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Left-wing ecologists generally think that Marx’s theory of labor value is completely opposite to ecology because it 

ascribes the substance of value to labor. The contemporary Marxist theorists regard this as the lack of true 

knowledge of the dialectical basis of labor theory of value. Dialectics is a method of studying things in a holistic 

and relational way, while the method of value analysis is the result of Marx’s study of capitalist mode of production 

in a holistic and relational way. According to the method of value analysis, the unity of opposites among value, 

exchange value, and use value constitutes the fundamental contradiction of capitalist mode of production, which 

inevitably leads to the adversarial relationship of capitalist value form. Marx constantly ascended from abstract to 

concrete, from part to whole, and then, the meaning of value analysis expanded to the whole material world, thus, 

the ecological dimension of labor value theory was completely expanded. 
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Introduction 

Marx’s early thought has ecological dimension, which has become the consensus of ecologists, but people 

have different views on Marx’s late thought. Many ecologists believe that in Marx’s late critical works on 

political economy, the ecological view is only scattered, sparkling, and does not form a unified logic. In other 

words, in Marx’s late thought, the dominant systematic theory was historical materialism and its practical 

application, that is, the theory of labor value, while the ecological view was only marginal and dispensable, so, 

Marx’s late thought has no ecological field of vision, at best, some ecological potential consciousness. Thus, 

the question is: How to understand the relationship between Marx’s late theory and ecological view? Are 

Marx’s numerous ecological arguments just some after-dinner gossip? 

It is against this background that the revival of dialectical research has brought the most powerful tools for 

dispelling doubt and confusion. Dialectics has always been attributed to three laws in orthodox thought, but the 

argumentation and elucidation of these laws will inevitably end in the same way as positivism. Although 

theoretical research has produced great theoretical breakthroughs, there is still a big gap between these 

breakthroughs and the essence of Marxian dialectics. Only by following Marx’s footsteps step by step, after a 

long and arduous effort, the modern dialectics research has reached an unprecedented height, which provides a 

decisive support for the debate of ecology in late Marx.  
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Presentation of the Question 

The scientific and critical nature of Marx’s theory of labor value has always been praised, but in the 

left-wing ecological world, “the dominant position seems to be that insofar as Marx achieved any ecological 

insights, this was despite-not because of- his value theory of value. On the contrary, the theory of value should 

be excluded” (Burkett, 1999, p. 79). According to it, Marx’s theory of labor value is completely opposite to 

ecology because it attributes the substance of value to labor, claims that capital has freely appropriated natural 

condition, and does not assign value to nature. For example, Deléage argues that Marx’s theory of labor value 

“attributes no intrinsic value to natural resources” (Deléage, 1994, p. 48). Carpenter believes that Marx 

“formulated his economic theories on the assumption of limitless resources” (Carpenter, 1997, p. 137), and 

Georgescu-Roegen criticizes “Marx’s dogma that everything Nature offer is gratis” (Georgescu-Roegen, 1971, 

p. 2). Many scholars hold that the labor theory of value should be reformed, giving value to labor and nature at 

the same time. Skirbekk is an important representative of this proposition. He thinks that “the Marxian theory 

of value founded upon labor is valid for the reproductive forms of production. But in an extractive form of 

production, value is transferred from resources to profits, which may be called an extractive surplus profit” 

(Skirbekk, 1994, p. 100). Therefore, Skirbekk argues that value should be given to labor and nature at the same 

time. Luo Liyan and Yan Zhijie have similar views (Luo, 2005; Yan, 2004). However, the above people trying 

to reform the labor theory of value conflated the concept of value with the concept of price, confused the value, 

use value, and exchange value, and finally confused the theory of labor value with supply and demand theory of 

value. 

On the other hand, some people who are in favour of Marx’s theory of labor value which holds that only 

labor is the source and substance of value, try to defend the intrinsic relationship between labor value theory 

and nature insofar as modern nature is to a large extent “humanized nature”, for example, Liu Sihua believes 

that  

the natural resources and natural environment under the modern economic and social conditions, although not mainly 
produced and formed under artificial labor, are intertwined and interacting with social and economic production and 
reproduction in some links of ecological production and reproduction. Therefore, people have, directly or indirectly, made 
ecosystems evolve in a direction conducive to human survival and economic and social development. It takes a certain 
amount of objectified and living labor to transform natural material from potential use value to real use value. The kind of 
labor objectified in the ecosystem forms ecological values. (Liu, 1987, p. 2)  

Yang Yanlin, Zhu Yunfeng, Zhou Zhaoguang, and Wen Lianxiang hold similar views (Yang, 2002; Zhu, 2005; 

Zhou, 2007; Wen, 2009). This way of interpretation has certain theoretical and practical significance to expand 

the application of the theory of labor value in the field of nature, but the limitation of this way of interpretation 

to the defense of the theory of labor value is obvious.  

