g., Schaffartzik
and Krausmann 2021). By relying on input-output
accounts for a variety of material flows, the authors
provide a precise overview of these inequalities and
their persistence/change over time. Such an approach
could also be used to show how distributions of ex-
traction and consumption not only perpetuate meta-
bolic inequality but dynamically contribute to the
overall increase in global unsustainability. However,
as far as I know, they do not/cannot address in-
equalities within countries, and they do not consider
the class axis of unequal statuses as key operator for
the production and reproduction of these flows and
material/metabolic inequalities.

Saitos full sentence is “There are at least five rea-
sons that communism increases the chances of re-
pairing the metabolic rift compared with capitalist
production,” which sounds an odd comparison - is
there any possibility at all that capitalist production
could proceed to such repair? It is an ontological
impossibility!



21.  Saito further argues, as many before him, that
growth can take place in a socialist system and is
equally problematic as in a capitalist system. This is
fine except such a socialist system of State accumu-
lation has nothing to do with the equal and demo-
cratic association of producers in communism. The
massive expansion of industrial production under
Stalin, for example, is not evidence of the risk that
a more socially equal society might be as polluting
as a less equal one. The Stalinist regime reintro-
duced income differentiation, competition among
workers, and the possibility of status consumption
(Gronow 2004).

22.  Gorzs definition of sufficiency in the context of
Marx’s society of associated producers is surprising-
ly quantitative — comparing need satisfaction and
effort expenditure. He also refers to the reluctance
to work for the sake of ever more gain, in
pre-capitalist “traditionalist” societies, drawing on
Max Weber’s and Karl Polanyi’s well-known analy-
ses, though the meaning attached to work in these
societies and the kind of rational collective manage-
ment referred to in Capital are radically different.

23. See  https://www.greatitalianfoodtrade.it/en/ideas/
confederation-paysanne-and-free-farmers-the-
reasons-for-the-protest.

24. See  https://www.greatitalianfoodtrade.it/en/ideas/
confederation-paysanne-and-free-farmers-the-
reasons-for-the-protest.

25. For an illuminating analysis, see Hutteau and
Marano (2023).

26.  See https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/
news/london-pembrokeshire-farm-government-buc
kingham-palace-b2203517.html.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

References

Agyeman, J., R. Bullard, and B. Evans. 2002. “Exploring the
Nexus: Bringing Together Sustainability, Environmental
Justice and Equity” Space and Polity 6 (1): 1-18.
doi:10.1080/13562570220137907.

Alvaredo, A., L. Chancel, T. Piketty, E. Saez, and G.
Zucman, 2018. World Inequality Report 2018. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.

Arsel, M. 2023. “Climate Change and Class Conflict in the
Anthropocene: Sink or Swim Together?” The Journal of
Peasant Studies 50 (1): 67-95. d0i:10.1080/03066150.202
2.2113390.

Baglioni, E., L. Campling, A. Mezzadri, S. Miyamura,
J. Pattenden, and B. Selwyn. 2022. “Exploitation
and Labour Regimes: Production, Circulation, Social
Reproduction, Ecology” In Labour Regimes and Global
Production, edited by E. Baglioni, L. Campling, N.
Coe, and A. Smith, 83-99. Newcastle upon Tyne:

Agenda.
Barca, S. 2020. Forces of Reproduction: Notes for a Counter-
Hegemonic ~ Anthropocene. ~ Cambridge: =~ Cambridge

University Press. doi:10.1017/9781108878371.

SUSTAINABILITY: SCIENCE, PRACTICE AND POLICY 15

Barca, S., and E. Leonardi. 2018. “Working-Class Ecology
and Union Politics: A  Conceptual Topology”
Globalizations 15 (4): 487-503. doi:10.1080/14747731.20
18.1454672.

Barnthaler, R.,, and I. Gough. 2023. “Provisioning for
Sufficiency:  Envisaging  Production  Corridors”
Sustainability: Science, Practice and Policy 19 (1):
2218690. doi:10.1080/15487733.2023.2218690.

Berthe, A., and L. Elie. 2015. “Mechanisms Explaining the
Impact of Economic Inequality on Environmental
Deterioration.” Ecological Economics 116: 191-200. doi:
10.1016/j.ecolecon.2015.04.026.

