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 This study examines The Word for World Is Forest by Ursula K. Le Guin 

through Marxist literary critique to identify themes of alienation and capitalist 

exploitation. The novel provides a dystopian vision of colonialism, ecological 

destruction, and institutionalized exploitation of labor that resonates with 

historical and contemporary struggles against imperialism. Drawing on Karl 

Marx's ideas of alienation and surplus value, this study illustrates ways in which 

the novel condemns capitalism through forced labor and commodification of 

indigenous Athsheans. The study also examines class consciousness among 

Athsheans and their revolutionary rebellion as a form of resistance to colonialism. 

Le Guin's novel not only highlights dehumanizing effects of capitalism on 

oppressors and oppressed alike but also raises important questions on ethics and 

psychology of violence in resisting colonialism. In addition, this study puts Le 

Guin's critique in a broader context of Marxist literature to examine its relevance 

to contemporary socio-political issues such as corporate exploitation, ecological 

responsibility, and indigenous rights. By integrating Marxist critique with science 

fiction studies, this study underscores that the novel remains significant as a 

literary critique of capitalist colonialism and that it has deep implications for 

today's struggles against economic and ecological injustice.  

Keywords:  

Marxist literary Criticism,  
Alienation,  

Capitalist exploitation,  

Colonialism,  
Class struggle. 

  
Correspondence: 

Israa Yass Khudier 

ahmed1989israa@gmail.com 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

DOI: 10.33899/radab.2025.159277.2366, ©Authors, 2023, College of Arts, University of Mosul. 

This is an open access article under the CC BY 4.0 license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).  

 

 الاغتراب والاستغلال الرأسمالي: نقد ماركسي لكتاب أورسولا ك. لو جوين "كلمة العالم هي غابة" 

       عبدالعاليوفاء عبداللطيف             اسراء ياس خضير 

 
  العراق  –الموصل  /قسم اللغة الانكليزية / كلية الاداب / جامعة الموصل 
 العراق  – الموصل /قسم اللغة الانكليزية / كلية الاداب / جامعة الموصل 

 

 

 
 
 

https://radab.uomosul.edu.iq/
mailto:ahmed1989israa@gmail.com
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-2188-9323
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-3242-6400


Adab Al-Rafidain, Vol. 55, No. 103, 2025 (01-12) 
 

141 
 

 :المستخلص 

ك. لو غوين من منظور النقد الأدبي الماركسي، مركزةً    لأورسولا  The Word for World Is Forestتتناول هذه الدراسة رواية  

والاستغلال   البيئي،  والتدمير  الاستعماري،  للتوسع  ديستوبية  رؤية  الرواية  تصور  الرأسمالي.  والاستغلال  الاغتراب  موضوعات  على 

نظر توظيف  خلال  من  الإمبريالية.  والمعاصرة ضد  التاريخية  النضالات  يعكس  مما  للعمالة،  ماركس  الممنهج  كارل  الاغتراب    عنيات 

الرواية الرأسمالية عبر تسليط الضوء على العمل القسري وتسلع السكان الأصليين من  تنتقد  الفائضة، يستكشف هذا البحث كيف  والقيمة 

المقاومة  أشكال  من  كشكل  النهائية  الثورية  وانتفاضتهم  الأثشيين  بين  الطبقي  الوعي  تطور  الدراسة  تحلل  كما  القمع    الأثشيين.  ضد 

الاستعماري. لا تسلط حبكة لو غوين الضوء فقط على التأثيرات اللاإنسانية للرأسمالية على كل ٍّ من المضطَهَدين والمضطهِدين، بل تثير  

جوهرية   تساؤلات  العنيفة.    عنأيضًا  للمقاومة  والنفسية  الأخلاقية  لو غوين ضمن   فضلا عنالعواقب  نقد  الدراسة  هذه  تضع  ذلك،  على 

طاب الماركسي الأوسع، وتفحص مدى ارتباطه بالقضايا الاجتماعية والسياسية المعاصرة مثل استغلال الشركات، والاستدامة البيئية،  الخ

الماركسي   التحليل  دمج  الأصلية. من خلال  الشعوب  للرواية  ب وحقوق  المستمرة  الأهمية  الدراسة على  تؤكد هذه  العلمي،  الخيال  دراسات 

 مبريالية الرأسمالية، وعلى تداعياتها في النضالات الراهنة ضد الظلم الاقتصادي والبيئي.كعمل نقدي أدبي للإ

 .النقد الأدبي الماركسي، الاغتراب، الاستغلال الرأسمالي، الاستعمار، الصراع الطبقيالكلمات المفتاحية: 

Introduction: 

Ursula K. Le Guin's novella The Word for World Is Forest (1972) is a groundbreaking piece of science 

fiction that condemns colonialism, environmental destruction, and institutional exploitation. It is located 

on planet Athshe and narrates the conflict between Earth's colonizers and native Athsheans who are 

subjected to forced labor and homeworld deforestation. The Athsheans, who were originally a peaceful 

people, become violent resisters to their colonizers due to being oppressed and exploited (Le Guin, 1972). 