Apparently, it cannot respond positively to the accusation that natural conditions are free appropriated, and 

it much less can correctly understand the specific historical attributes of labor theory of value. 

The latest research on dialectics and ecology in contemporary Marxist theory shows that these views are a 

specious understanding of labor theory of value. 

How to understand and grasp Marx’s dialectics is the key to understand and grasp Marx’s historical 

materialism and labor value theory. In the past, the authoritative representatives of the understanding of 

dialectics were Lukacs and Althusser respectively, but the problems in their understanding were serious, 
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especially they went to extremes in dealing with relations between Hegel and Marx. The former reduced the 

dialectics of Marx to the dialectics of the relationship between subject and object, to a great extent, the idealism 

of dialectics, while the latter reduced the dialectics to pluralistic determinism, which separates the consistency 

between Marx and Hegel in the philosophy of internal relations, thus opening a convenient door for 

post-modernism. 

Great achievements have been made in the study of dialectics in the field of contemporary Marxist theory, 

which has greatly transcended the horizons of Lukacs and Althusser and entered a new stage. The prominent 

representatives of this stage are Ollman, Arthur, and so on. Ollman thinks that “dialectics is a way of thinking 

that brings into focus the full range of changes and interactions occur in the world” (Ollman, 2003, p. 12), and 

that  

dialectical research begins with the whole, the system, or as much of it as one understands, and then proceeds to an 
examination of the part to see where it fits and how it functions, leading eventually to a fuller understanding of the whole 
from which one has begun. (Ollman, 2003, p. 14)  

Ollman stressed that the main method of dialectics is abstraction. Arthur pointed out that Marx’s dialectics is 

essentially systematic dialectics,  

at the methodological level it puts the emphasis on the need for a clear order of presentation, which, however, is not a 
linear one, for the starting point is not empirically or axiomatically given but in need of interrogation. Epistemologically it 
insists on the reflexivity of the subject-object relation. Ontologically it addresses itself to totalities and thus to their 
comprehension through systematically interconnected categories, which are more or less sharply distinguished from 
historically sequenced orderings. (Arthur, 2004, p. 5) 

We find that, although Ollman and Arthur differ on the relationship between dialectics at the two levels of 

research and presentation, they agree that the systematic characteristics of dialectics have priority over 

historical characteristics and the method of abstraction plays a key role in Marx’s dialectics. This is also the 

innovation of the understanding of dialectics in contemporary Marxist circles. What we pay special attention to 

here is the understanding of dialectics of Burkett, who reinterprets the value analysis method of Marx’s labor 

theory of value by using dialectics. In Burkett’s opinion, dialectics is “a holistic yet differentiated and relational 

approach” (Burkett, 1999, p. 19) used in the study of things. In other words, dialectics is the way to study 

things “in a holistic and relational way” (Burkett, 2001, p. 447). This method takes the whole of things as the 

premise and the parts that constitute the whole of things as the starting point. In order to achieve the 

understanding of the essence of things, it studies and grasps the identity, difference and unity of opposites 

between the parts and the whole through the method of abstraction and the method of abstract ascending to 

concrete. In Capital, Marx defined the concept of labor as “a process in which man mediates, regulates, and 

controls the metabolism between man and nature by his own actions” (Marx, 1972, pp. 201-202), and moreover, 

Marx pointed out that labor in the capitalist system “developed the technique and the combination of social 

processes of production, only because it simultaneously undermining the original sources of all wealth-the soil 

and the workers” (Marx, 1972, p. 553). Therefore, capitalist labor is a negation of the process of metabolism 

between man and nature, and only in the communist society,  

the socialized man, the associated producers, govern the human metabolism with nature in a rational way, bring it 
under their own collective control instead of being dominate by it a blind power; accomplishing it with the least 
expenditure of energy and in conditions most worthy and appropriate for their human nature. (Marx, 1974, pp. 926-927)  
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Therefore, Marx’s dialectics most essentially consists in the analysis and grasp of the process of metabolism 

between man and nature. In Burkett’s words, “the co-evolution of human and extra-human nature, and the 

tensions and conflicts that it generates” (Burkett, 2001, p. 448) can only be adequately grasped by a method 

that is holistic and relational, and the significance of this approach is that we should regard the whole process of 

human reproduction as a whole of the interaction and interaction of material and social factors, thus in capitalist 

society, we should regard the whole process of human reproduction not only as the relation among producers 

and between producers and appropriators of the surplus product, but also as the relation between material 

content and social form of production, which constitutes the unity of opposites as a whole. 

