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Abstract

his paper critiques two dominant

articulations of contemporary core green

thought—Northern eco-modernism and
degrowth/post-development—arguing they
form a mirrored, constricting dichotomy. It
contends that despite their apparent
opposition, both perspectives share critical
blind spots: they reject a global class analysis,
dismiss the imperative of sovereign
industrialization and national liberation in the
periphery, fail to seriously think through
technology, and inadequately engage with the
sociological reality of imperialism.
Consequently, they obscure an alternative
historical tradition of Third World Marxist
thought. This overlooked current advocated not for a rejection of modernity or development, but for a bespoke,
sovereign path. It embraced a tempered engagement with technology and industrialisation to fulfil basic needs,
integrating ecological concerns with anti-imperialism and sovereign national development.
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Introduction

[t became increasingly commonplace within northern intellectual chatter to contrast two tendencies within green

thought. One, eco-modernism: social and ecological problems can be resolved through redistribution, adoption of, and
investment in the same technologies trumpeted by the capitalist class, and growth, defined as an increase in the
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productive forces, represented arithmetically by Gross Domestic Product. Two, degrowth: the North must reduce
resource use—much extracted from the South—and step away from GDP as a measure of progress. Each, then, gestures
to southern development trajectories. The first tends towards global convergence-through-growth, re-booting Cold War
modernisation theory, with only passing interest in decolonisation or state sovereignty. Degrowth has no uniform
position on Third World development or sovereignty and tends to a broader awareness of unequal access to resources—
less so, labour—Dbut also tends to suspicion of de-historicised or essentialised, but also elephantine ideas like

aw

“productivism,” “modernity,” or “development.” Suspicion of the actually-existing state is another leitmotif.

This paper argues the viewpoints tend to mirror one another and can entrap those wandering through northern green
thought in a fun-house of confusion. Each broadly rejects a global class analysis, disdains peripheral nationalist
movements, rejects sovereign industrialisation, and lacks a serious analysis of technology. Each posture, mirroring one
another with motions reversed, priorities one section of workers: the northern industrial proletariat or peripheral primary
producers. They ignore anti-imperialism or reduce it to economistically-rendered circulatory flows, shorn of the political
engineering which channels those flows. They also tend to sidestep the global labour force. In the case of degrowth and
the nebula of currents and concepts to which it often links, they return to proto-Prebischian analytics which focus on the
Third World as a commodity exporter suffering from declining terms of trade and lower shares of rent which cut into the
conditions for social reproduction. Critically, these understandings of core-periphery exploitation differ from a
sociological conception of imperialism, which in the current stage of capitalism is marked by flows of value from
underdeveloped or peripheral countries to those in the core, is made and re-made by the wars of encroachment—or
primitive accumulation—which ensure those flows continue, and which sow wide-scale de-development.

The result? They block from mind a perspective which sought to integrate struggles over the conditions of social
reproduction—pollution, infrastructure, waste disposal—with struggles for national liberation. We may refer to this as the
problem-space of Third World development, a throughline in turn historical, programmatic, or aspirational. It
encompassed agrarian reform, anti-imperialism, sovereign industrialisation, and fulfilment of basic needs.

To clarify these issues, this article proceeds as follows. It first sets out some general intellectual and political context for
situating “new” theories of northern political ecology. It then summarises some paradigmatic eco-modernists, and post-
development clusters loosely associated with degrowth, including green colonialism and anti-extractivism. It shows how
they do not engage with sovereign development, and how critical engagement echoes this absence. It then offers a class
analysis foregrounding the role of subsistence rural and semi-proletarianised people engaged in subsistence and wage
production, the role of the labour reservoirs they compose, and the associated importance of the semi-proletariat, in
global capitalist stability and exploitation. It then returns to some Arab and African literature which proposed a tempered
engagement with modernity, and approaches to technology which the problem-space of “modernity” versus “post-
development” blocks from view. In particular, it reconsiders an ignored “Third World” Marxist current. This mode, taking
on shape and texture in the 1970s and 1980s, rejected neither imported technology nor modernity but aspired to a
bespoke popular and sovereign technology—imported, endogenous, and modified—alongside setting the terms of its
own modernity.

Debates in Political Ecology

Contemporary political-ecological discussion in the core emerged in an imperialist and post-Soviet moment, contoured

by the range of struggles which encouraged certain strains of thinking while making certain erasures plausible. The most
telling and under-remarked has been the rupture with the emerging Third World environmental debate, which unfurled
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in a world illuminated by a broad and diffuse developmentalism, anchored by the existence of actually-existing
socialism (Declaration 1974). The sources of light were not atmospheric but beamed out from states where a non-
communist developmentalism, a commitment to the poor and to a national industrial base, marked, if also marred, state
policies. Para-statals, as smaller prisms and mirrors, reflected and refracted the broader ambience: a then-radical ECLAC
on to IDEP and the Third World Forum (Nemchenok 2013). And universities, including in the North, were attracted by
their glint. Coeval with their emergence, the “environmental question” became an object of world-wide concern in the
early 1970s, as the West became wary over the rising struggle over the terms of trade, or its capacity to ensure
disproportionate access to peripheral labour and resources (Ahmed 1981). Suddenly it summoned up the captive dybbuk
of the bourgeoisie, Malthus, to argue that “limits to growth” ought to be imposed amidst imminent ecological overshoot.