The novella is a reflection of actual colonialism and capitalist expansionism and is pertinent to historical 

and present-day resistances against imperial domination (Cummins, 1990). 

Marxist literary criticism provides a framework to interpret The Word for World Is Forest using 

themes of alienation and capitalist exploitation. According to Karl Marx's alienation thesis, capitalist 

modes estrange workers from their labor, community, and self-actualization (Marx, 1844). In Le Guin's 

novella, Athsheans become alienated as their lands and labor become seized by the Terrans while their 

colonizers become estranged from moral values in their quest for profit (Jameson, 1981). Marxist critique 

also queries class struggle in the novel in which Athsheans’ rebellion is a reflection of class consciousness 

awakening and rebellion against capitalist-imperial forces (Eagleton, 1976). 

The study is limited to The Word for World Is Forest but will make relevant references to other Le 

Guin's  works and to Marxist criticisms of related literature.  

I. This study uses Marxist literary theory as a central approach to the critical analysis of 

Ursula K. Le Guin's novel The Word for World Is Forest. This approach helps highlight Karl 

Marx's seminal concepts of alienation and capitalist exploitation and discusses how such 

concepts manifest in literary texts to reflect, critique, or resist prevailing socio-economic 

orders. 

Karl Marx's alienation theory is derived largely from his Economic and Philosophic 

Manuscripts of 1844, wherein he describes alienation as estrangement that takes place among 

workers in capitalist societies. Four dimensions of alienation exist according to Marx. Firstly, 

alienation from labor's product occurs as workers become deprived of ownership and control 

over their products and commodify those products to be owned by the capitalist class (Marx, 

1844). 

Secondly, alienation from production occurs as workers find their work to be meaningless and 

repetitive and hence a means to survival and not self-expression and fulfillment (Marx, 1844). Thirdly, 

alienation from human essence occurs because workers become deprived of their identity and self-

expression as their labor turns them into mere instruments of production. Lastly, alienation from other 
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human beings occurs due to competition that takes place under capitalism and separates people from 

people (Marx, 1844). 

Along with alienation, capitalist exploitation is a core principle of Marxist theory, discussed in Marx’s 

magnum opus, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy. For Marx (1867/1990), exploitation in 

capitalism is fundamentally the appropriation of surplus value of workers’ labor by capitalists. Workers’ 

salaries are systematically below the value their labor creates and are extracted by capitalists as profit. 

Systemic exploitation is inherent to capitalist mode of production and deeply rooted in the unequal 

relationship between capitalist class (bourgeoisie), who have access to the means of production, and 

working class (proletariat), who must sell their labor to survive. 

Marxist literary theory brings these economic theories to literature as a means of analyzing the 

ideological and class forces present in literature. Terry Eagleton (1976) emphasizes that class forces, 

ideological formations, and material conditions need to be examined within literature in order to reveal 

latent power relations and social struggles. Raymond Williams (1977) also believes that literature acts to 

reflect and potentially transform socio-economic conditions, whereas Louis Althusser (1971) analyzes 

literature's potential to reproduce or undermine dominant ideologies through its representations of social 

structures and relations. 

The relationship between Marxist criticism, colonialism, and imperialism is particularly relevant when 

examining texts like Le Guin's The Word for World Is Forest. Lenin (1917) argues that imperialism 

represents capitalism’s highest stage, characterized by economic expansion, colonization, and exploitation 

of foreign lands and peoples. This expansion is driven by the capitalist imperative to seek new markets 

and resources, ensuring sustained economic growth and profitability. Antonio Gramsci’s (1971) concept 

of cultural hegemony further explicates how imperialist powers reinforce economic exploitation through 

the imposition of cultural and ideological dominance over colonized peoples, thereby legitimizing 

capitalist practices and suppressing resistance. 