Bliihdorn, I. 2022. “Planetary Boundaries, Societal
Boundaries, and Collective Self-Limitation: Moving
Beyond the Post-Marxist Comfort Zone.” Sustainability:
Science, Practice and Policy 18 (1): 576-589. doi:10.108
0/15487733.2022.2099124.

Borras, S., and J. Franco. 2023. “Plantationocene and
Contemporary Agrarian Struggles” Annals of the
American Association of Geographers 1-6. doi:10.1080/2
4694452.2023.2224855.

Boyce, J. 1994. “Inequality as a Cause of Environmental
Degradation” Ecological Economics 11 (3): 169-178.
doi:10.1016/0921-8009(94)90198-8.

Boyce, J. 2021. “Political Economy of the Environment: A
Look Back and Ahead” The Routledge Handbook of the
Political Economy of the Environment, edited by E.
Laurent and K. Zwickl, 13-26. London: Routledge.

Brand, U, and M. Wissen. 2021. The Imperial Mode of
Living: Everyday Life and the Ecological Crisis of
Capitalism. London: Verso.

Brand, U, B. Muraca, E. Pineault, M. Sahakian, A.
Schaffartzik, A. Novy, ... C. Gorg. 2021. “From Planetary
to Societal Boundaries: An Argument for Collectively
Defined Self-Limitation.” Sustainability: Science, Practice
and Policy 17 (1): 264-291. doi:10.1080/15487733.2021.
1940754.

Callmer, A., and K. Bradley. 2021. “In Search of Sufficiency
Politics: The Case of Sweden” Sustainability: Science,
Practice and Policy 17 (1): 194-208. doi:10.1080/154877
33.2021.1926684.

Cassano, G. 2009. “Symbolic Exploitation and the Social
Dialectic of Desire” Critical Sociology 35 (3): 379-393.
doi:10.1177/0896920508101504.

Chancel, L. 2020. Unsustainable Inequalities. Translated by
Malcolm DeBevoise. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press.
Chancel, L., T. Piketty, E. Saez, G. Zucman, et al. 2022.
“World Inequality Report 2022 Paris: World Inequality

Lab. https://wir2022.wid.world.

Chancel, L., P. Bothe, and T. Voituriez. 2023. “Climate
Inequality Report 2023 Paris: World Inequality Lab.
https://wid.world/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/
CBV2023-ClimateInequalityReport-2.pdf.

De Angelis, M. 2001. “Marx and Primitive Accumulation:
The Continuous Character of Capital’s ‘Enclosures”” The
Commoner 2 (1): 1-22. https://thecommoner.org/
wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Marx-and-primitive-
accumulation-deAngelis.pdf.

Diaz Vidal, A., C. Freudenberg, and I. Darmon. 2022.
“The Unequal University Will Never be ‘Sustainable.”
Undisciplined Environments, February 15w. https://
undisciplinedenvironments.org/2022/02/15/the-unequa
l-university-will-never-be-sustainable/


https://www.greatitalianfoodtrade.it/en/ideas/confederation-paysanne-and-free-farmers-the-reasons-for-the-protest
https://www.greatitalianfoodtrade.it/en/ideas/confederation-paysanne-and-free-farmers-the-reasons-for-the-protest
https://www.greatitalianfoodtrade.it/en/ideas/confederation-paysanne-and-free-farmers-the-reasons-for-the-protest
https://www.greatitalianfoodtrade.it/en/ideas/confederation-paysanne-and-free-farmers-the-reasons-for-the-protest
https://www.greatitalianfoodtrade.it/en/ideas/confederation-paysanne-and-free-farmers-the-reasons-for-the-protest
https://www.greatitalianfoodtrade.it/en/ideas/confederation-paysanne-and-free-farmers-the-reasons-for-the-protest
https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/london-
https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/london-
http://rokeshire-farm-government-buckingham-palace-
http://rokeshire-farm-government-buckingham-palace-
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562570220137907
https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2022.2113390
https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2022.2113390
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108878371
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2018.1454672
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2018.1454672
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2023.2218690
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2015.04.026
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2022.2099124
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2022.2099124
https://doi.org/10.1080/24694452.2023.2224855
https://doi.org/10.1080/24694452.2023.2224855
https://doi.org/10.1016/0921-8009(94)90198-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2021.1940754
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2021.1940754
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2021.1926684
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2021.1926684
https://doi.org/10.1177/0896920508101504
https://wir2022.wid.world/
https://wid.world/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/CBV2023-ClimateInequalityReport-2.pdf
https://wid.world/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/CBV2023-ClimateInequalityReport-2.pdf
https://thecommoner.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Marx-and-primitive-accumulation-deAngelis.pdf
https://thecommoner.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Marx-and-primitive-accumulation-deAngelis.pdf
https://thecommoner.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Marx-and-primitive-accumulation-deAngelis.pdf
https://undisciplinedenvironments.org/2022/02/15/the-unequal-university-will-never-be-sustainable/
https://undisciplinedenvironments.org/2022/02/15/the-unequal-university-will-never-be-sustainable/
https://undisciplinedenvironments.org/2022/02/15/the-unequal-university-will-never-be-sustainable/

