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The concept of dormant capital, capital lying fallow, can only refer to its
barren existence in one of these aspects [as fixed or circulating], and it is a
condition of capital that part of it always lies fallow. . . . During crises—
after the moment of panic—during the standstill of industry, money is
immobilized in the hands of bankers, billbrokers, etc.; and, just as the stag
cries out for fresh water, money cries out for a field of employment where
it may be realized as capital.

—Karl Marx!

As of April 2018, the concentration of carbon dioxide in the earth’s atmosphere
stood at 410 parts per million (ppm), 46 percent above preindustrial levels. That
figure is nearly halfway to 560 ppm, or the doubled level of preindustrial atmo-
spheric carbon dioxide that scientists have proposed as a rough upper limit for
what human civilization can withstand. Nearly three-quarters of the increase (95
of 130 ppm) has occurred in the six decades since Charles David Keeling began
making his famous measurements atop the Mauna Loa volcano. At the current
global annual rate of 10 gigatons (Gt) emitted, reaching the upper limit is only
six decades away. Meanwhile, the six warmest years in recorded history have all
occurred since 2010.2

In an earlier paper I argued that “global warming is going to devalue our
current built environment,” and that the question was “not whether widespread
devaluation will occur, but how: by the effects of climate change, or by
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intentional, deliberate policies.”3 If devaluation by rising
temperatures and sea levels, increasingly intense floods,
droughts and heat waves, widespread crop failure, wildfires,
and so on was otherwise inevitable, then there was no rea-
son not to enact policies that would proactively dismantle
and replace fossil fuel-dependent infrastructures and
practices. This, I argued, was “a logic that everyone should
be able to understand, regardless of political or ideological
leanings.”

Although growing numbers of activists and social
movements have embraced the premise that “we must
leave as much fossil fuel in the ground as possible, for as
long as possible,”4 it is nonetheless clear, eight years later,
that my logic was either flawed, unpersuasive, or both. The
biophysical effects of global warming have indeed grown
more conspicuous, and more quickly than projected, and
the threats posed to cities, agriculture, and infrastructures
of all kinds are well documented.5 But the capitalized value
of the built environment in the US remains robust, having
“recovered” from the Great Recession alongside the stock
market and gross domestic product.6 Similarly, the rate of
global greenhouse gas emissions has not slowed, and it is
still driven far more by capital accumulation (i.e., economic
growth) than by diplomatic accords or regulations. In the
US, political responses have been contradictory: the military
and most executive branch agencies of government have
candidly documented the current impacts and future threats
that climate change poses to the nation and the world, but
many elected officials and the Republican Party in partic-
ular persist in denying the issue categorically. The most
farsighted and comprehensive policy efforts to mitigate and
adapt to climate change have been forged at municipal,
state, and regional scales, where jurisdictional authority is
high but potential influence is limited.”

Research and events since 2010 have shown that
the relationship between climate change and devaluation
is more complex and contradictory than my earlier article
stated. Here I argue that climate change impacts on the
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built environment have qualitatively different relationships
to devaluation depending on the temporal scales at which
they occur. In cases where the status quo (“business as
usual”) means slow, incremental degradation—with any
more severe impacts occurring decades in the future—cap-
ital is effectively indifferent or blind to the problem. For
investors, CEOs, and economists, everything depends on
the discount rate one uses to determine the net present
value of future events, and their discount rate is simply

too high.8 On the other hand, capital can comprehend
abrupt change—whether physical destruction in a flood

or a wildfire, or devaluation via policy changes or eco-
nomic implosion. For purposes of accumulation, violent
destruction may be preferable to proactive transition to a
non-fossil-fuel-based built environment, since the latter
would result in enormous (and uninsured) “stranded
assets” on the balance sheets of some of capital’s most
powerful players.

Point Versus Non-Point
Climate Impacts

In a recent book, David Harvey distinguishes between
(1) the physical destruction and degradation of use values,
(2) the forced monetary depreciation of exchange values,
and (3) a concomitant devaluation of values as the
only “rational” way to overcome the irrationality of over-
accumulation. . . . Each of the forms involved—use value,
exchange value and value—is subject to a specific form
of negation, and one form does not automatically imply
the other.9

Harvey does not distinguish between destruction
and degradation as mechanisms of devaluation, however,
and his only example is the damage inflicted on human
bodies by exploitative labor conditions and contaminated
environments. The implication is that both destruction and
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degradation produce “a concomitant devaluation” because
of the necessary dependence of value on use value. My
earlier paper made the same assumption. But what if zow
use value is lost—abruptly or incrementally—determines
whether it negates value, at least in the case of the built
environment?