The world balance of forces forced the West to rhetorically concede that ecological concerns ought not be used to quell
development, and the ecological crisis was linked to both core over-use of resources and peripheral poverty (Tilley and
Ajl 2023). Furthermore, it was understood that it was neither possible nor desirable to retread northern development
paths. Thinkers from Latin America, South Asia, the Arab region, and Africa navigated these currents, tacking between
the urgent need to industrialise and the compulsion to attend to basic needs (Leff 1994; Mora and Peinado 2021). Often,
but not always, China and the Maoist experience had pollinated with various radicalisms (Ajl 2019, 2025b). And often
but not always, although such thought could emerge within non-governmental or para-governmental spaces, it was
tethered to national bourgeois projects and sympathetic to anti-imperialism.

The fall of the USSR ushered in a period of intellectual structural adjustment, as the advances of the 1960s-1980s were
practically erased from mind and certainly from the mainstream and critical academic discussion. Outside of a few
beacons, what remained of Marxism in the northern academy was Eurocentric, professionalized, and economistic. It
turned away from anti-imperialism and the liberation thought of the periphery. And when radicalised governments took
power, from Venezuela to Zimbabwe, it mustered at best a tolerant disinterest, more often contempt, and sometimes
support for “democratic” sanctions (Moyo et al. 2013; Jha et al. 2020). Meanwhile, the ecological question throughout
the 1990s became ever-more an area of concern for NGOs in the South and North alike, too often pursuant to donor
agendas, hostile to national liberation and anti-imperialism.

Against this background, the post-2008 resurgence of Marxism in the US and Europe has re-invoked Eurocentric,
economistic, and parochial tendencies, manifest in myriad grotesqueries, from New Left Review’s questioning the
genocide in the Gaza Strip, to forging Space Communism as a sincere object of radical discussion, to embrace of or
arcane disputation over US wars on Libya and Syria, to enfolding radically anti-Marxist and anti-Communist green
tendencies provided they would be fodder for regime change operations against Latin American states, or to
undermining the role of world-wide primitive accumulation in European industrialisation.

Amidst it all, the ecological debate slowly gathered steam, as the climate, one facet of the ecological crisis, grew more
and more disfigured. Malthusian variants of political ecology, philological re-readings of Marx’s contributions to ecology,
and fundamentalist Euro-centric re-readings have jostled against contributions re-stating the centrality of unequal
exchange with new levels of empirical sophistication (Frame 2022; Hickel et al. 2024; Lemos 2025); attempts to suture
“new” settler-colonial and racial questions with ecology (Gill 2021; Tilley 2024; Perry 2025); and recovery of earlier
traditions (Ajl 2023; Garcia Molinero and Pedregal 2024; Nott 2025b). In the process, as Prasad (2020, 2026) points out,
many dominant northern currents have tended to sideline labour and imperialism. Eco-modernism and post-
development, as they developed in the core, have not been immune to these tendencies.
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Eco-Modernism

Northern eco-modernism, unrelated to its class orientation—for the moment—is essentially a “politics of more” through
growth, or increases in overall availability of utils (or use-values, in a Marxist framework), with utility congealed in
physical goods. Through productivity increases, prosperity, access to utils, can spread globally. Through increases in
ecological efficiency, it can decreasingly disturb the environment. The lynchpin of the argument: proposed changes in
the productive forces do not reflect a social project. They are innocent of the classes proposing them. We shall return
later to this notion of categorical technological neutrality. Within eco-modernist strands incorporating Marxist threads,
these propositions would be linked to green industrial and redistributive policies: social democracy. Within this
framework, strategic industrial sectors are central, since they have the leverage to grab hold of the green transition.
Evidently, these arguments differ from more dominant northern strands of academic and NGO-linked political ecology
and climate politics. The core difference is that the former intellectual producers argue that most researchers in northern
political ecology—southern debates are not engaged—focus on those deriving sustenance directly from the land, making
them fretters about the irrelevant: “capitalism is itself defined by the fact that the mass majority is already dispossessed of
the means of production,” therefore “such scholarship remained about the margins and periphery of the global
economy” (Huber 2019).

This strand of eco-modernism is essentially a First Worldist workerist economism in green garb. This is not because it
dismisses eco-socialism, but because it claims, the “classical definition of the proletariat is a class of people dispossessed
of the means of production and forced to survive via the market.” Therefore, working class interest in ecology will
emerge from “a profound separation from nature and the means of subsistence” (Huber 2022). Rather than frontline
struggles, “proletarian ecology”—a newly-minted academic coinage—and mobilisation to ensure non-human nature can
nurture human well-being will only emerge from those not connected to it for their reproduction, through braiding
social democratic reforms with technological transitions. This subject position allows for a “universal” apprehension of
the crisis—a riff on the working class as the universal class.

Critiques

Debate and critique around the “eco-modernist” current has balked at its dismissal of frontline struggles and, more
muddily, its methodological nationalism when it comes to the agents of transition. Some have argued, for example, that
the working-class of Huber’s definition has nothing to do with the real rainbow working-class, the subject (not mental
figurine) of socio-ecological change. Illustratively, Lieven writes how his “working class is largely an abstract concept
rather than real people working and living in any actual place in the United States.” Amongst those people, “race
structures both American society and the world at large,” hardening the “social inequalities of fossil capitalism.”
According to these (correct) arguments, eco-modernist Marxism lacks engagement with “the struggles of Indigenous and
Black-led movements against fossil-fuel infrastructure and industries”—struggles like Standing Rock (Levien 2023).