In view of this theoretical framework to examine The Word for World Is Forest, the novel explicitly 

illustrates Marxist criticisms against alienation and capitalist exploitation. Le Guin illustrates Earth's 

colonization of planet Athshe as capitalist imperialism driven by economic interests to obtain resources 

and to tap forced labor. The native Athsheans suffer extreme alienation as their ecological and cultural 

harmonies are disrupted by the colonizers who sever their relation with their ecosystem, their people, and 

their self. In addition to this, Athsheans’ forced labor also illustrates Marx’s surplus value extraction 

principle whereby native people's labor is economically advantageous to colonizers at the cost of 

wrecking Athshean society and ecology (Cummins, 1990). 

Moreover, Athshean resistance and rebellion in the novel can be explained using a Marxist framework 

as revolutionary class struggle. It is a reflection of class consciousness among oppressed Athsheans by 

leaders like Selver who embody opposition to capitalist and imperial exploitation. The rebellion fits with 

Marxist arguments that class conflict is a natural consequence of systemic exploitation and alienation and 

that it both has revolutionary possibilities and inherent challenges in overthrowing dominant capitalist 

systems (Cummins, 1990). 

Based on this theoretical framework of Marxism, Le Guin's The Word for World Is Forest 

provides a very effective critique of capitalist and colonial policies by analyzing the complex 

interplay of exploitation, alienation, and rebellion and thus contributes to recent debates in 

environmental ethics, anti-colonialism, and capitalist critique in literature. 

II. Colonialism and Capitalist Expansion in The Word for World Is Forest 

The Word for World Is Forest by Ursula K. Le Guin is a profound critique of colonialism 

and capitalist expansionism that mirrors real imperialistic practice and their monetary 
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motivations. The novel illustrates the exploitation of planet Athshe and its indigenous people 

by the Terrans and draws direct comparisons to real instances of colonialism. 

Earth, or Terra here, establishes a colony on Athshe, a planet rich in forest resources. The 

Terrans, who lack wood on their planet, exercise their dominance over Athshe without regard 

to the symbiotic relationship that exists between the native Athsheans and their ecosystem. The 

colonizers subject the Athsheans to slavery and compel them to work against their will to fell 

the planet's dense wood and thereby destroy their peaceful lifestyle (Le Guin, 1976). 

The colonization of Athshe by Terrans follows patterns of historical imperialist enterprises, 

particularly those of European colonialism. The dehumanization of Athsheans by Terrans and 

their justification of exploiting them is in line with dehumanizing attitudes that were 

experienced in European colonialism in Africa and America. The dehumanization facilitated 

justification of slavery and exploitation by Terrans as they treated the Athsheans (Güven, 

2022). 

The primary motivation to colonize Terran as financial gain is a result of capitalist interests. 

The depletion of Earth's resources compels the Terrans to look for new lands to plunder and 

thus set their sights on Athshe. The Athsheans become subjected to serve as a workforce to log 

wood to satisfy the financial interests of the Terrans. The capitalist drive to pursue profit over 

indigenous people and environments is evident through this exploitation (Stump, 2018). 

The actions of the novel reflect historical events of capitalist expansionism wherein colonial 

conquests were rationalized on the basis of economic interests and environmental degradation. 

The Terrans' relentless pursuit of acquiring resources on Athshe reflects colonial exploitation 

of colonies as raw material supplies during the Industrial Revolution. The transformation of the 

Athsheans as a peaceful people to that embracing violence in resisting colonialism reflects 

oppressed people's radicalization as a reaction to colonial violence (Güven, 2022). 

Karl Marx's alienation (Entfremdung) is estrangement of human beings from their labor, 

their community, and their humanity due to capitalist systems that take advantage of people 

(Marx, 1867/1990). Four ways that human beings become alienated include alienation from 

what their labor produces, alienation from their labor process itself, alienation from other 

human beings who work with them, and alienation from their very humanity (Marx, 

1844/2007). In The Word for World Is Forest, those modes of alienation are demonstrated 

through oppressed Athsheans and exploiting Terrans. 

The Athsheans, who inhabit their forest planet natively, coexist in deep harmony with their 

ecosystem and see their planet as part of their extended self. The Terran colonizers break this 

with coercive labor, withholding autonomy from Athsheans. In accordance with Marx 

(1867/1990), in capitalism, the proletariat is alienated from production because they no longer 

have control over their labor products. This can be observed in the novel as Terran colonizers 

compel Athsheans to cut down their sacred forests to commodify nature to capitalist ends. 