The Value Analysis Method Is the Application of Dialectics  

The main task of the holistic and relational way lies in the setting and questioning of the totality, the part 

and their relation of mutual presuppositions by applying the method of abstraction and the method of abstract 

ascending to concrete. The method of value analysis is the dialectical method for Marx to study the capitalist 

mode of production in a holistic and relational way. Here, the capitalist mode of production as a totality, 

constructed by such moments as production, distribution, exchange, and consumption, is the premise and the 

object of further inquiry, from which the value category is abstracted as the starting point. The main purpose of 

the value analysis method is to analyze the unity of opposites between the capitalist mode of production and the 

category of value so as to reveal the essence of the capitalist mode of production. To master the dialectics of 

Marx’s value analysis is the premise of grasping the whole meaning of Marx’s labor value theory. 

If communism, as the unity of naturalism and humanitarianism, is taken as a totality, then the category of 

labor is obviously of the most fundamental significance in the process of development from abstract to concrete. 

Thus, the category of labor should be regarded as the starting point of abstract and the backbone of dialectical 

movement. This is also clear in Marx’s unswerving determination of labor as the substance of value and one of 

the sources of material wealth (use value). As far as the capitalist mode of production is concerned as a totality, 

in view of Hegel’s “first comprehensive and conscious account of the general form of motion of dialectics”, 

Marx’s setting the category of value as the beginning and the backbone has more theoretical significance of 

thinking, in the process of “showing off” “Hegel’s unique expression” (Marx, 1972, p. 24), because the category 

of value has the characteristics of universality, simplicity and historical determinacy. In order to reverse the 

mysterious form of Hegel’s dialectics, Marx added a material bearer to the category of value, that is, the 

category of commodity with perceivable certainty. Therefore, taking the value category as the non-perceptual 

starting point on the basis of commodity as the perceivable starting point, the materialist basis of dialectics and 

the holistic and relational way are organically unified. To put it simply, the fundamental significance of labor is 

hidden insofar as the category of commodity (value) is the starting point. However, since we regard the essence 

of the totality of the capitalist mode of production as the ultimate goal of value analysis, we should, in analyzing 

the process of the movement of commodity (value), mainly analyze the movement of the value form of this 

totality, leaving its specific material content shelved temporarily. Therefore, value analysis is to analyze the unity 

of opposites between the attributes of commodities, that is, commodity value, exchange value, and use value, and 

their development process. From a holistic and relational point of view, the unity of opposites among value, 

exchange value, and use value constitutes the fundamental contradiction of the totality of capitalist mode of 

production. Here, value is the basis of exchange value, exchange value is the manifestation of value, use value is 

the material bearer of value, and the value is the formal abstraction of use value. The movement of this 
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fundamental contradiction is embodied in the movement from the simple value form of the commodity to the 

expanded value form and then to the general value form. In this process, the two factors of commodity are 

always in contradiction and conflict. It was until money as commodity served as a fixed general equivalent that 

the contradiction of commodity exchange was effectively alleviated. Later, money continued to act as an 

intermediary to solve the contradiction between use value and value in its own cycle from commodity to capital, 

and finally dissimilated into a dominant form of value. So the exchange value becomes the “inevitable 

expression of value” (Marx, 1972, p. 51). In Marx’s view, the capitalist value form dominated by exchange value 

is neither natural nor eternal. Because the dominant position of exchange value means that commodity 

exchange has become the dominant social relationship, that the capitalist mode of production is a complete 

substitute for the traditional mode of production, and that use value and exchange value of commodity are 

subordinate to value of commodity, the general outbreak of the capitalism’s fundamental contradiction and 

historical crisis is inevitable (Peng, 2016). The future social relations in place of capitalist value forms are 

hidden in the contradictions and conflicts in the present form of value. The revelation of the antagonistic relation 

and the historical development trend of capitalist value form is the expression of the superiority of Marx’s 

value analysis method, and classical economics based on positivism can never make such an achievement. 