16 I. DARMON

Dunlap, A. 2018. “Counterinsurgency for Wind Energy:
The Bii Hioxo Wind Park in Juchitan, Mexico.” The
Journal —of Peasant Studies 45 (3): 630-652.
10.1080/03066150.2016.1259221.

Faber, J. 2021. “Contemporary Echoes of Segregationist Policy:
Spatial Marking and the Persistence of Inequality” Urban
Studies 58 (5): 1067-1086. doi:10.1177/0042098020947341.

Fanning, A., D. O'Neill, ]. Hickel, and N. Roux. 2021.
“The Social Shortfall and Ecological Overshoot of
Nations.” Nature Sustainability 5 (1): 26-36. doi:10.1038/
$41893-021-00799-z.

Federici, S. 2004. Caliban and the Witch. New York:
Autonomedia.

Ferreri, M. 2021. “Demunicipalisation, Unaccountability
by Design and Housing Safety from Below.” Dialogues
in Human Geography 11 (2): 332-335. doi:10.1177/204
3820620986404.

Foster, J. 1988. “The Fetish of Fordism. Monthly Review
39 (10): 14-33. doi:10.14452/MR-039-10-1988-03_2.
Foster, J. 1999. “Marx’s Theory of Metabolic Rift: Classical
Foundations for Environmental Sociology” American
Journal of Sociology 105 (2): 366-405. doi:10.1086/210315.

Foster, J., B. Clark, and R. York. 2011. The Ecological Rift:
Capitalisms War on the Earth. New York: Monthly
Review Press.

Foster, J., and B. Clark. 2020. The Robbery of Nature:
Capitalism and the Ecological Rift. New York: Monthly
Review Press.

Fraser, N. 2016. “Expropriation and Exploitation in
Racialized Capitalism: A Reply to Michael Dawson.”
Critical Historical Studies 3 (1): 163-178. 10.1086/685814.

Fraser, N., and R. Jaeggi. 2018. Capitalism: A Conversation
in Critical Theory. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Fressoz, J., and C. Bonneuil. 2017. “Growth Unlimited” In
History of the Future of Economic Growth: Historical
Roots of Current Debates on Sustainable Degrowth, edit-
ed by I. Borowy and M. Schmelzer, 52-68. London:
Routledge.

Fuchs, D., M. Sahakian, T. Gumbert, A. Di Giulio, M.
Maniates, S. Lorek, and A. Graf. 2021. Consumption
Corridors: Living a Good Life within Sustainable Limits.
London: Routledge.

Gorz, A. 1992. “T¥cologie Politique Entre Expertocratie et
Autolimitation (Political Ecology Between Expertocracy
and Self-limitation).” Actuel Marx 12 (2): 15-29. doi:10.3917/
amx.012.0015.

Gorz, A. 1993. “Political Ecology: Expertocracy versus
Self-Limitation” New Left Review 1 (202): 55-67.
https://newleftreview.org/isues/i202/articles/andre-gor
z-political-ecology-expertocracy-versus-self-limitation.
pd.

Gough, 1. 2017. Heat, Greed and Human Need: Climate
Change,  Capitalism  and  Sustainable ~ Wellbeing.
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Gough, I 2020. “Defining Floors and Ceilings: The
Contribution of Human Needs Theory” Sustainability:
Science, Practice and Policy 16 (1): 208-219. doi:10.108
0/15487733.2020.1814033.

Gough, I. 2023. “Sufficiency as a Value Standard: From
Preferences to Needs” Ethics, Policy ¢ Environment 1-
22. doi:10.1080/21550085.2023.2269055.

Gould, K., and T. Lewis. 2016. “Green Gentrification and
Hurricane Sandy: The Resilience of the Green Growth
Machine around Brooklyns Gowanus Canal” In Taking

Chances: The Coast After Hurricane Sandy, edited by K.
O’Neill and D. Van Abs, 145-163. New Brunswick, NJ:
Rutgers University Press.