Davidson, a ruthless Terran officer, expresses disdain for Athsheans and states: 

We are adequately armed and equipped to resist any type of aggression these natives could 

offer... However, we have not responded as members of their species should respond. We have 

ignored the responses, the rights, and obligations of non-violence. We have killed, raped, 

dispersed, and enslaved the native humans, destroyed their communities, and cut down their 

forests (Le Guin, 1972, p. 31). 
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Davidson's justification of forced labor mirrors colonial capitalist exploitation of natives in 

that land and labor are seized without consent. The Athsheans become alienated from their 

world as it is systematically devastated, mirroring the alienation of the proletariat from nature. 

Alienation also exists in the psychic and cultural displacement of both oppressed Athsheans 

and Terran soldiers. The Athsheans become culturally alienated as their consciousness based 

on dreams—labor, spirituality, and identity—becomes disrupted by mechanistic work routines 

and brutal suppression of the Terrans. The anthropologist Lyubov describes how colonialism 

dehumanizes Athsheans: 

Many Athsheans, especially Dreamers from the Lodges, could not change their polycyclic 

sleep-pattern to fit the Terran one … Once you have learned to do your dreaming wide awake, 

to balance your sanity not on the razor’s edge of reason but on the double support, the fine 

balance, of reason and dream; once you have learned that, you cannot unlearn it any more than 

you can unlearn to think (Le Guin, 1972, p. 46) 

The Athsheans’ disconnection with their dream-based self is a reflection of colonized 

people losing control of their culture to capitalist colonialism. Being forced to work under a 

system of exploitation, they have their unique way of experiencing the world stripped away. 

Conversely, though, the Terran soldiers also become alienated, but in a different manner. 

They become emotionally disconnected with both the Athsheans and their own morality. This 

can be seen especially in Davidson's state of mind, in that he considers violence and control to 

be natural extensions of imperialistic superiority. He states: 

What the hell was the use coming twenty-seven light-years to a frontier world and then get 

told no guns, no firejelly, no bugbombs, no, no, just sit like nice little boys and let the creechies 

come spit in your faces and sing songs at you and then stick a knife in your guts (The Word For 

World is Forest , 1972, p. 37). 

Davidson's failure to see Athsheans as human beings is a case of reification, a Marxian tenet 

in accordance with which people become objects or instruments of production under capitalist 

production (Lukács, 1923/1971). His alienation from morality allows him to justify 

exploitation and genocide without qualm. 

Le Guin's novel demonstrates that alienation affects oppressors and oppressed differently. 

For Athsheans, alienation is externally imposed as they are forcibly taken off their land, 

culture, and autonomy. The revolutionary Athshean, Selver, is drastically transformed from a 

passive daydreamer to become an activist leader. His alienation compels him to embrace 

violence as a decolonial tool: 

Selver had changed. He was changed, radically: from the root. 'Can I come back,' Lyubov 

said urgently, 'another day, and talk with you, Selver? … He thus put himself literally out of 

touch. Civility required that Lyubov do the same, and let the conversation end (Le Guin, 1972, 

p. 44). 

Selver's powers of alienation drive his revolutionary consciousness like Frantz Fanon's 

decolonization thesis that asserts that the oppressed must accept violence as a redemptive 

action (Fanon, 1961/2004). He is aware that non-violence cannot be used against 

institutionalized destruction and therefore organizes an armed revolution. 

Conversely, their oppressors on Earth become alienated through their dehumanization of 

others. The violence that isolates them from ethical and emotional connections reduces them to 
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instruments of a broader imperial machine. Davidson's alienation renders him incapable of 

understanding sympathy or rebellion, leaving him a functionary of capitalist expansion. 

The Exploitation of Labor and Resources in The Word for World Is Forest 

Marx's critique of capitalist exploitation is based on surplus value, or profit gained through 

workers who produce more value than they receive in compensation. In The Word for World Is 

Forest, Le Guin presents a severe critique of forced labor through deliberate exploitation of the 

Athsheans by the Terrans. The colonial government of the Terrans, under the guise of 

economic progress, establishes labor systems that mimic historical colonial enterprises. 

An explicit reference to this exploitation is found in the forced labor camps. The colonial 

government and Captain Davidson establish the Voluntary Autochthonous Labor Corps, 

something that is justified by Davidson with the words, “We have very limited personnel to 

accomplish our tasks here and we need workers and use all we can get, but on any kind of basis 

that could be called a slavery basis, certainly not” (Le Guin, 1972, p. 31). 

