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The moral problem in the legacy of European imperialism isn’t just the afterlife of plunder with its unresolved historical crimes.48 The problem goes deeper than that. At the centre of the drivers of mass extinction is land abstraction. Land abstraction is the instrumentalisation of land for the purposes of economic value shorn free of moral considerability. Land abstraction leaves us open to – and in that sense makes possible – mass extinction as an anthropogenic phenomenon. Land abstraction, we might say, opens the way to destruction at the scale of the planet.49 
Recall that ‘land’ is a term of art among scholars of Indigenous society broadly including the skies, shores, waters of Earth as well.50 One of the features of capitalism, state pro- duction as found in twentieth century communist regimes, and industrial processes is the view of the land as either a practical object or a practical obstacle.51 Sometimes referred to as the ‘instrumentalisation’ of the land,52 this view of the land begins by abstracting it from being a social-ecological field of moral relations wherein the more-than-human world is morally considerable in its own right and never merely a means to our ends.53 The land becomes a resource or a problem for the extraction of resources or the management of opportunities, such as waste disposal siting. Entering the circuit of industrial production from ‘cradle to grave’ (from extraction to landfill),54 land becomes internalised in the management and competition of the economy as a ‘space of flow’, not as a place. Places involve forms of moral accountability to social relations, the more than human world, and regarding historical meaning.55 Flows do not. Moreover, such land abstraction pertains just as well to capitalist economies as to the holdings of nation states tasked with managing the national economy and its output.56 
In global capitalism, land abstraction becomes intensified by the drive to convert everything into some part of the process of extracting profit in a capitalist system. As scholars across the humanities and social sciences have explored, capitalism tends to shear economy away from society. The ideal of economic production, circulation, and accumulation becomes removed from ‘forms of recognition’ – i.e. moral and other social relations irreducible to the capitalist market.57 Strictly speaking, it makes no normative sense to conceive of economy outside of social recognition and moral relations, since these are necessary on their own terms for an accountable, reciprocal, and humane society. Yet capitalist markets give everyone seeking profit an incentive to convert every relation they can into a fungible medium (i.e. ‘money’ – currency fluctuating on capitalist financial markets) providing the ‘right of exchange’ according to that abstract, fungible value in the future.58 This tendency is enabled by industrial resource use, where the land is conceptualised in terms of how it may enter the economic ‘techno-stream’ from out of its ‘bio-stream’.59 Concurrently, both capitalism’s and industrialism’s abstractions of the land (into profit and into resource) translate well into the international habit of nation states managing the economy as a competing value next to other social or cultural values, as was plainly evident when the development of nation states is conceptualised by GDP or GNP as opposed to by human capabilities, for example, or when politicians campaign on binary oppositions between the economy and the environment, the economy and social welfare and so on.60 In this way, the fantasy of economic value shorn free of social relations reasserts itself through the inertia of European imperialism, deter- mining policies where social relations are suppressed in favour of a capitalist logic.61 
Land abstraction has a historical relationship to the formation of the nation state system that became the form by which colonialism expanded across the globe in the guise of European nationalism. In the three hundred years between the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648 and the ratification of The Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, we can see a number of relevant features that structure political economies of scale today. The first is the notion of national sovereignty, where each nation state is sovereign within its territory to the exclusion of any higher political authority and where jurisdiction not only covers that territory but follows along with some of the interests of the nation state in international matters.62 In such a form of political authority, territories are under the authority of the state. The state, then, has ultimate jurisdiction giving itself the right to overlook the moral considerability of the land.63 
As such – and this is the second, relevant feature of the system – the state becomes an agent, involving an administrative system to manage the territory under its jurisdiction.64 This management is abstract to society in the sense that it is hierarchical and external to the roles and responsibilities experienced by individuals in their everyday lives.65 But then, when the state becomes the authoritative agent of a territory under its jurisdiction, it becomes the respondent to fundamental questions of justice, such that matters of thought to be incapacitated (compromised), through an inter-national system that has been authorised by the inter-national system of states. In other words, an abstract, hier- archically ordered system of agents comes to make the last word on questions of justice arising within a territory itself abstract from the land. And these last words – fitting mat- ters of jurisdiction66 – are arrived at through a discrete legal system that structures social life from the outside of social relations in the manner of a process of hierarchically ordered judgments emanating ultimately from the state. This system is manned by a class of legal professionals who have no other job – whether hired or elected – than to adjudicate social life externally to it within the land-abstracted state according to its jurisdiction.67 
In these ways, then, land abstraction deeply constitutes the drivers of mass extinction. Capitalism, industrialism, and the states of the international state system function together to reinforce their land-abstract power over territories, peoples, and ecologies. Since the moral considerability of the land has been ‘ungrounded’, the Earth’s ecologies are now open to exploitation by capitalism, industry and nation states. Hence, the pro- found, moral problem.68 When we see land abstraction clearly, it should be no surprise that we are headed toward the Sixth Extinction.69 As modern states have evolved, econ- omy has torqued away from society, with the economy becoming regulated by a hier- archically ordered state removed from the land. Moreover, the state’s view of law has come to be external to social relations, today supporting a mass economy of global pro- portions dependent on industrial processes. In simple terms, land abstraction has come to predispose capitalism, industrialism, globalisation and the state system to being wanton. Let me now explain what this somewhat antiquated word means. 
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