The Ecological Dimension of Labor Theory of Value 

The above value analysis of Marx is only the abstraction made in a certain range and level, which 

intentionally omits the concreteness of use value of commodity and the richness of the labor of producing the 

commodity. Insofar as the three volumes of Capital are regarded as a totality, the above abstraction is only in 

the scope and level of Volume I, which mainly deals with the dialectical development of the value form in the 

process of capitalist production. The movement of the abstract force of Marx’s dialectics, of course, will not 

stay here. In Volumes II and III, and later in the in-depth study of natural science, Marx constantly sought to 

link the relationship between these factors in the form of value with the totality of capitalist mode of production, 

until it was linked to the unity of the broad natural and social worlds, that is, Marx constantly rose from abstract 

to concrete, from part to totality, and then his value analysis continued to expand to the whole material world, 

thus, the ecological implications of the theory of labor value were thoroughly revealed. 

Assigning value of commodity to the socially necessary labor-time objectified in commodity, but not to 

nature itself, is the inevitable requirement of the ecological critical logic of labor value theory. By giving value 

to labor and nature itself at the same time, some ecological critics cover the contradiction between value and 

use value, block the historic path of revealing the generalization of value into exchange value, and weaken the 

power of criticizing capitalism, rather than elevating the value of nature. The method of value analysis shows 

that “the contradiction between exchange value and use value intrinsic to the commodity is also a contradiction 

between wealth’s specifically capitalist form and its natural basis and substance” (Burkett, 1999, p. 82). The 

theoretical thinking process with regard to the contradiction of value ascending to the ecological contradiction 

of capitalism, vividly and profoundly revealed the ecological destruction of capitalist mode of production. The 

ecological destruction is attributed to three aspects in contemporary ecological Marxism. The first is that the 

homogeneity of value and money and their infinite reparability result in the artificial division and fragmentation 

of nature. The second is that the unlimited character of money capital accumulation results in the depletion of 

limited natural resources. The third is that because capitalist land rent is the redistribution of surplus value 

rather than the value of land, capitalist rent cannot reverse the trend of land plunder. 
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Another important reason why some critics asserted labor value theory against ecology is that Marx not 

only does not give value to nature, but thinks that capital can “freely appropriate” (Marx, 1974, p. 840) natural 

and social conditions. Thus, they accused Marx of treating natural conditions as costless and not scarce. These 

critics failed to realize that Marx’s concept of free appropriation is an integral part of Marx’s dialectics of value 

analysis and must be understood from the relationship between the free appropriation and the movement of 

value form. According to the concept of free appropriation, the natural resources without objectified labor are 

valueless and therefore free. This is consistent with the definition that labor constitutes the substance of value. 

The reason why Marx often talks about the issue of free appropriation is that, even if the theory of labor value 

only involves the production and reproduction of value and surplus value, this requires two kinds of use value, 

that is, labor power and natural conditions as natural premises, and requires the existence of labor power and 

land that are not produced as commodities but are used as commodities. Capital must appropriate these 

conditions freely, which is a historical process, but also a realistic process. Therefore, free appropriation and 

labor creating value is an integral part of the organic and historical relations of capitalist value form movement 

(Peng, 2018). 

Besides Marx’s value analysis, the concept of labor is the basis and starting point of Marx’s dealing with 

the totality of social history. Although this concept is not directly and explicitly set as a starting point and a 

foothold in the third volume of Capital, it still has its own invisible dialectical logic of development, which is 

contradictory to the famous left ecologist, Benton’s claim that Marx’s concept of labor, which includes three 

factors, that is laborers, means of labor and objects of labor, cannot be compatible with the concept of 

production as an ecological regulation. Benton thought that Marx’s concept of labor defining labor as human’s 

manipulative activity could not evaluate the function of non-maneuverable natural conditions on the formation 

of use value in agriculture, forestry, and other industries (Benton, 1989). Benton’s accusations clearly fail to 

understand the abstract relationship between the different levels of Marx’s dialectical approach. The first 

volume of Capital does not specifically deal with the difference between labor time and production time, only 

abstracting the concept of labor time that the labor value theory needs to emphasize, but this does not mean that 

Marx did not take into account the time of nature’s production. Thus, in Volume II, in order to consider the 

connection between production and circulation, Marx’s concept of labour must deal with the specific 

distinction and connection between labour time and production time. Therefore, the analysis of the production 

of ecological regulation has become a central problem. Here, Marx’s distinction between labor time and 

production time, and between raw materials and auxiliary materials, is obviously an ecological analysis. 

Because Marx regards these analyses as the dialectical development of labor category, he can make a more 

scientific summary and grasp of the totality of broad social history. 

