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Abstract 

We live in a new normal of increasing, cross-cutting and shifting patterns of disasters fuelled by 

large scale environmental change, from floods to wildfires to pandemics. Our intervention in this 

forum piece makes the case that disasters, and responses to disasters, must be understood within 

the context of the global political economic system of capitalism. We situate disasters, their 

making, and their politics within the Capitalocene and argue that disasters and the physical 

processes that underpin them are not natural: they are unevenly produced through, and 

exacerbated by, processes inherent in the capitalist system with uneven consequences. We 

suggest that the predominantly techno-managerial approaches to disasters pursued within the 

neoliberal state and multilateral governance institution system reveal the tensions in addressing 

the causes of environmental change and the new normal of disasters under Capitalism. We argue 

that through an engagement with the Capitalocene, environmental politics could further 

contribute to nuanced, critical understandings of disasters and their making that in ways that 

foreground their in/justice implications. 

 

 

Introduction 

This short forum piece focuses on situating disasters, and specifically their making, within the 

Capitalocene. We live in a new normal of increasing, cross-cutting and shifting patterns of disasters, from 

floods to wildfires to pandemics, fuelled by large scale environmental change. There is considerable 
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scholarship across disciplines focused on analysing, predicting, and developing responses to disasters of 

many types. Our intervention here argues that disasters, their making, and related politics must be 

understood within the context of the global political economic system of capitalism that underpins 

processes of environmental change, as well as the ways in which they are governed and addressed. We 

suggest that a useful lens through which we can understand these dynamics of disaster is ‘The 

Capitalocene’ (Moore 2015). While it is now common to eschew any understanding of disasters as 

‘natural’ given how the destruction and loss associated with hazards like floods, fires and drought are 

socio-political outcomes, we extend this logic further by foregrounding the political-economic dimensions 

that shape the biophysical processes of environmental change. Taking the Capitalocene seriously accounts 

for the ways in which the biophysical processes underlying/precipitating hazards and disasters are 

themselves no longer natural. They are unevenly produced through, and exacerbated by, processes 

inherent in the capitalist system with uneven consequences. This is what we refer to as disaster-making in 

the Capitalocene. This shift in focus matters for environmental politics, because it could create an 

opportunity for intervention rather than after-the-fact response.  

 

The Capitalocene framework complements critical work in international political economy of the 

environment (IPEE)  by examining the political dimensions of the uneven costs and benefits resulting 

from how nature and its governance are organized and deeply altered through capitalist systems of 

production and consumption (Newell & Lane 2017; Paterson 2000; Saurin 2001; Sovacool & Linnér 

2016). In line with the emerging recognition of Capitalocene thinking in the social sciences, we argue 

here that the framework of the Capitalocene could be further integrated into the broader discipline of 

global environmental politics, and specifically critical work on disasters, in productive ways. While 

Capitalism is by no means the only political-economic system that has wrought environmental damage, 

several analyses connect the rapidly proliferating Anthropogenic environmental change that underpins our 

new normal to the equally rapid development of global capitalism (especially industrial capitalism), as a 

way of organizing production, consumption and, importantly, nature (Moore, 2015; Kallis and Sager, 

2016; Malm, 2020). Hence, scholars invoke the term Capitalocene, rather than Anthropocene, to make 

sense of the current era of global environmental change. Unlike the Anthropocene, the Capitalocene 

necessarily extends to the dominance and functioning of the neoliberal state and multilateral governance 

institution system, which works to manage human-environment relations within a global capitalist 

framework (Moore, 2015; Wainwright and Mann, 2018). More specifically, we suggest that the 

predominantly techno-managerial approaches to disasters pursued within this system reveal the tensions 

in addressing the causes of environmental change and the new normal of environmental change and 

disasters under Capitalism. We argue that through an engagement with the Capitalocene, environmental 
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politics could further contribute to nuanced, critical understandings of disasters and their making that in 

ways that foreground their in/justice implications.  