The irony in Davidson's assertion is evident, as so-called "voluntary" labor corps is in fact a 

system of servitude imposed in practice. This is in line with Marx's critique of capitalist labor 

systems in that the bourgeoisie creates illusions of voluntarism while coercively imposing 

exploitative conditions on working-class people (Marx, 1867). 

Along with this, the Terran understanding of Athsheans as being "beneath" human lends 

itself to colonial economics and physical domination. When asked to make Athsheans human, 

Davidson remains evasive: “The fact is that these creechies are a meter tall, they’re covered 

with green fur, they don’t sleep, and they’re not human beings in my frame of reference” (Le 

Guin, 1972, p. 32). His refusal to grant their personhood legitimizes their subjugation as mere 

working bodies—a quintessential capitalist justification that takes agency away from the 

proletariat. 

Marxist ecological critique, as formulated by such thinkers as John Bellamy Foster (2000), 

emphasizes that capitalist expansion necessarily leads to environmental degradation. This can 

particularly be observed in Le Guin's novel, as the deliberate destruction of Athshe—

undertaken to serve Terran economics—resembles historical exploitation of natural resources 

by imperial powers. 

Davidson's utopia of Athshe is indicative of this capitalist mindset: “Cleaned up and cleaned 

out, the dark forests cut down for open fields of grain, the primeval murk and savagery and 

ignorance wiped out, it would be a paradise, a real Eden. A better world than worn-out Earth” 

(Le Guin, 1972, p. 8). 

His perspective is steeped in colonial ideology that justifies ecological degradation in the 

pursuit of economic progress. By doing this, Le Guin condemns the capitalist imperialistic 

trajectory of history in which indigenous lands were exploited of their natural resources to fuel 

industrial progress. Le Guin also makes explicit comparisons with real-world ecological 

disasters, such as Vietnamese forest destruction with chemical defoliants in the Vietnamese 

War (Le Guin, 1972). This is comparable to colonial capitalist enterprises that have historically 

disregarded long-term ecological degradation in favor of short-term gain. 

Violence both physical and mental is a primary means to uphold capitalist exploitation. 

Violence is utilized in the novel as a control mechanism with Davidson and his crew utilizing 

brutal suppression to enforce compliance. Davidson's dehumanization of the Athsheans simply 

rationalizes his violence:  You got the sense of comradeship, of a real bond among men. They 



Adab Al-Rafidain, Vol. 55, No. 103, 2025 (01-12) 
 

146 
 

just walked into the place in broad open daylight… that was the artistic part, waiting at the rat-

holes for the little rats to come out” (Le Guin, 1972, p. 40). This passage serves as one of the 

most disturbing examples of state-sanctioned violence in the novel, highlighting the extremity 

of capitalist-imperialist brutality. 

Coercion presence can also be seen in colonial administrative bureaucracy. The Colonial 

Bureau issues such orders openly restricting the application of forced labor: “Employment of 

volunteer labor is not advised; employment of forced labor is forbidden” (Le Guin, 1972, p. 37)

. The fact that such orders are answered by Davidson as being impractical prohibitions by 

remote bureaucrats indicates that systemic violence is part of imperialist operations. It also 

indicates that capitalist systems will ignore legal structures that would stand in their way of 

profit-generating enterprises. 

Marxist tenets focus on class struggle to eradicate capitalist control. Le Guin illustrates 

Athshean rebellion led by Selver as a battle against Terran exploitation of land and labor. 

Selver evolves from being a passive observer to being a revolutionary. His rebellion is 

motivated by personal trauma but becomes a mass movement to maintain Athshean survival. 

When he meets with the Terrans, he asserts, “We have killed, raped, dispersed, and enslaved 

the native humans, destroyed their communities, and cut down their forests. It wouldn’t be 

surprising if they’d decided that we are not human” (Le Guin, 1972, p. 50) . His words reflect 

the psychological shift of the Athsheans who, through their being subjected to Terran violence, 

accept the very war logic that is being imposed on them. 

But Le Guin does not romanticize revolution. As Ken MacLeod (2005) comments, “The 

Athsheans are changed by the very act of fighting; the world they win back is not the same as 

the world that was taken from them” (MacLeod, 2005, p. 4). This is in keeping with those 

analyses of revolutionary histories that argue that liberation is gained at a cost of inner 

transformation. 

