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From “Humanized Nature” to “Metabolism”: The Unfolding of
the Natural Question in Marx’s Critical Method
CHEN lJing-zhi, LIU Huai-yu

Abstract: The debate concerns whether Marx’ s extensive compilation of natural-science materials after the
publication of Volume I of Capital constituted an intellectual “turn”. Drawing on the historical-critical edition
of the Marx-Engels-Gesamiausgabe (MEGA?) and reading across the Economic and Philosophic Manu-
scripts of 1844, The German Ideology, Capital, and the late excerpts in natural science and anthropology,
the argument is that Marx’ s idea of “metabolism” functions within the critique of capital as both a way to
define the object of study and a methodological mediator for the ascent from the abstract to the concrete.
First, Marx moves from “humanized nature” into the horizon of historical materialism, defining “nature” as a
real premise situated within historical becoming. Next, starting from the commodity and the dual character of
labor, through the value-form to the presentation of the production process, nature is systematically inte-
grated as both the precondition and the limit of the analysis of capital. On this basis, “metabolism” serves as
a categorical entry into the natural dimension. It situates the human-nature relation within the horizon of over-
all social reproduction and can be specified in three senses: the ontological level of natural material exchange,
the regime of social metabolism under capitalism, institutional natural alienation manifested as ecological rift.
The “extensive deepening” becomes concrete along two paths. On one path, materials from agricultural
chemistry, soil science and geology are used to delineate the mechanisms that generate metabolic imbalance.
On the other path, research in anthropology and on communal forms examines how communes, as institu-
tional mediations, deform under world-market pressures and how they might be reorganized, thereby explor-
ing institutional channels for the conscious regulation of social metabolism. Thus, the late excerpts in natural
science and anthropology do not introduce a new topic. They concretize, at the levels of mechanism and insti-
tution, the “material metabolism” between humans and nature within an already established methodological
course. They furnish textual and empirical bases for constructing a theory that places material metabolism
under rules of social regulation.

Key words: nature; metabolism; MEGA?; Marx’s late excerpts
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