 

Disasters in the practice and scholarship of global environmental politics  

The underlying processes of disaster making are largely overlooked by dominant systems and thinking on 

the politics of disasters. For example, the international frameworks to address and govern disasters, The 

Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (2015-2030) focuses largely, although not exclusively, on 

assessing and mitigating disaster risk by improving disaster preparedness and resilience measures. While 

mentioning the exacerbating effects of climate change and rightly seeking to build resilience and improve 

information systems to adapt to the growing threats it poses and to reduce socio-economic and material 

vulnerabilities, the framework does not address adequately the structural or systemic causes of the 

hazards or disaster processes, such as the burning of fossil fuels driving anthropogenic climate change and 

industrial processes of land-use change. Rather, it offers a primarily techno-managerial approach to 

mitigating and managing the impacts of disasters and subsequent socio-economic and material losses (de 

la Poterie & Baudoin, 2015). 

 

Much work on disasters in politics and international relations (IR) similarly looks to institutional and 

techno-managerial approaches to increase resilience and adaptive capacity of governments and 

governance systems (Rajão & Georgiadou 2014; Gillard 2016; Chu 2018; Ferguson 2019). There is an 

explicit acceptance within this framework that climate change will lead to more frequent and more 

complex disasters. While adaptation is certainly necessary, the framework is apolitical, and implicitly 

accepts working within and adapting to this political-economic-ecological and governance reality, and 

thereby “skirt over questions of causality and responsibility” (Vanhala & Hestbaek 2016, 125). Whilst 

acknowledging the damaging tendencies of capital and the current global political-economic system, 

certain approaches to environmental governance in political science, like Earth Systems Governance 

(Biermann 2014; Galaz 2014) and Planet Politics (Burke et al. 2016) are subject to similar critiques 

(Swyngedouw 2013; Lövbrand et al. 2015; Wainwright and Mann 2018; Albert 2020). 

 

Traditional, realist approaches and more liberal approaches reinforce existing governance structures and 

systems by framing environmental concerns in ways that tend to be addressed through those very same 

structures and systems (Albert 2020). International governance systems currently distinguish between 

frameworks on disaster risk reduction, like the Sendai Framework, and those frameworks or conventions 

addressing the underlying causes of increasing ‘natural’ hazards or biophysical processes leading to 

disasters, such as the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (Vanhala & 
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Hestbaek, 2016). The separation of the governance of disasters and underlying processes of disaster-

making reflects existing systems, structures, and thinking that are failing. Indeed, the system of sovereign 

states and the dominant, technological response to environmental disasters is inadequate to respond to or 

even understand cascading disasters (Park 2021). Unlike scholarship on disaster capitalism which 

examines shifting responsibility for security and the commodification of disaster (Lawrence and Wiebe 

2017), we are interested in the role of the capitalist system in setting the biophysical stage for disasters to 

unfold and intersect. We suggest the Capitalocene provides a critical starting point for understanding 

human-environmental disasters, from climate change impacts to zoonotic pandemics, that can further 

invigorate scholarship on the global environmental politics of disaster making by centering how global 

processes of capitalism are part and parcel not only of disaster-making, but of shaping mainstream 

responses that fail to address disasters’ underlying causes. It will be essential in these efforts to overcome 

(or undermine) modern governance systems that do not operate with a cosmopolitan comprehension of 

the inherently integrated and uncertain aspects of disasters (Selchow 2021).  

 

Anthropocene: Useful, but not far enough 

The Anthropocene acknowledges that human activity since the industrial revolution and the widespread 

practice of using nitrogen-based fertilizers has effectively shifted the planet into a new geological era in 

which we cannot separate human activity from an idealized, external environment (if we ever could) 

(Crutzen and Stoermer 2000).  However, critics argue that work in IR and global environmental politics 

scholarship has not sufficiently engaged with the Anthropocene (see for e.g. Simangan 2020). Newell and 

Lane (2017) further argue that we need a more critical IPEE to address the challenges of the 

Anthropocene, recognizing that productive Anthropocene-related thinking has happened outside of IPEE. 