Grunewald, N., S. Klasen, I. Martinez-Zarzoso, and C.
Muris. 2017. “The Trade-off Between Income Inequality
and Carbon Dioxide Emissions” Ecological Economics
142: 249-256. doi:10.1016/j.ecolecon.2017.06.034.

Gunn, S. 2013. “People and the Car: The Expansion of
Automobility in Urban Britain, c. 1955-702 Social History
38 (2): 220-237. doi:10.1080/03071022.2013.790139.

Hayden, A. 2019. “Sufficiency” In Routledge Handbook of
Global  Sustainability ~ Governance, edited by A.
Kalfagianni, D. Fuchs, and A. Hayden, 151-163.
London: Routledge.

Hickel, J. 2019a. “Inequality and the Ecological Transition.
January 14. https://www.jasonhickel.org/blog.

Hickel, J. 2019b. “Degrowth: A Theory of Radical Abundance”
Real-World Economics Review 87 (19): 54-68. http://www.
paecon.net/PAEReview/issue87/whole87.pdf#page=54.

Huff, A, and A. Brock. 2017. “Intervention — Accumulation
by Restoration: Degradation Neutrality and the Faustian
Bargain of Conservation Finance” Antipode Online,
November 6. https://antipodeonline.org/2017/11/06/
accumulation-by-restoration

Hornborg, A. 1998. “Towards an Ecological Theory of
Unequal Exchange: Articulating World System Theory
and Ecological Economics” Ecological Economics 25 (1):
127-136. d0i:10.1016/S0921-8009(97)00100-6.

Hornborg, A. 2003. “The Unequal Exchange of Time and
Space: Toward a Non-Normative Ecological Theory of
Exploitation” Journal of Ecological Anthropology 7 (1):
4-10. doi:10.5038/2162-4593.7.1.1.

Hornborg, A. 2021. “Imperial Metabolism: Empire as a
Process of Ecologically Unequal Exchange” In The Oxford
World History of Empire, edited by P. Bang, C. Bayly, and
W. Scheidel, 437-459. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Huber, M. 2022. Climate Change as Class War. London:
Verso.

Hutteau, F, and S. Marano. 2023. “The Development and
Trajectory of the French Ecological Movement” Notes
from Below 18: 155-163. https://notesfrombelow.org/
article/development-and-trajectory-french-ecological-m
ovem

Hlner, P. 2020. Disasters and Social Reproduction: Crisis
Response between the State and Community. London:
Pluto Press.

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 2022.
Climate Change 2022: Mitigation of Climate Change.
Contribution of Working Group 1II to the Sixth Assessment
Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change,
edited by P. Shukla. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Kallis, G. 2019. Limits. Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University
Press.

Krishnan, A., V. De Marchi, and S. Ponte. 2023. “Environmental
Upgrading and Downgrading in Global Value Chains: A
Framework for Analysis” Economic Geography 99 (1): 25-
50. doi:10.1080/00130095.2022.2100340.

Laurent, E. 2011. “Issues in Environmental Justice within
the European Union” Ecological Economics 70 (11):
1846-1853. doi:10.1016/j.ecolecon.2011.06.025.

Laurent, E. 2021. “The Sustainability-Justice Nexus” In
The Routledge Handbook of the Political Economy of the


https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2016.1259221
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098020947341
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-021-00799-z
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-021-00799-z
https://doi.org/10.1177/2043820620986404
https://doi.org/10.1177/2043820620986404
https://doi.org/10.14452/MR-039-10-1988-03_2
https://doi.org/10.1086/210315
https://doi.org/10.1086/685814
https://doi.org/10.3917/amx.012.0015
https://doi.org/10.3917/amx.012.0015
https://newleftreview.org/isues/i202/articles/andre-gorz-political-ecology-expertocracy-versus-self-limitation.pd
https://newleftreview.org/isues/i202/articles/andre-gorz-political-ecology-expertocracy-versus-self-limitation.pd
https://newleftreview.org/isues/i202/articles/andre-gorz-political-ecology-expertocracy-versus-self-limitation.pd
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2020.1814033
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2020.1814033
https://doi.org/10.1080/21550085.2023.2269055
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2017.06.034
https://doi.org/10.1080/03071022.2013.790139
https://www.jasonhickel.org/blog
http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue87/whole87.pdf#page=54.
http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue87/whole87.pdf#page=54.
https://antipodeonline.org/2017/11/06/accumulation-by-restoration/
https://antipodeonline.org/2017/11/06/accumulation-by-restoration/
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0921-8009(97)00100-6
https://doi.org/10.5038/2162-4593.7.1.1
https://notesfrombelow.org/article/development-and-trajectory-french-ecological-movem
https://notesfrombelow.org/article/development-and-trajectory-french-ecological-movem
https://notesfrombelow.org/article/development-and-trajectory-french-ecological-movem
https://doi.org/10.1080/00130095.2022.2100340
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2011.06.025