The greatest irony of the book is that the Athsheans, who have defeated their oppressors, 

become changed at their very core through their struggle. The book ends on a note of 

ambiguity, suggesting that capitalism and imperialism can be overthrown but at a price that 

transforms both oppressor and oppressed forever. Le Guin's The Word for World Is Forest 

offers a persuasive Marxist critique of violence as a tool to maintain capitalist structures, 

exploitation of labor, and ecological degradation. The novel's portrayal of forced labor is 

reflected in historical cases of colonialism, and that of ecological destruction underscores 

capitalism's inseparable tie to ecological collapse. Mapping the evolution of opposition, Le 

Guin highlights both revolutionary struggle's inevitability and consequences. 

Lastly, the novel is a cautionary tale that warns against unchecked capitalist expansion 

while acknowledging revolutionary transformation's complexity. Its message remains very 

relevant to current debates over labor rights, ecological responsibility, and long-term 

consequences of imperialism. 

III. Revolution and Class Struggle in the Novel 

Ursula K. Le Guin's The Word for World Is Forest describes Athshean rebellion as a 

response to colonial control and economic exploitation in line with Karl Marx's vision of 

revolution as a natural outcome of class struggle. The novel vividly illustrates oppressed 

Athsheans rising up against their colonizers in line with historical revolutionary uprisings 

against capitalist colonialism. The revolutionary protagonist, Selver, initiates a bloody 

rebellion after being subjected to brutal suppression. His transformation into a revolutionary 
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leader follows Marx's dictum that oppressed people must become class conscious in order to 

make a change. 

The book attributes to Selver's comprehension of violence as a means of required resistance: 

"If necessary, I shall kill. We will kill. It is time the people learned to kill. To be killed." (Le 

Guin, 1972, p. 50). This is the point at which passive suffering turns to active rebellion and 

highlights the inevitability of armed struggle if the ruling class does not acknowledge the 

humanity of the oppressed. 

The rebellion is not a revolution that has been carefully plotted but rather a chaotic and 

brutal rebellion that illustrates the cycle of violence that usually accompanies colonial rule. The 

narrator emphasizes that the Athsheans, who were originally peaceful inhabitants of their 

planet, become irretrievably changed through war: "The Athsheans are changed by the very act 

of fighting, new and strange to them; the world they win back is not the same as the world that 

was taken from them; and their fight is not fair, or discriminating, or by the rules. It is dirty and 

brutal and shocking." (Le Guin, 1972, p. 62). This critique is against romanticism of revolution 

and suggests that violence causes long-term harm to both oppressors and oppressed. 

Fundamental to Marxist philosophy is developing class consciousness—the recognition by 

those who are oppressed that their suffering is a direct result of systemic exploitation. The 

Athsheans lack this consciousness to begin with; their culture of peaceful coexistence does not 

have room in it for anything like institutionalized violence. But as more and more of their 

territory is cleared by the Terrans through coercive labor and as their culture is suppressed, the 

Athsheans begin to realize their shared oppression. 

Lyubov, that human anthropologist who understands of the Athsheans, witnesses this shift: 

"For four years they’ve behaved to us as they do to one another... However, we have not 

responded as members of their species should respond. We have ignored the responses, the 

rights and obligations of non-violence …  It wouldn’t be surprising if they’d decided that we 

are not human." (Le Guin, 1972, p. 46). This statement outlines why colonial oppression forces 

Athsheans to shed their traditional values in favor of revolutionary action. 

The Athsheans' rebellion, framed as self-defense, resonates with real colonial-era 

insurgencies in which indigenous rebel forces were charged with "terrorism" or "savagery" by 

colonial powers. It is in keeping with Marx's argument that revolution is often needed to 

dismantle deeply rooted systems of exploitation. 

Selver's evolution in the novel mirrors that of revolution leaders in history. He is a victim of 

violence at the beginning and eventually evolves into a war leader who is familiar with both the 

cost and value of war. The novel does not portray Selver's leadership as being heroic but rather 

emphasizes the moral and psychological burdens of revolution. His words attest to this inner 

conflict: "I have made a new word: murder. You, Terran, taught me it. And I will teach it now 

to my people." (Le Guin, 1972, p. 72). Here, Selver sees that the Athsheans have adopted their 

oppressors’ weapons—violence and murder—to win their freedom, illustrating Frantz Fanon’s 

argument that colonial violence begets violence in return. 