For example, Geographer Susan Cutter (2020) argues that the new normal and changing nature of disaster 

risk and hazards in the Anthropocene is characterized by more mundane, every day, chronic and 

cascading events with effects that stretch over space and time, often far away from a large disaster event 

and often intersecting with increasingly unequal distribution of disaster risk.. Anthropocene thinking thus 

considers the ways that human-induced alterations to social and natural systems have emergent impacts 

on each other, and considers what these interactions mean for disasters.  

 

Critics of Anthropocene thinking highlight that the Anthropocene can apolitically present environmental 

change and human impacts as somehow universal, instead of resulting from highly uneven political-

economic and ecological processes that reinforce systems of power, benefit, and (dis)advantage (Castree 

2014). Although a fuller consideration of critical perspectives on the Anthropocene is beyond the scope of 

this short piece, a key critique to mention is that Anthropocene framings are too monolithic to be useful to 
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society, polity development, or as an analytical construct (Biermann et al. 2016). There is, argues 

Scholsberg (2019, p. 54), “an empty space, or even a negative space, in much Anthropocene writing in 

relation to justice and environmental justice.”  

 

A growing body of critical IR and global environmental politics scholarship similarly argues the broader 

global environmental politics’ focus on “treaties, institutions and regimes that are concerned explicitly 

with the intersection of the economy and the environment” misses and even obscures the structural 

underpinning of environmental change and its consequences (Newell & Lane 2017, 137; Saurin 

2001;Wapner 2014; Brondizio et al. 2016; Pattberg & Zelli 2016; Inoue 2018; Whetung  2019).  The 

Capitalocene moves responsibility for environmental change and harm away from a broad, generalized, 

undifferentiated category of human activity to the more specific, political-economic system of industrial 

capitalism.  

 

Capitalocene and the (unjust) organization of nature 

Our intervention builds on this critical IPEE scholarship that engages with aspects of the systemic, 

structural processes of capital and how they contribute to global environmental change, even if they do 

not specifically invoke the term Capitalocene (Dalby 2004; Dalby 2020; Newell & Lane 2017; Albert 

2020). Capitalocene, however, adds a specific emphasis to existing IPEE scholarship: “Capitalism is not 

an economic system; it is not a social system; it is a way of organizing nature” (Moore 2015, 2).  

A core contribution of Capitalocene to critical thinking on the politics of disasters and disaster-making 

that we also see elsewhere in political ecology starts with an understanding of the artificial Nature-Society 

divide produced under the Capitalocene. Specifically, Capitalism sees and produces Nature as external to 

Society, and as something to be used and worked through for economic growth and capital accumulation. 

“If profit was to govern life, a significant intellectual state shift had to occur: a conceptual split between 

Nature and Society” (Patel and Moore 2018, 24). Any thinking on the politics of disasters must start with 

how nature is organized as (cheaply) separate from society under and for the purposes of Capitalism. The 

cheapening of Nature, made possible by artificially separating us humans and societies from it and the 

broader web of ecological life that sustains us, makes Capitalism possible (Patel and Moore 2018). Two 

processes that result from this separation and cheapening that make Capitalism possible are also utterly 

destructive, and directly responsible for disaster-making in two ways: 1. destroying our socio-ecological 

system through unchecked extraction and use of Nature, and 2. negative externalities of industrial 

capitalism’s production and consumption that further harm and re-structure our socio-ecological systems 

(e.g. CO2 emissions from burning of fossil fuels leading to climate change). Importantly, the nature-

society divide also encourages divisive thinking in other areas such as: which parts of ‘nature’ should be 



 6 

protected or let to die (Biermann and Anderson 2017); scientific categories and rankings that open 

pathways to harm (Lidstromm et al 2015); and to be clear, divisions between groups of people (Patel and 

Moore 2018) that, effectively serve as boundaries that shape the distribution and experience of 

environmental harms, disasters and related (in)justice.  

 

The popular dualism that divides humans from the environment continues to be prevalent in some 

academic engagement with the Anthropocene, as others have noted (Wapner 2014; Simangan 2020). This 

is despite the fact that critique of this dualism is foundational to the problematization of environmental 

politics within global environmental politics itself (Ibid), and  in other disciplines, like political ecology 

and geography, which engage with Capitalocene thinking (Moore 2015; Wainwright and Mann 2018). 