Clearly, the eco-modernist tracts are blemished by impoverished class analysis and accompanying race-blind anti-
capitalism. And, surely, anti-racist Marxism embracing Indigenous people’s sovereignty struggles in the imperial core is
more plausible than a Marxism finding those struggles “marginal”—indeed, any plausible anti-systemic struggle in the
US would have Black and Indigenous leadership, whether within a Communist Party or through independent national
liberation organising within the “prison house” of nations (Estes 2019). Yet, these critiques have the function of
professional wrestling: they are set matches in which it is clear that one side will win (There have been more serious
critiques: Heron 2022; LaVenia Jr. and Busk 2024). They have another parallel function: they attract attention. For,
plopping in the place of a race- and gender-blind Marxism, a methodologically nationalist anti-racist Marxism and
casting imperialism as the “interaction of racism and gender domination within capitalism” is only a small improvement
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(Another critique does not go that far, beautifying eco-modernist Marxism for its “foregrounding of capitalism and the
working class”—a capitalism, like Levien’s, shorn of unequal exchange, labour reservoirs, and wars of depopulation)
(Maher and McEvoy 2023).

Problems of Eco-Modernism

Clearly, eco-modernism’s giddiness in discarding so many sectors of the global population is hardly legitimate social
science, but establishing this needs more than blithe and almost empty gestures to Third World Marxisms. To start, eco-
modernism’s dismissals, taking form as spatial metaphors about “margins” and “peripheries” are at very best, expressed
in terms of exchange-value rather than use-value, and are sociologically blind. The relatively small total value of
agricultural output compared to total output is linked to the global suppression of prices for many agricultural goods—
cocoa, saffron, and coffee are neither growable in the North nor easily substitutable for similar products—and, in turn,
low payment for Third World and even First World agricultural labour, because subsistence and household production
provides a “hidden subsidy” that is part-and-parcel of the wage relation, and because the low prices are inseparable
from a violent history of wage suppression and forced under-development (Deere 1976; Dunaway 2013). The same
from an engineering

I//

applies to those at the “margins” of production vis-a-vis coltan and cobalt—perhaps less “margina
perspective, as there are not substitutes for these metals, than from a perspective which marks the imperially-induced
super-exploitation of Africans as marginal because they are small. Furthermore, pervasive semi-proletarianisation means
large amounts of subsistence needs are secured outside the price system. These efforts, when expressed in price terms,
would increase the percentage of GDP in agriculture or other “marginal sectors (Ossome and Naidu, 2021; Rignall
2021; Yeros 2023).

Furthermore, peripheral subsistence production, self-exploitation, super-exploitation, and damage to the environment
that is needed for human flourishing is part-and-parcel of wage suppression through labour reserves. Increasing the
reserve army of labour in the periphery reduces wage-driven inflationary pressures (Amin 1977; Patnaik and Patnaik
poorly compensated and degraded

I//

2021). And such large reserves, in turn, rest on all and sundry forms of “margina
labour. In turn, unequal agrarian structures are central to the creation of labour reserves and seem to swiftly summon up
the armed or economic defence mechanisms of contemporary imperialism—Zimbabwe was placed under economic
blockade and siege primarily because of the agrarian reform which shattered the white settler-capitalist land tenure
system (Moyo 2011). Finally, wars, seemingly undiscovered landmasses, unmarked on eco-modernist and too many
degrowth maps alike, immolate states seeking to soak up the labour reservoirs, entrench neoliberal tendencies through
sanctions, evaporate state capacity itself, or induce wide-spread security spending, closing space for alternatives (Matar
and Kadri 2018; Mullin 2023; Doutaghi 2024).

Nor can eco-modernism’s formal concepts survive being breathed upon. To define “working-class life under capitalism
as alienation from and lack of control over the ecological conditions of existence” is to define away the issue, at best,
and is hardly an accurate map of the world’s working class, which more than frequently has a foot in the countryside,
whether directly or through extended family structures (Yeros 2023). With that being the case, the eco-system’s ability to
produce primary output is a developmental imperative. Furthermore, to argue that “the main barrier to survival for
working-class people has nothing do with their immediate habitat” is only partially true, and for some of the working-
class, as eco-modernism defines it. It is far from true for the overwhelming majority of the poorest people on the planet
—keeping in mind that the countryside is poorer than the cities. For it is odd to argue that problems of pollution,
mudslides, and floods linked to imperialist under- and de-development in Caracas and Derna have “nothing to do with

“wi

the immediate habitat” of the working class. Finally, while threats linked to lack of access to basic needs are as “‘real” as

pollution or land dispossession,” it is just wordsmithing to “include them as part of...environmental interests.” Access to
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basic needs through decommodification is different than restoring access to land through agrarian reform (marked on
this tendency’s map, which does not seem to extend beyond Europe and the US, by a bit of Latin script reading, “Here
be dragons”), and they are not the same as factories spewing phosphogypsum into the air above concrete housing blocs.

Dismissing interest in such movements as antiquarianism or assimilating the global semi-proletariat to the indigenous
and dismissing it as the object of a “romantic obsession” lacks seriousness, and offers a blinkered, economistic, and
Eurocentric view of global accumulation (Huber 2025). For it simply fails to take seriously the scale of the human beings
who are engaged in primary production and the need for any transition to put them front-and-center developmentally
and politically: the weak link, those least integrated into “global” civil society.

Significantly, two major and recent geopolitical tremors have come from those facing the crush of settler-capitalist and
imperialist primitive accumulation, who could not be integrated into global “productive” capitalism: the people of the
Gaza Strip, and those of Saada, northern, and all of Yemen, a severely impoverished lumpenproletariat. Furthermore,
despite the allegedly antiquated nature of the agrarian question, nearly every anti-systemic force which took power in
the last 30 years centred agrarian reform. By far the most geopolitically explosive conflict in today’s world is the US—EU
defence of settler-capitalism in Palestine, as they sow global legitimacy crises to prevent Palestinian liberation and return
(Ajl 2024a, 2024b).