Even with their triumph over their colonizers, the Athsheans themselves are not unscathed. 

The concluding chapters suggest that their culture has been permanently altered, as with 

revolutions that have a way of leaving long-term psychological and social wounds. The 

revolution is successful in its primary goal—driving out the Terrans—but at the cost of the 

Athsheans’ original way of living. As Le Guin observes: "That resistance to oppression can 

profoundly change those resisting, and for the worse, is less widely recognized—particularly 
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among those who give that resistance their sympathy and solidarity." (Le Guin, 1972, p. 62). 

This statement serves as a sobering reminder that even justified revolutions are not without 

unintended consequences. 

Le Guin's Marxist critique moves beyond a critique of capitalist colonialism to a nuanced 

reflection on the dangers of violence in revolution. The novel is sympathetic to the Athsheans 

but resists romanticizing their revolution. This is in line with Theodor Adorno's critique of 

revolution that cautions, that overthrows of oppressive regimes and do not necessarily create a 

more equitable society. Le Guin juxtaposes the violence of the Terrans with that of the 

Athsheans’ developing but reluctant violence, and in so doing presents a trenchant critique of 

cycle after cycle of oppression. This is evident in the final few pages of the book, in which the 

Athsheans, after repelling the Terrans, are irreparably changed. The book therefore presents a 

fundamental question of Marxism: can revolution ever result in a truly equitable society, or 

must it recreate that violence that it seeks to eliminate? 

Maybe the most telling statement in this critique is when Selver reflects on what has been 

lost: "The dream was over. He would not see the trees as he had seen them before." (Le Guin, 

1972, p. 74). This symbolic conclusion suggests that while the Athsheans have regained their 

homeland, they have lost a central part of their cultural identity in doing so. Le Guin's The 

Word for World Is Forest provides a compelling Marxist critique of colonialism, capitalist 

exploitation, and revolutionary upheaval. Tracing the Athshean rebellion, the novel considers 

both how oppression leads to rebellion and how revolution carries risks and consequences of 

their own. The novel ends up suggesting that revolution is at times a necessity but that it does 

not take place without irreparable alterations—on both oppressors and oppressed. The novel's 

sophisticated critique of power structures and violence's aftermath remains relevant to today's 

debates over resistance, imperialism, and systemic oppression. 

Ursula K. Le Guin's The Word for World Is Forest is a paradigm text to employ in applying 

Marxism because it demonstrates colonial exploitation, class struggle, and rebellion. The novel 

depicts the Athsheans as a subordinated class that is subjected to the exploitative working 

conditions of the Terran colonizers. The scenario is very much consistent with Karl Marx's 

definition of class struggle in that the proletariat (Athsheans) is being oppressed by the 

bourgeoisie (Terrans), thus causing a rebellion that is inevitable (Marx, 1867). The Terrans’ 

imposed economic system is capitalist imperialism in that resources and labor are extracted 

without regard to indigenous peoples. 

Among the strongest applications of Marxist theory in the novel is in explaining class 

consciousness. The Athsheans do not consider themselves to be an oppressed class to begin 

with because their social structure is centered on community living and ecological harmony. 

But through long-term subjugation, forced labor, and ecological degradation, they become 

class conscious. This transformation is consistent with Marx’s (1844) explanation of alienation, 

in that capitalist workers become alienated from their labor, community, and self. 

Le Guin also provides a critique of commodity fetishism through Terran eyes. For 

colonizers, Athshe is merely a location to remove lumber and its people as working bodies. 

This is consistent with Marx's (1867) critique of capitalism in that human relationship is 

transactional and people become valued solely in terms of their monetary worth. 

The book is a good critique of colonialism and capitalism since it illustrates their destructive 

effect on indigenous cultures and nature. The Terrans, who are driven by greed and economics, 

impose their industrial lifestyle that does not take into consideration the ecological balance that 
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prevails among the Athsheans. This is consistent with contemporary Marxist ecocriticism that 

argues that capitalism prioritizes profit over ecological viability (Foster, 2000). 

The novel's portrayal of ecological degradation also supports the Marxist metabolic rift 

thesis that describes how capitalist modes of production disrupt human-nature balance (Clark 

& York, 2005). The vision of transforming Athshe into a colony of resources is a direct 

reflection of colonialism's actual practice of exploiting indigenous lands of their natural 

resources to fuel capitalist expansion. The Terrans' relentless deforestation is a reflection of 

ecological imperialism's general critique of commodifying nature to advance capitalist 

interests. 

