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Abstract

“Material metabolism” constitutes a key thread for understanding Marx’s ecological thought. Previous
studies have largely emphasized Marx’s phenomenal critique of the “metabolic rift” under capitalism,
but have not systematically examined how this critique further ascends to a critique of the relations of
production. From the combined perspective of conceptual history and textual history, this paper exam-
ines the process by which “material metabolism” was transformed from a category of natural science
into a tool of political-economic critique. It points out that Marx did not stop at general ecological value
appeals; rather, by revealing capital accumulation’s continuous intervention in the material cycle be-
tween humanity and nature, he ultimately traced the root of ecological crisis to the institutional prem-
ise of the relations of production, thus achieving a shift in emphasis from value critique to premise cri-
tique. The deeper force of Marx’s ecological critique lies not in external ethical persuasion, but in the
disclosure of the internal contradictions of the capitalist system. It should be noted that this shift in
emphasis is not a simple linear substitution; value critique and premise critique always maintain a
complex interplay and complementary relationship throughout Marx’s writings in different periods,
jointly constituting the complete logic of his ecological thought. On this basis, the paper further re-
sponds to the different interpretive approaches of Foster and Kohei Saito regarding Marx’s ecological
thought, and explains the implications of this logical deepening for China’s contemporary green tran-
sition practice. It reaffirms the core position of the critique of relations of production in Marx’s ecolog-
ical thought. The contribution of this paper does not lie in “discovering” Marx’s critique of relations of
production, but in more completely reconstructing the logical structure of Marx’s ecological critique by
analyzing the internal connection between the two critical paradigms, thereby providing a new inter-
pretive tool for this field.
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