Some critics blame Marx’s labor value theory for not pointing out a way out for the contemporary 

ecological dilemma. The dialectics of value analysis retorts that this criticism should point to the capitalist 

mode of production itself, because the theory of labor value is the theory that reflects and constructs the essence 

of the capitalist mode of production. To expect labor value theory to solve ecological problems but not to 

provide the social basis which this theoretical mission calls for is the lack of theoretical consciousness of the 

critics. Marx clearly pointed out that the way out to solve the contradiction between capitalist production and 

nature lies on the other side of capitalist production, in a society where socialized people and united producers 

reasonably regulate the metabolism relationship between them and nature. At that time, labor value theory will 

end its historical mission as labor time has been sublated by free time (Peng, 2017). 
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Conclusion  

Now, it is clear that we can no longer be troubled by the question of whether mature Marx had ecological 

ideas, and here we sincerely thank Burkett for his outstanding work in this regard, as Foster pointed out, 

“Burkett provided for the first time a completely unified reading of Marx’s value analysis that integrated its 

natural-material or use-value components within a general value-form theory, bringing the ecological aspects of 

Marx’s political economy alive as never before” (Foster, 2014). At the same time, we sincerely thank Ollman, 

Arthur, and others for their great contributions to the interpretation of Marx’s dialectics. Of course, we should 

also soberly realize that we are far from completing the reconstruction of the final form of Marx’s dialectics 

and ecology. Under the trend of the increasing harm of capitalist globalization to human beings and the 

environment, it is necessary to construct a theoretical form with distinctive characteristics of the modern times 

that unifies labor value theory, dialectics, and ecology. 

References  
Arthur, C. J. (2004). The new dialectic and Marx’s Capital. Boston: Brill Leiden. 
Burkett, P. (1999). Marx and nature: A red and green perspective. Basingstoke: Macmillan Press. 
Burkett, P. (2001). Review of ecology and historical materialism, by Jonathan Hughes. Historical Materialism, 8(1), 443-459. 
Carpenter, G. P. (1997). Rethinking scarcity: Marxism and ecology reconciled. Democracy & Nature, 3(3), 129-153.  
Deléage, J.-P. (1994). Eco-Marxist critique of political economy. In M. O’Connor (Ed.), Is capitalism sustainable? Political 

economy and the politics of ecology (pp. 37-52). New York: Guilford.  
Foster, J. B. (2014). Paul Burkett’s Marx and Nature fifteen years after. Retrieved from http://monthlyreview.org/2014/12/01/ 
Georgescu-Roegen, N. (1971). The entropy law and the economic process. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
Liu, S. H. (1987). A preliminary study of eco-economic value. Academic Monthly, 11, 1-7. 
Luo, L. Y. (2005). On the compensatory value of natural resources. Academic Research, 2, 49-54. 
Marx, K. (1972). The complete works of Marx and Engels, Vol. 23. Beijing: People’s Press.  
Marx, K. (1974). The complete works of Marx and Engels, Vol. 25. Beijing: People’s Press. 
Ollman, B. (2003). Dance of the dialectic: Steps in Marx’s method. Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press. 
Peng, X. N. (2016). On the ecological dimension of Marx’s Capitalism’s Fundamental Contradiction Theory. Guangxi Social 

Sciences, 5, 45-50. 
Peng, X. N. (2017). The ecological dimension of Marx’s Theory of Free Time. In Shanghai Federation of Social Sciences (Ed.), 

The collected works of the 15th Annual Meeting of Shanghai Social Science (pp. 373-386). Shanghai: Shanghai People’s 
Press. 

Peng, X. N. (2018). Burkett on the ecological dimension of Marx’s Theory of “Free Appropriation”. Journal of Poyang Lake, 3, 
48-55.  

Wen, L. X. (2009). Value of Natural Resources: The interpretation of Marx’s Labor Theory of Value. Journal of Jinan University, 
19(6), 36-39. 

Yan, Z. J. (2004). A discussion on the Value of Natural Resources. Journal of Peking University, 41(6), 70-77.  
Yang, Y. L. (2002). Natural Resources Value Theory—Explanation based on Labor Theory of Value and its significance. 

Economic Review, 1, 52-55. 
Zhu, Y. F. (2005). Building up the Theory of Ecological Value to enrich Marx’s Theory of Labor Value. Journal of Jianghan 

University, 24(1), 59-61. 
Zhou, Z. G. (2007). The inherent relationship between Marx’s Theory of Value and the Value of Natural Resources. Journal of 

Anhui University, 31(5), 145-148. 
Benton, T. (November/December 1989). Marxism and natural limits: An ecological critique and reconstruction. New Left Review, 

178, 51-86. 
Skirbekk, G. (December 1994). Marx and ecology. Capitalism, Nature, Socialism, 5(4), 95-104. 