Taproots of Anti-Developmentalism

With that said, unless one is interested merely in the intellectual equivalent of professional wrestling, it would be
irresponsible not to take seriously one of Huber’s pointlets: recent political ecology literature often programmatically
neglects those outside of agriculture, mining, and energy, and has often inadequately considered what kind of
emancipatory alternative is possible for a world which, while still very rural, is also still very urban. For, is it wrong to
state that climate justice work is centred on “livelihoods...communities who derived their sustenance directly from the
land to some degree,” focusing on “dispossession of local communities from their traditional livelihood strategies,” and
“marginalised ‘front line’ communities as the key actors in the climate struggle”? (Huber 2019). Indeed, while eco-
modernism fixates, like a horse with blinders, on that recalcitrant subject of communist revolution, the First World
industrial proletariat, dominant strains in political ecology home in on those directly facing dispossession. While the
latter, not the former, has greater anti-systemic potential, even together, something important is often left out. In
particular, each refrain from a class analysis of a very large semi-proletariat straddling countryside and city, woven
jaggedly into a national and global productive fabric, and lacks a serious notion—indeed, rejects on principle—the idea
of an alternative development that could attend simultaneously to the problems of labour reservoirs and industrialisation.

We may in turn locate a tenuous through-line from these gaps back to the larger anti-developmental trend in some
recent more popular and usually northern political ecology, a taproot for these discussions, including degrowth’s unease
with industrialisation: the source of eco-modernism’s caricatures, but more importantly, since fencing with inept
academologues is not productive, the source of some of northern political ecology’s over-focus on certain struggles to
the point of not being able to seriously engage with broader emancipatory planning.

One important figure in this regard has been Arturo Escobar, whose work cast a wide net when it comes to terms like
“development,” or “modernity.” He made several critical steps which are widely retread, although he would later
partially disavow his more extreme positions. First, he had referred to the “crude and reckless developmentalism
characterising the postSecond World War period.” Against this tableau, he argued that the “poor try to defend their
natural environments”—an endless struggle against primitive accumulation (Escobar 1996: 56). Programmatically,
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Escobar drew on the ecologist Enrique Leff, who developed a “language of transformative self-affirmation” and called for
“environmental democracy, economic decentralisation, and cultural and political pluralism ”(Escobar 1996: 61) (notably,
Leff’s calls for an industrial fabric centralised where necessary and decentralised where necessary is completely ignored).
Elsewhere, Escobar called for decentralised movements to create “small worlds,” opposed to a hierarchical and
homogenising model (2020). These world would be striated with “difference,” mobilised politically through fighting for
the right to live differently (Escobar 2020: 276, 283). This led to the defence of “cosmovision,” an “affirmation of being,
alongside the right to construct an “autonomous” vision of development, based on their own “culture and traditional
forms of production and social organisation” (Escobar 2020: 223).

These moves raise a series of issues. First, Escobar’s discussion is staged as dismissal, not critical engagement: “Marxism
was not very good at dealing with nature” (Escobar 2020: 8). As regards actually-existing socialism, this claim is poor.
Soviet Russia had revolutionary developments in soil science and agroforestry, and Maoist China broke new ground with
large-scale terracing, integrated pest management, and green manures. Revolutionary Nicaragua applied reforestation
and tamped down pesticide use, and Communist Cuba has led the world in vermiculture, soil restoration, advanced
forms of agroecology, and sustainable hydroponics. We may furthermore mention Amilcar Cabral’s revolutionary
agronomy, linking colonial-capitalist peanut monocrops to social erosion, and Thomas Sankara’s argument that
imperialism was leading to the arson of Burkina Faso’s forests (Martinho 2023). We may add the North African heritage
of combined and appropriate technology and proto-agroecological innovation in the seed and hydraulic fields, drawing
on the Chinese example. Furthermore, a rather wide range of ecological Marxism has seriously engaged with nature,
from Marie Mies to John Bellamy Foster to James O’Connor.

Second, Escobar takes nebulous issue not merely with the mainstream, but also with Amin’s delinking and autocentric
accumulation, endorsing them as useful “at the macroeconomic and political levels,” but warning, they are “written in a
universalistic mode and a realist epistemology,” and that practice ought not be oriented to “healthier regimes of
accumulation and development,” as Amin argued, “but to provide conditions that are more conducive to local and
regional experiments based on autonomous (hybrid) models” (Escobar 1995: 100). On the one hand, improvements in
the working class and peasantry’s lives under “developmentalist” states like Nasser’s Egypt or Nehru'’s Indian are
rendered indistinguishable from neo-fascist export-oriented industrialisation in Brazil alongside super-exploitation of the
industrial proletariat, which Escobar belatedly acknowledged. On the other, the dismissal of “realist epistemology” is
curious, given the non-transparency around the meaning of the term. Critical realism, however, is the basis of a planning
project, and there is nothing in the nature of realism or planning that would prevent seeking to understand and deal with
the expressed interests and needs through institutions that are centralised when necessary and decentralised when
necessary. Nor is it clear—nor has it been made clear—how the language of autonomy and hybridity would treat with
calls for sovereign industrialisation and self-defence. For “autonomy” hardly means one will be left alone—the history of
primitive accumulation shows precisely the opposite. “Local and regional experiments” may very well need the political
and militarised casing of a centralised nation-state to prevent their eradication and secure their flourishing.