Specifying (and perhaps modifying) Harvey’s
terms, I propose that destruction results from what could
be termed “point sources” of climate impacts (or point
impacts): discrete events that are abrupt, devastating, and
conspicuous.10 Hurricane Sandy inflicted an estimated $65
billion in damages in New York City alone, for example.11
The cost of wildfire suppression in the US has increased
541 percent since the mid-1980s, from an average of $376
million to $2.032 billion per year.12 Impacts of this type
occur at specifiable points in time, although they are also
determined (both physically and probabilistically) by ongo-
ing “background” conditions that change only slowly, such
as sea surface temperatures and the moisture content of
trees. Their infrequent and extreme character is why, gen-
erally, point impacts are difficult to attribute (in the causal,
scientific sense) to climate change per se.

By contrast, degradation results from “non-point
sources” of climate impacts (or non-point impacts):
changes that are slow, incremental, and often under-rec-
ognized. Thawing permafrost now costs the state of Alaska
an extra $10 million per year to maintain its roadways, for
instance, and a projected 2,400 miles of major roads and
highways in the Gulf Coast region will be inundated by
2100 due to sea-level rise.13 Heat-related production losses
in the livestock sector exceeded $1 billion in 2011, and
increasingly frequent heavy rainfall events are shortening
the planting season in Iowa and prompting farmers there to
install additional drainage infrastructure at a cost of $500
per acre.14 Degradation is keyed to drivers and processes
that scientists understand well (such as the greenhouse
effect and the hydrologic cycle) and can therefore be
attributed to climate change with greater confidence, even
if the precise rate of change—and thus the timeline for
more severe or cumulative impacts—remains difficult to
predict.

Of course, there are climate impacts that compli-
cate this distinction. Drought, for example, is a protracted
event with a beginning, duration, and endpoint that may be
difficult to specify. In relation to devaluation, however, the

hinge solely on an impact’s material attributes; rather, it
concerns whether and how physical change translates into
economic change. Precisely because of its temporal ambi-
guity, drought functions as a non-point impact until some
entity (usually a government agency) declares an “official”
emergency that triggers relief payments; thereafter, the
drought functions as a point impact. But most other non-
point impacts lack any such temporal definition (physical
or discursive) whereby their economic consequences can be
identified and transacted. A hotter-than-usual summer may
diminish crop yields or increase the cost of air conditioning
for the owner of a building, but these effects are difficult or
impossible for the farmer, the building owner, or scientists
to attribute to climate change as distinct from normal vari-
ability. Similarly, non-point impacts are unlikely to devalue
underlying capital assets in ways that are distinguishable
from the normal rate of amortization, “wear and tear,” or
background market variability. Thus, much as government
agencies have difficulty regulating non-point sources of
pollution, capital struggles to find traction in accounting for
(let alone confronting) non-point climate impacts.

Securitizing Risk, Profiting
from Destruction

The example of drought articulates a dynamic zone where
the relations mediating capital, climate, and the built
environment are subject to ongoing change and struggle.
Because these relations are historically and geographically
conditioned, they are at least potentially contingent and
path dependent. It happens, for example, that the impacts
of drought on agricultural producers in the US are subject
to government disaster relief programs. Flood insurance is
also largely provided through (or subsidized by) the federal
government, whereas private insurance policies protect
homeowners and businesses against losses resulting from
other “natural” disasters. These are institutional arrange-
ments inherited from before the era of climate change,
when such disasters could still be unproblematically consid-
ered “acts of God.” The fact that non-point climate impacts
are not subject to insurance is also an accident of history,
albeit a readily understandable one.