Environment, edited by E. Laurent and K. Zwickl, 29-
46. London: Routledge.

Laurent, E. 2022. “Air (Ine)Quality in the European
Union” Current Environmental Health Reports 9 (2):
123-129. doi:10.1007/540572-022-00348-6.

Lorek, S., and J. Spangenberg. 2019. “Energy Sufficiency
through Social Innovation in Housing” Energy Policy
126: 287-294. doi:10.1016/j.enpol.2018.11.026.

Malm, A. 2016. Fossil Capital: The Rise of Steam Power
and the Roots of Global Warming. London: Verso.

Marx, K. 1973. Grundrisse. New York: Penguin.

Marx, K. 1981. Capital: A Critique of Political Economy.
Volume 3, New York: Penguin.

Marx, K. 1976. Capital: A Critique of Political Economy.
Volume 1. New York: Penguin.

Mathai, M., C. Isenhour, D. Stevis, P. Vergragt, M. Bengtsson,
S. Lorek, ... E. Alfredsson. 2021. “The Political Economy
of (Un)Sustainable Production and Consumption: A
Multidisciplinary ~Synthesis for Research and Action”
Resources, Conservation and Recycling 167: 105265. doi:10.
1016/j.resconrec.2020.105265.

McAlevey, J. 2020. A Collective Bargain: Unions, Organizing,
and the Fight for Democracy. New York: HarperCollins.

McClintock, N. 2018. “Cultivating (a) Sustainability
Capital: Urban Agriculture, Ecogentrification, and the
Uneven Valorization of Social Reproduction” Annals of
the American Association of Geographers 108 (2): 579-
590. doi:10.1080/24694452.2017.1365582.

Miller, B., and S. Méssner. 2020. “Urban Sustainability and
Counter-Sustainability: ~ Spatial ~Contradictions and
Conflicts in Policy and Governance in the Freiburg and
Calgary Metropolitan Regions” Urban Studies 57 (11):
2241-2262. doi:10.1177/0042098020919280.

Ody, M., and A. Shattuck. 2023. “Our Struggle is for
Humanity: A Conversation with Morgan Ody, General
Coordinator of La Via Campesina International, on
Land, Politics, Peasant Life and a Vision for Hope in
Our Changing World” The Journal of Peasant Studies 50
(2): 539-558. doi:10.1080/03066150.2023.2174857.

Paech, N. 2012. Liberation from Excess: The Road to a
Post-Growth Economy. Munich: Oekom.

Piketty, T. 2022. Brief History of Equality. Cambridge, MA:
Belknap Press.

Polanyi, K. [1944] 1957. The Great Transformation: The
Political and Economic Origins of Our Time. Boston:
Beacon Press

Princen, T. 2003. “Principles for Sustainability: From
Cooperation and Efficiency to Sufficiency” Global
Environmental Politics 3 (1): 33-50. d0i:10.1162/15263800
3763336374.

Rask, N. 2022. “An Intersectional Reading of Circular
Economy Policies: Towards Just and Sufficiency-Driven
Sustainabilities” Local Environment 27 (10-11): 1287-
1303. doi:10.1080/13549839.2022.2040467.

Raworth, K. 2012. “A Safe and Just Operating Space for
Humanity: Can We Live within the Doughnut?” Oxford:
Oxfam.

Rice, ], D. Cohen, J. Long, and J. Jurjevich. 2020.
“Contradictions of the Climate-Friendly City: New

SUSTAINABILITY: SCIENCE, PRACTICE AND POLICY 17

Perspectives on Eco-Gentrification and Housing Justice”
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 44
(1): 145-165. doi:10.1111/1468-2427.12740.