Still, Escobar then and his epigones now have a point: dealing with those engaged in primary production and
accustomed to forms of social organisation that are suboptimal from a “productivity” perspective, has dogged
developmentalist and left-nationalist governments the world over—especially recently. Fundamentally, securing a surplus
for primary accumulation is not an easy task when it cannot be exported through colonial holocausts and the slave
trade. It has been the poor, usually the rural poor, who have borne this burden—raising the issue of different needs and
different kinds of insertion into a national social formation. And this has often included, not without resistance, myriad
degradations of the ecology within which people live (Gill 2024). And there can be no question that this creates a

TJSGA/Essay/SD (E0279) August 2026/Max Ajl 7



Green Funhouses: A Critique of

the Critique of Eco-Modernism

“difference” which is a starting point for politics. But reifying difference militates against the possibility of unifying the
popular classes—Indigenous, women, peasants, slum-dwellers—of the Third World. It furthermore can justify the
suggestion that some people may simply not wish to access life-saving modern medicine, justifying the dismantling of
universal health care systems. Moreover, one may respect difference, and the right to live differently, without rejecting
the idea of states as terrains where difference is mediated. Illustratively, it should go without saying that a community
living near a mine and a community which could be well-served by the revenues from commodity exports clearly have
differences. To reject any project which seeks to mediate and balance those differences is to reject unity and unifying
projects writ large.

On this front, the “extractivist” literature has correctly highlighted harms suffered by peripheral “front-line” groups but
has been far weaker in situating harms in their context. In this sense, the critique of extractivism is not to displace or
reject a critique of the projects of extraction in historical or contemporary Latin American history, but to discuss how
those have been packaged for northern academic consumption in ways harmful to broader emancipatory projects and
cast light on their blind spots.

To clarify these manoeuvres, let us see how Escobar’s gestures are repeated by Maristella Svampa, Alberto Acosta, and
others who figure themselves as defenders of “territorial” movements. From this position, it is argued that the “left” has
resisted critiques of the “productivist” paradigm, a term which tends to blur away specificity from the critique, and
hesitates to clarify its own position or arrive at clear conclusions—can anyone argue that the productive forces of
national industrialisation are sufficient for an egalitarian transition, for example, in Latin America? In fact, Svampa argues
that the Latin American left has been intoxicated by “the ideology of progress and confidence in the expansion of
productive forces”—what would be a sober imbibing of these ideologies? (Svampa 2015: 71). But, is there a reason Latin
America should not have sovereign industrialisation, its own machine tools industries, and manufacture its own high-
speed rail? Should such technology forever be imported? And do such things—arguably mechanisms for a fuller
autonomy—run roughshod over “difference”?

Svampa then argues that “the Bolivian government has now intensified its pro-industrialisation discourse,” linking
industrialisation to capital-intensive resource-exporting projects, and argues, rhetoric aside, that “progressive
governments have accepted the international division that has marked the continent since colonial times” (Svampa
2012). Here, one may register a tension wherein Latin American “extractivist” states are demeaned for being in thrall to
productivist visions of national industrialisation yet are arraigned for a failure to properly industrialise and for their return
to the classical international division of labour (meanwhile, Brazil and Argentina’s main periods of industrialisation
occurred under neo-fascist dictatorships and de-industrialisation began not with China and the “commodities
consensus,” but with the fall of the Soviet Union and the advance of global neo-liberalism) (Marini 1973). It has
inadequately sketched, furthermore, overall constraints due to the “the hegemony of globalised finance” (Patnaik 2025).
Such inconsistencies, misinterpretations, and contradictions cannot help us understand: what is an emancipatory
alternative, what are its costs and benefits, and how to achieve it? Furthermore, these gestures sidestep the difficulties
even larger Latin American nation states like Brazil have had in forging a new industrial policy, bracketing the difficulty
of planning and the massive difficulties of re-industrialisation let alone sovereign industrialisation when planning
horizons are hampered by imperialist disruption which forces massive emphasis on consumer goods to maintain popular
support.

These facts remain absent from such discourse—a blindness to imperialism shared, certainly, by the eco-modernists.
Svampa’s sole mention of imperialism is Brazilian sub-imperialism, a radical distortion of the concept of Ruy Mauro
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Marini who linked local monopoly capital’s search for export outlets in the context of domestic super-exploitation with
political alliance with US imperialism. Indeed, under Lula in Brazil, the poor saw increases in their income, alongside a
foreign policy which while lacking in comparison to Cuba or Venezuela, certainly was not fully aligned with the US
agenda.

The question of industrialisation, or even the nature of the peripheral industrial fabric, is a recurring weakness. Although
these frameworks seldom argue it outright, they at least suggest extractivism explains the bulk of the movement of Latin
American societies. They then mesh with diagnoses intimating we can reduce Third World class formation to those
suffering from extraction or from the primitive accumulation of their environment. These frameworks are blighted, then,
by the ascendance of a folkloric imagination which transmutes Africa, Latin America, and the Arab-Iranian region into
suffering from forms of direct primary extraction, the looting of their lands and mines through “open veins.” A variant of
this myopia claims, as does Alberto Acosta, that there are Third World countries which “are poor because they are rich in
natural resources”—notwithstanding that Canada and Australia, and indeed Botswana are rich, or at least developing,
and are very rich in natural resources (Acosta 2013: 71). 1 These are, then, basically crude rehashes of the Prebisch
thesis, focused on the declining terms of trade for commodities versus industrial products (Ajl 2024c). Even in the time of
Prebisch, while for a large gamut of products on which he was focused his argument was essentially correct, this
substance fetishism cannot account for staple-led development, the use of cereals as a political weapon and the
preponderance of First World control over the export markets for cereals, nor that certain forms of timber suffer from
declining terms of trade and others do not, a fact pointed out by Emmanuel (1972).