The insurance sector performs essential roles in

built environment in capitalist society. Naively stated, insur-
ance is designed to prevent the devaluation of an insured’s
invested capital, by providing an equivalent amount of
money (exchange value) to replace the lost (use) value. In
practice, of course, the replacement capital has to come
from someone, and when claims come due insurers and
the insured often struggle over the losses each party must
absorb. After all, insurers seek to profit from the business
of selling their “anti-devaluation” service. One of the ways
they protect themselves from insolvency when disaster
strikes is by purchasing their own insurance, known as rein-
surance, to cover the cost of payouts from a single event
above some negotiated threshold.

In a series of remarkable articles, geographer
Leigh Johnson has described how the reinsurance industry
responds to climate change. What she has found effec-
tively turns the logic of my earlier argument inside out.
Rather than steering capital away from built environments
imperiled by climate change, and into others so as to
reduce overall risk exposure (as would be expected, given
structural market incentives), reinsurers have instead inno-
vated ways to turn both the risks and the damages of point
impacts into profit opportunities.

At the center of Johnson’s tale is the simple yet
decisive fact that reinsurance policies are renegotiated
annually. For this reason, reinsurers such as Munich Re
and Swiss Re effectively use the same discount rate as
bankers, CEOs, and economists, assessing their decisions
as a function of liabilities, assets, and the probabilities of
various disasters over the coming 12-month period.15 If
major disasters deplete reserves built up during periods
of calm, they also serve to enable (or compel) premium
increases in subsequent years. The profitability of reinsur-
ance crucially depends on these post-disaster increases.
Thus, there is a structural “contradiction between the
value-preserving purpose of the insurance form and the
devaluation of real property necessary to sustain accumula-
tion within the industry.”16 The potential of climate change
to increase the frequency and intensity of disastrous events
such as hurricanes, then, is both cloud and silver lining; for
reinsurers, “external, ecological sources of devaluation . . .

—if ‘managed’ properly—could repeatedly reset conditions
for profitable accumulation.”17

In an insidious further twist, the reinsurance indus-
try has been financialized in the past decade or so, giving
reinsurers access to the vast capital stocks of global banks,
hedge funds, and institutional investors, who in return
can tap into the nearly $2 trillion in annual revenue flows
generated by non-life-insurance premiums.18 Rather than
mergers or simple equity, the mechanisms linking reinsur-
ance to finance capital are so-called catastrophe bonds,
which are securitized in much the same fashion as the
infamous mortgage-backed securities that helped precipi-
tate the Great Recession.19 As Johnson writes, securitized
catastrophe risk “allows mobile capital on a search for yield
to reframe spatial liabilities as tradable assets.”20

Subjecting point climate impacts to the logics and
mechanisms of finance capital has profoundly perverse
ramifications. These catastrophe bonds, or “cat bonds,” are
attractive to (certain kinds of) investors both because they
are unaffected by other forces bearing on the behavior of
financial markets,21 and because the very high risks—hun-
dreds of billions of dollars for a massive earthquake or
hurricane in large, wealthy urban areas, for example—serve
to justify correspondingly high returns. Not surprisingly,
then, catastrophe bonds select for “high-paying peak peril
regions”: places and types of fixed investments that com-
bine high exposure (the probability of a disaster multiplied
by the economic value of the exposed assets) with high
capacity to pay the associated premiums.22 Finally, high
rates of return can be sustained only if, from time to time,
actual disasters trigger policy claims and large payouts
that remind primary insurers of the need for reinsurance.
“Without continuing catastrophic damages, returns for
investors fall because premium rates generally decrease
and (re)insurance firms draw on internal capital or are able
to access other reinsurers’ capital cheaply.”23 Because these
“services are only necessary insofar as the physical world
continues to generate devaluation events,” the industry
depends “on cyclical catastrophic external devaluations.”24
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Conclusion:

Recurrent Destruction and
Uneven Geographical
Devaluation

The distinction between point and non-point climate
impacts acquires significance in light of Johnson’s findings.
The most profound threats that climate change poses to
humanity—those scientists associate with the doubling
of atmospheric carbon dioxide—are non-point impacts
whose consequences assume apocalyptic proportions only
in the longer run: rising sea levels, ocean acidification, and
temperature increases that disrupt agricultural production,
for example.25 But such slow, prolonged degradation is
effectively indistinguishable, from capital’s point of view,
from the expected amortization of any fixed investment,
regardless of the climate. As Johnson points out, if a firm’s
insurance policy permits it to rebuild in a different location,
then having an existing factory or similar fixed investment
(one that has already been amortized in whole or in part)
destroyed by a point impact is actually desirable, especially
if non-point impacts are gradually undermining the plant’s
viability.26 In this view, catastrophic destruction liberates
capital from its “fallow” condition, letting it loose in money
form to seek out new opportunities for accumulation.
What is emerging, in other words, is a set of
institutional arrangements that selectively decouple the
biophysical effects of climate change from the devaluation
of capital. The resulting geographies are likely to cleave
along lines of wealth and ownership, with private capital
relatively insulated and the public sector disproportionately
burdened. The fact that point impacts can be insured—
buffering the primary insured’s capital while creating profit
opportunities for reinsurers and finance capital—means
that destruction may not negate value for private capital,
even if it wreaks short-term havoc on human lives and
the use values on which they depend. In contrast, public
infrastructural investments in transportation, energy,
water provision, and so on generally lack insurance against
destruction and in any case are often more seriously
threatened by non-point degradation.2? These disparities
are likely to grow as catastrophe bonds make more capital
available for rebuilding and new underwriting in areas
where high concentrations of value are becoming even
more vulnerable to extreme events. . . . In this context, if
a series of major catastrophes then prompted investors to
retreat, the state would find itself as insurer of last resort

for a built environment that had ironically become less
adapted to climate extremes.28

Thus, the “concomitant devaluation” that in theory
should accompany the destruction or degradation of use
values is far from guaranteed in the case of climate change
and the built environment today. Abrupt destruction by
point impacts may not negate value at all, at least not for
private capital, and gradual degradation by non-point
impacts may effectively disappear into the background
noise of business as usual. The aggregate picture is patently
absurd from a use value perspective, not to mention uneth-
ical. It would be far more rational to decouple the built
environment from fossil fuels rather than pretend it can
be decoupled from the effects of climate change. But that
would require another kind of point impact altogether: the
abrupt writing off of assets that would be “stranded” by a
wholesale shift to non-fossil-fuel energy sources. Consider,
for perspective, the relative magnitudes at stake. The
estimated value of all US transportation facilities in 2010
was $4.1 trillion.29 A lot of money, to be sure, but not much
at all compared to the $27 trillion in fossil fuel reserves
that the world’s major oil companies have “booked” to
satisfy investors of their long-term profitability.30 These are
reserves that have not yet been extracted, values capitalized
but not yet realized and thus purely notional assets. But for
capital, such devaluation without destruction or degrada-
tion would be an outcome far worse than countless real
catastrophes.
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Noise Landscapes:
Fallow Lands of Global Mobility

BENEDIKT BOUCSEIN &
EIRINI KASIOUMI

Since 1945, humankind has entered the era of “Great Acceleration”: a time of
unprecedented growth in human activity on a global scale, reflected in metrics
like material consumption, global trade, transportation, telecommunications,
natural resource extraction, and energy use. The increased scope and intensity
of this activity is such that it has begun to alter the earth system, producing
phenomena like the atmospheric concentration of greenhouse gases responsible
for global warming. Observing such changes led Nobel Laureate Paul Crutzen
to coin the now widely used term “Anthropocene” in the early 2000s.!

The Great Acceleration is at the root of the major ecological, urbanistic,
and cultural challenges of our time, in which ecosystems, food chains, and the
climate are severely out of balance. Several indicators point towards a critical
system overload.? And the “imperial lifestyle” developed in this period transfers
the negative externalities of material processes associated with human activity
onto other regions, countries, and continents. As more and more countries
adopt the same lifestyle, its unsustainable character becomes apparent.? This
means that the end of the Great Acceleration may be drawing near, raising the
question of how to secure the best possible future for humankind in whatever
period follows. Here we argue that an enlightened spatial view of the impact of
human action on the one hand, connected to an urbanistic agency aimed at
introducing resilience into urban systems on the other, are paramount.

Fallow lands are central to this discussion, as we contend that the anthro-
pogenic activity of the Great Acceleration is the systemic source of the
phenomena discussed above. Ever shorter economic cycles trigger the need for
an ever-expanding terrain to support the control-and-command centers of the
global economy. This terrain often has widespread fallow sectors.*
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