Rottger, B., and M. Wissen. 2017. “Ecological Class
Politics” Zeitschrift LuXemburg. October 2017. https://
zeitschrift-luxemburg.de/artikel/ecological-class-politics/

Sachs, W. 1993. Wie im Westen so Auf Erden: ein
Polemisches Handbuch Zur Entwicklungspolitik. (As in
the West: So on Earth: A Polemical Handbook on
Development Policy.) Hamburg: Rowohlt Taschenbuch
Verlag.

Sahakian, M. and C. Rossier. 2022. “The Societal
Conditions for Achieving Sufficiency through Voluntary
Work Time Reduction: Results of a Pilot Study in
Western Switzerland” Frontiers in Sustainability 3: 1-13.
doi: 10.3389/frsus.2022.956055.

Saito, K. 2022. Marx in the Anthropocene. Towards the
Idea of Degrowth Communism. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Salleh, A. 2010. “From Metabolic Rift to ‘Metabolic Value’:
Reflections on Environmental Sociology and the Alternative
Globalization Movement.” Organization ¢ Environment 23
(2): 205-219. doi:10.1177/1086026610372134.

Sbicca, J. 2019. “Urban Agriculture, Revalorization, and
Green Gentrification in Denver, Colorado” In The
Politics of Land, edited by T. Bartley, 149-170. Bingley:
Emerald Publishing.

Schaffartzik, A., and FE Krausmann. 2021. ‘A
Socio-Metabolic Perspective on (Material) Growth and
Inequality” In The Routledge Handbook of the Political
Economy of the Environment, edited by E. Laurent and
K. Zwickl, 47-59. London: Routledge.

Schmelzer, M., and E. Hofferberth. 2023. “Democratic
Planning for Degrowth” Monthly Review 75 (3): 142-
153. doi:10.14452/MR-075-03-2023-07_10.

Sennett, R, and J. Cobb 1972. The Hidden Injuries of Class.
New York: Random House.

Sommer, B, and H. Welzer. 2017. Transformationsdesign.
Wege in Eine Zukunftsfihige Moderne (Transformational
Design: Paths to a Sustainable Modernity.) Munich:
Ockom Verlag.

Trentin, B. 2012. La Cité du Travail: La Gauche et la Crise
du Fordisme (The City of Work: The Left and the Crisis
of Fordism). Paris: Fayard.

Veblen, T. [1899] 1994. “The Theory of the Leisure Class.
In The Collected Works of Thorstein Veblen. Volume 1.
London: Routledge.

Velicu, I, and S. Barca. 2020. “The Just Transition and Its
Work of Inequality” Sustainability: Science, Practice and
Policy 16 (1): 263-273. doi:10.1080/15487733.2020.1814585.

Wainwright, J., and G. Mann. 2018. Climate Leviathan: A
Political Theory of Our Planetary Future. London: Verso.

Wan, G., C. Wang, J. Wang, and X. Zhang. 2022. “The
Income Inequality-CO, Emissions Nexus: Transmission
Mechanisms” Ecological Economics 195: 107360. doi:
107360 10.1016/j.ecolecon.2022.107360.

Wilkinson, R., and K. Pickett. 2009. The Spirit Level: Why
More Equal Societies Almost Always Do Better. London:
Penguin.


https://doi.org/10.1007/s40572-022-00348-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2018.11.026
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2020.105265
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2020.105265
https://doi.org/10.1080/24694452.2017.1365582
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098020919280
https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2023.2174857
https://doi.org/10.1162/152638003763336374
https://doi.org/10.1162/152638003763336374
https://doi.org/10.1080/13549839.2022.2040467
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12740
https://zeitschrift-luxemburg.de/artikel/ecological-class-politics/
https://zeitschrift-luxemburg.de/artikel/ecological-class-politics/
https://doi.org/10.3389/frsus.2022.956055
https://doi.org/10.1177/1086026610372134
https://doi.org/10.14452/MR-075-03-2023-07_10
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2020.1814585
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2022.107360

	Equality, not sufficiency! Critical theoretical perspectives on the inequality-unsustainability nexus
	ABSTRACT
	Introduction
	Inequality and unsustainability in the sufficiency literature
	Inequality and unsustainability in economics
	The inequality-unsustainability nexus in critical theoretical light
	The fossil/metabolic machine
	The petrolization of the world
	The green/metabolic machine

	Sufficiency or equality? Drawing the lessons of a nexus analysis
	Notes
	Disclosure statement
	References