Second, governments in a neoliberal capitalist system must balance the short-run basic needs of their populations, the
short- to long-run need of a clean environment in order to ensure the basic health of the popular classes, and the
medium-to-long run need to improve the productive forces in order to secure the permanent access to use-values for the
population and to armour themselves against imperialism—value-added industrialisation, import and endogenisation of
machine tools and higher forms of industrial technology, and defensive industrialisation. Balancing between these needs
can be sketched theoretically but working it out in practice will always involve direct suffering, displacement, or charge.
2 Yet, even then, focus has also been myopia: extractivism literature has avoided bringing other aspects of social
formations into view and been less than helpful in conceiving of alternative paths.

We may home in on agriculture and mining without confusing the present for the past. However, mentally alchemizing
the Third World into a mine and a plantation, digging and planting for export, creates two distortions. One, it severs the
role of labour reserves and the social reproductive role of primary production from peripheral wage suppression and its
relationship with transfers of value from the periphery to the core, as Ossome and Naidu (2021), focused on women'’s
role in peripheral primary production and social reproduction, have noted. Meanwhile, the Patnaiks link the
consumption basket of the northern labour aristocracy to primitive accumulation in the South and income deflation in
order to divert farmland to export products that cannot be produced in northern winters.

The second distortion is prescriptive: it summons up a vision of transformation focused on the primary sector, re-
incanting, unknowingly or not, one after another spectre: colonial development schemes, “dual sector” models, one
low-productivity and one high-productivity, the succession of rural development programs, world-wide PDRI, romances
with “indigenous technology,” and dalliances with reducing development and technological suites to “appropriate
technology.”
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Such green colonialism theses furthermore inadequately theorise the political form of exploitation—neo-colonial, not

[/I

colonial. Lambasting sovereign states as “colonial” ignores the achievements of the anti-colonial struggles in stopping
colonial famines and genocides, or that the agenda of the US state is precisely the eradication of state sovereignty from
Haiti to Syria (Tornel and Dunlap 2025). They also mis-read the ecological impacts of neo-colonialism, which hammer
frontline communities but also extend across entire Third World social formations through the destruction of the
“socially useful nature” needed for popular classes’ well-being, from social-natural disasters to under-investment in
sanitary infrastructure (Prasad 2019). They finally mis-read contemporary imperialism. For Third World economies have
suffered massive shifts in the last 50 years. They are no longer merely commodity exporters but are subcontracted into
low value-added industrial production, from assembly to textiles. They are also woven into the international division of
labour as service providers—call centers—and skilled labour exporters: nurses, doctors, and engineers, based on
exporting the fruits of the social labour of the periphery. Emphasis on “re-primarisation” is overstated even in the
archetypical Latin American case. When applied to the Arab region, it severely distorts the nature of regional social
formations.

By fiat, having erased pluralities or majorities of Third World social formations, prescriptions are broadly inadequate with
respect to the range of peripheral needs. Consider that Svampa’s proposals include

...an integral environmental perspective that emphasises the idea of Buen Vivir; an indigenous, communitarian
perspective; an eco-feminist perspective with a focus on the care economy and the struggle against patriarchy;
and an eco-territorial position linked to the social movements that have developed a political grammar based on
the ideas of environmental justice, common goods, territory, food sovereignty and living well (Svampa 2012).

These are good ideas. But are they meant to forgo a modern electrical or health infrastructure, roads, industrialised mass
transport, and a sovereign technological base? It is striking that Svampa—who rejects a Marxist analysis of alienated
labour under capitalism, has no time for Communism as an alternative horizon, takes a strong distance from the
“traditional” left of Latin America, and refrains from engaging industrialisation—Ileans heavily on Franz Hinkelammert
who had “developed criteria for what he calls ‘an economy for life’. order to construct an alternative.” In fact,
Hinkelammert was a dependency-influenced Marxist liberation theologian who called for “placing modern technology
at the service of satisfying human needs,” in the framework of “another type of development” (Hinkelammert 2005:
803). He embraced modernity, machinery, and development on the terms of the South. It seems an odd interpretive
decision, that would not be sustained by a close reading, to take from his clear embrace of industrial modernity the
formless humanism of an “economy of life.”

Furthermore, remarkably, after 15 years of discussion of “extractivism,” its proponents have not offered any real vision or
frameworks of “post-extractivist” social formations, what kind of productive apparatus could offer emancipation and
fulfil basic needs for the nations they have written about, nor offered any clarity whatsoever about industrialisation and
its role in peripheral futures. Invocations of “reciprocity and redistribution,” and the “social and solidarity economy,”
sidestep how private ownership of the existing means of production precludes fulfilling basic needs, and a very basic
question about the actual productive fabric—is there enough? (Svampa 2019: 52).

Indeed, although this literature armours itself in denunciations of how the Latin American governments highlight EU and
US funding of much extractivism discourse—a fact these intellectuals do not deny—they end up embracing some of the
rhetoric of the domestic Latin American right and the US state, helping pave the way for the US-backed resurgence of the
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right through demonisation of the Latin American governments by slurring them as harbouring a “hierarchical,
authoritarian, even militaristic dispositif” (Brand et al. 2016: 148).

Even if much of the “extractivism” literature had not cast a black pall over the national-popular governments of Latin
America, they also may be questioned on other grounds. If much discussion of “post-development,” “anti-extractivism,”
and “green colonialism” has distorted or selectively analysed Third World social formations, propounded a fragmentary
notion of modern neo-colonialism, and urged what are too often folkloric, antiquarian, and often romantic imaginaries
of utopia, we may wonder whether imperialism is threatened by a vision of post-development which does not engage
industrialisation and self-defence as part of national liberation, or whether such a vision can clearly engage with the
basic needs of entire Third World social formations, many of whom, as in Latin America or the Arab region, are majority
urbanised.