The normalization of the separation of human and nature poses a challenge for understanding and 

addressing environmental politics and challenges of disasters (Wapner 2014), as it contributes to 

obscuring the actual causes of disasters and the ‘natural’ phenomenon or events that trigger them. Simply 

put, we cannot separate Capitalism from nature or the biophysical processes tied to disasters, for 

Capitalism is inherently an ecological project (Moore 2015). 

 

Seeing Capitalism as an ecological system itself is necessary for understanding the unnaturalness of 

disasters beyond already common understandings of disasters as socio-political, not natural, phenomenon. 

It is commonly understood, for example, that while certain physical phenomena or hazards like floods, 

hurricanes, drought and wild fires might be ‘natural’ phenomena, the negative impacts of these events – 

death, injury, destruction, hunger, human and non-human suffering – are not (Cannon, 1994). This is 

precisely why drought in Sub-Saharan Africa might be a much larger ‘disaster’ in terms of human death 

and suffering than drought in the mid-west of the United States of America. However, much disaster 

thinking and politics maintains a distinction between biophysical processes (read: hazards), like floods, 

hurricanes, droughts, wildfire, and their human and non-human or societal impacts, which are inherently 

social, political and economic. 

 

A politics of disasters and their making in the Capitalocene necessitates a shift in how we understand 

disasters and their ‘natural’ hazard triggers. In accepting the premise of the Capitalocene, and even the 

Anthropocene, it is no longer accurate to refer to or address the ‘biophysical’ processes of storms, 

hurricanes, droughts, wildfires, or even zoonotic outbreaks and their severity and increasing frequency as 

natural processes that have differentiated impacts on people in the form of disasters. Under the 

Capitalocene, these biophysical processes are socio-natural (Saurin, 2001). They are the product of 

historic, ongoing processes of systematic, environmental harm, sanctioned by state and multilateral 
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governance institutions in ways that have radically re-organized interactions across different spheres of 

life and the earth’s physical processes for the benefit of capital accumulation. This conceptual shift entails 

a move from understanding the unnaturalness of disasters in terms of long-term structural processes that 

produce uneven geographies of risk and vulnerability to natural hazards, to the unnaturalness of 

biophysical processes that precipitate hazards and processes like floods, wildfires, hurricanes and drought 

themselves. The Capitalocene goes further than the Anthropocene by foregrounding the uneven 

causalities and distribution of benefits and impacts of the separation of Nature and Society and 

subsequent environmental changes to focus attention on inequity and injustice, of who wins and who 

loses (Patel and Moore 2018). Acknowledging the falsity and harm of the Nature-Society divide could 

also help do away with the separation between disaster governance mechanisms and frameworks and 

those focused on broader drivers of socio-environmental change, like climate change, for a more 

integrated approach to politics of disaster mitigation. 

 

Conclusion – A Politics for Disaster-making in the Capitalocene 

In line with critical approaches in IPEE, rather than offering tools and solutions aligned with the same 

system that generated the problem, Capitalocene thinking recognizes that the systems of production and 

consumption, as well as governance arrangements, are embedded in a global system of organizing the 

economy, nature and human-environment relations in ways that further capitalist growth and 

accumulation. Additionally, this framework emphasizes that these systems and governance structures are 

in fact contributing factors to the frequency, severity, and complex nature of contemporary disasters. 

Integrating a Capitalocene perspective to existing debates in global environmental politics opens the 

possibility to further question existing dominant systems and address them as foundational to and 

complicit in the socio-ecological crises and disasters we face. Re-framing disasters and their politics in 

the framework of the Capitalocene brings to the fore the socio-political-economic-ecological processes of 

environmental change and altered biophysical processes – disaster-making –  that any politics of disasters 

must account for, engage with, and work to disrupt. We propose this work as one potential step towards 

more critical thinking on the political, social and economic transformation that is required for structural 

change to address environmental change that underpins disasters and their making, paying necessary 

attention to the injustices that characterize our current socio-economic-political systems. 
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