This should not be understood to be antagonistic to the social subjects to whom these writers refer, still less to policy
planks like food sovereignty—breaking through the food grain constraint, an inward-oriented agriculture, and agrarian
reform, although this term is often omitted amidst mounting NGO-ization of the food sovereignty discourse. Re-
peasantisation is a needed plank in development platforms, alongside the presence of a disruptive and redistributive
agrarian reform which changes rural social relations. The former occurred to a greater extent in Zimbabwe, and a smaller
extent in Brazilian, Nicaraguan, and Venezuelan agrarian change. Yet, for all that, the agrarian question cannot be
warrened off from a sovereign, emancipatory national development program that considers gender and ecological
questions and puts industry at the service of agriculture rather than agnosticism on industrialisation.

Post-Development or Another Development?

Post-development emerged almost surreptitiously replacing earlier notions of another development or alternative
development. Although the latter two terms were catholic, they tended to enfold agrarian reform, sovereign
industrialisation, securing the basic needs of the poor, and very often engagements with soft technologies.
Disagreements centred on the pace and techniques of industrialisation, relative attention to ecology and gender, and
perhaps the place of private property in a national transition that still indeed aimed to change who owned what—social
property relations. Such literature, Marxist or otherwise, certainly dialogued with Marxist thought and Communist
parties, and learned from the socialist development experiences, and did not dally with broad-brush critiques of
development or modernity.

The “post-development” or “alternatives to development” literature is staged at a different level. There is occasional
engagement with Marxist political economy, but diluted with post-structuralism, science and technology studies, and
overriding hostility to Marxism as bearing within it “forms of universalism which carried the appeal of secular Utopias
constructed with rationality and enlightenment,” alongside derision towards “Development [as] modernity” (Peet and
Hartwick 2015). Indeed, this literature collapses modernity into its specifically Western capitalist-linked implementation,
and understands rationalism as something necessarily trapped in the history of its misuse. Curiously, these interpretive
decisions are not necessarily, or only partially, applied to other fields of knowledge: are we to reject modern
mathematics because large swathes of its development occurred within the racist, colonial, and capitalist European
social formations?

To clarify the stakes of the discussion of modernity, let us begin with a broader re-statement of some classical positions
with respect to rationality and modernity, emerging from the heyday of the national movements. As the Egyptian-
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Palestinian intellectual historian Zeyad El Nabolsy notes, an embrace of modernity and rationality (not to be conflated
with their deployment as mechanisms of imperial domination) was a pillar of African national liberation thinking:

This commitment to reason (and consequently to science) as the primary source of normative justification is also
evident in Cabral’s approach to the construction of a modern national culture in Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde...
Within the context of the philosophical discourse of modernity there is also the idea that science liberates human
beings to the extent that it disenchants nature ... Cabral subscribe[d] to this thesis ... [adding that Cabral believed
that] individuals and societies that believe in progress as a normative ideal are primarily future-oriented in the
sense that they consciously seek to change their social environment for the better (Nabolsy 2019: 4).

Indeed, this sense of modernity was deeply tied to autonomy (see Nott 2025a). As Samir Amin argued, “Modernity is
constructed on the principle that human beings, individually and collectively (i.e., societies), make their own history.”
Neither modernity nor autonomy could be meaningfully achieved or consummated under capitalism, colonialism, or
imperialism (Amin 1989: 7). That is, just because reason and progress and the philosophical discourse of modernity were
used to try to justify the slave plantation does not mean abandoning them any more than one would abandon
mathematics because it was used to tabulate slaveholder wealth.

The planner Ismail-Sabri Abdallah makes this point on multiple vectors, drawing on Mao, Cabral, and Fanon in a
discussion of the relationship of development planning to growth, each to technological innovation, and all of them to
the creation of a vibrant national culture. Abdallah defended “development as a process of global change with
economic growth as a major ... component,” and pointing out that such growth could be decomposed, or could be
differentiated: industry can grow in different directions, for example, and could be guided towards “the basic needs of
the majority, the quest for self-reliance and the assertion of cultural identity” (Abdalla 1977a: 7-8). For Abdallah, this
entailed the “right to be different,” which had a specific meaning when it came to technology (Abdalla 1977a: 8). It is
noteworthy that Abdallah thought—in line with prevailing heterodoxy—that the basic needs of the poor could be
understood through consults and surveys, that desires could be transmitted clearly and be input into macro-level
development, while still maintaining concern about the legibility of peasant labour outputs (Abdalla 1977a, 1977b). He
saw no contradiction between growth, development, basic needs fulfilment, and cultural flourishing.

In contrast, much critical political ecology and post-development literature is essentially hostile to development,
modernity, industrialisation, and Western-developed technology. Notably, in this it is the mirror-image of the eco-
modernism literature which considers the adoption of technology from outside the Third World an unqualified good: it
considers the adoption of technology essentially an unqualified bad. In fact, they seem to share the idea that people
cannot make social and rational choices about what and how to accept or reject technology, nor that those choices may
themselves shift as people learn more about the world and those technologies, nor that the faculties of reason and
creativity should be applied to decisions about technology.

These lines of thought, in line with a wide-ranging Arab critique which Abdallah had helped midwife—or even gestate—
were crystallised in his point that the Third World peoples had to “recover their creativity and inventiveness,” and to
cease assuming that “the last word of technology had been said”—China, then but even more now, a sterling example of
these prescriptions when they emerge in applied development planning (Abdalla 1977a: 8).

Similarly, in a study on technological change and development, Souhail took issue with those over-emphasising
appropriate technologies, uncritically embracing technology transfer, and even some issue with the notion of
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“combined” technologies for its inattention to class. He argued for a radically different notion of technology which was
put at the service of a unique path of Third World sovereign industrialisation and national liberation, notably one

combining so-called traditional and modern technologies—a mainstay of the Chinese development experience which
had imprinted Arab development thought (Ajl 2021, 2025a).

His argument was pro-modernity and pro-science, while taking purposeful distance from the narrow and imperial,
colonial, and capitalist applications of the scientific method. As he wrote, “Science in general, as a body of knowledge
with an object and a method, cannot be reduced to the restrictive application of its discoveries,” arguing the historic
accumulation of knowledge and findings could “if put to good use, according to another rationality ... open up broad
perspectives for the Third World.” Furthermore, as he made clear, the re-working of science and technology policy and
its role in national-popular development would not take place through a millenarian rupture, or through an embrace of
the technologies which used to be used in the western path of development, or through an antiquarian return to the past,
but would start simply from where the Third World was. He argued that its “salvation” was not in a “break” but focused
more on how it would “design its development process,” which meant separating from the West and engaging with
“’borrowed’ science.” In turn, this meant a move to “creative originality” which would welcome “external influence”
without ending up subjected to it—achieving autonomy through development. It is through the non-West’s rediscovering
of its identity, by decolonizing science and de-westernising technology, that science would become truly universal and
fulfil its potential. Programmatically, this meant mastering technology, organising it, and re-orienting it, through a
popular-class oriented “social appropriation of technology,” which rested on the “political will for the collective act of
social appropriation of technology.” This would, finally, mean a national capacity for research and development and for
engineering (Souhail 1985, 278-285). Relatedly, this method of social appropriation of technology meant instituting
national spaces for development and engineering—that is, national industrialisation and science and development
capacity, which would inevitably fly in the face of the interests of the core. Finally, Souhail raised the issue of a class-
based and collective mobilisation in order to ensure this process remained popular and in the interests of the popular
classes.

The embrace of engineering and science—without reducing them to their histories as they were interlinked with Western
capitalism—is one clear throughline, in clear contrast with the post-development current (Dowidar 1973; ‘AlT 1983;
Abdallah 1987). A second aspect, in line with a wide range of Arab region and West African literature, was the push for
a tailored, unique, and appropriate development, again in clear contrast to its near-dismissal (Hountondji 1987).
Furthermore, this did not mean rejecting even the technologies forged in the West during its violent and exploitative
development process. Science was understood as a universal stock and technology, a shared bequest.

Conclusion

This paper has considered some controversies in current debates around the ecological question, primarily in the North,

but which because of the overwhelming power of northern academic production, also set the pace for much southern
academic discussion. It has argued that although in some ways degrowth and kindred post-development or anti-
development currents are seemingly totally opposed to eco-modernism, in some ways they parallel each other: they lack
engagement with Third World state sovereignty. They tend to ignore the history of more liberatory Third World
developmental thought. And they either refuse to conceptualise or have any realistic perspective on Third World
industrialisation. Furthermore, each does not engage in a rigorous class analysis, and each lacks a realistic perspective
on imperialism. In follows, then, that they find in each other a useful antagonist to the extent that they talk past one
another and at the same time do not sufficiently engage with the entirety of the class structure in the periphery. Finally,
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each lacks a serious perspective on, or even offers sufficient tools to forge programs for, national-popular peripheral
development.

Indeed, although each perspective intimates its universalistic capacity, each fails to offer a perspective wide enough to
deal with the very wide range of problems, which are necessarily specific to different social formations but do not
preclude some sense of a shared universal project. In contrast, the paper has revisited seminal southern work on
modernity, development, industrialisation, and technology. It has shown how the more prominent debates and their
taproots block from view an older debate which, rooted in the states, institutions, and movements of the periphery,
spoke more directly to the interests of their popular classes in city and countryside. They argued for a tailored, creatively
crafted, and national approach to modernity and development—to, in this way, strip them of their Eurocentric
parochialism and thereby try to make them—more—universal.
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e The Jus Semper Global Alliance
* Kai Heron, Alejandro Pedregal and Nemanja Lukié: For an Anti-Imperialist Ecological Modernity

* Alejandro Pedregal and Nemanja Lukié: From Imperialism to Green Imperialism: Tools of World-Systems Analysis in the Face of the Great Ecosocial Crisis
e John Bellamy Foster and Alejandro Pedregal: The Return of Nature and Marx’s Ecology

® Alberto Garcia Molinero and Alejandro Pedregal: The Ea ocio-ecological Dimensions of Tricontinenta

¢ John Bellamy Foster, Hannah Holleman and Brett Clark: Imperialism in the Anthropocene

e John Bellamy Foster: Socialism and Ecological Survival: An Introduction

¢ Brian M. Napoletano: Half-Earth Socialism and the Path Beyond Capital
¢ Hickel, J., and D. Sullivan: How Much Growth is Required to Achieve Good Lives for All? Insights from Needs-Based Analysis.

e Hickel, J., M. H. Lemos, and F. Barbour: Unequal Exchange of Labour in the World Economy

e Alvaro J. de Regil: The Deceptive Delusions of Green Capitalism
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e Alvaro J. de Regil: The Unbearable Unawareness of our Ecological Existential Crisis
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e Chris Gilbert, Cira Pascual Marquina and Jodo Pedro Stedile: Land, Cooperation, and Socialism

e Chris Gilbert and Cira Pascual Marquina: A Special Issue on Communes in Socialist Construction

e Chris Gilbert: Socialist Communes and Anti-Imperialism: The Marxist Approach

e Claudio Jedlicki: Unequal Exchange
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