The moral and psychological toll of colonialism on both oppressors and oppressed is also 

explored by Le Guin. The Athsheans, who were originally peaceful, become brutalized and the 

colonizers, particularly Davidson, become desensitized to brutality. This is a reflection of 

colonialism's vicious cycle of violence wherein both sides become transformed through 

colonial violence (Fanon, 1961). 

The novel is much like real-world instances of imperialism, particularly that of Europe's 

conquest of Africa, the Americas, and Asia. The dehumanization of Athsheans by the Terrans 

is much like that employed by European powers to justify enslaving and exploiting indigenous 

people. The imposition of forced labor, ecological degradation, and suppression of cultures in 

the novel is in line with real colonialism that prioritized profits over human rights (Rodney, 

1972). 

Additionally, The Word for World Is Forest was also shaped by the Vietnam War and 

particularly by the ecological destruction that resulted from chemical defoliants such as Agent 

Orange. The novel echoes guerrilla methods of resisting colonialism, with the Athsheans using 

their familiarity with their land to resist technologically more sophisticated colonizers. This is 

in line with Frantz Fanon's (1961) decolonization thesis that states that oppressed nations will 

be prone to violence in resisting colonialism. 

While the book is reflective of historical conflicts, it also diverges in presenting Athsheans 

as peaceful in their original nature before colonization. This suggests a more utopian vision of 

indigenous societies, yet pre-colonial societies were not free of their social divisions and 

conflicts (Wolf, 1982). 

Le Guin's criticism remains extremely relevant to current debates over capitalism, 

ecological viability, and indigenous rights. The novel's depiction of ecological devastation is a 

warning against unchecked exploitation of natural resources, something that is echoed in 

current debates over global warming and forest destruction (Klein, 2014). The Athsheans' 

struggle is reflected in ongoing struggles of indigenous peoples worldwide who continue to 

fight against corporate and state encroachment on their lands. 

Moreover, the book presents ethical questions concerning violent rebellion. While Le Guin 

narrates that Athshean rebellion is a rightful response to colonialism, she also considers its 

consequences. The revolution leader, Selver, is aware that his people have irreversibly 

changed, showing that even revolutions that have to be taken have their cost. 

This echoes current debates over the complexities of liberation struggles, with violence, 

while at times inevitable, being likely to have unintended consequences (Zizek, 2008). 

Overall, The Word for World Is Forest is a profound Marxist critique that deconstructs not only 

colonial and capitalist mechanisms of exploitation but also the broader philosophical aspects of 
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revolution and resistance. Based on both historical and contemporary struggles, this book 

remains a critical text to read to understand class, race, and environmental justice intersections. 

This study has demonstrated that The Word for World Is Forest by Ursula K. Le Guin 

employs Marxist principles to critique capitalism, colonialism, and natural world exploitation. 

The novel depicts class struggle through conflict between oppressed Athsheans and exploiting 

Terrans and highlights key Marxist principles such as alienation, surplus value extraction, and 

revolutionary consciousness. In depicting the Athsheans’ transformation from passive victims 

to revolutionary agents, Le Guin highlights that under systemic oppression, resistance is 

inevitable. 

The book remains a central text in both Marxist literary criticism and studies of science 

fiction, offering a biting critique of capitalist imperialism and its consequences. It remains at 

the center of debates over ecological Marxism and anti-colonialism and continues to uphold 

speculative fiction's usefulness as a tool of socio-political critique. 

Additional study could more deeply explore the Marxist elements found in Le Guin's other 

works, particularly The Dispossessed, to compare her portrayals of political and economic 

regimes. Comparison with other anti-colonial sci-fi such as Octavia Butler's Parable of the 

Sower could shed more light on revolutionary themes. 

Le Guin's critique of capitalist expansion remains relevant to today's arguments over 

environmental sustainability and exploitation of labor. The novel can be used to inform 

indigenous rights policy debates, corporate responsibility debates, and debates over sustainable 

economic practices. Educators and activists can also use her novel to instruct people on the 

intersections of capitalism, imperialism, and environmental justice in contemporary times. 

References: 

1. Althusser, L. (1971). Lenin and philosophy and other essays. Monthly Review Press. 

2. Booker, M. K. (1994). The Dystopian Impulse in Modern Literature: Fiction as Social 

Criticism. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press.  

3. Clark, B., & York, R. (2005). Dialectical materialism and nature: A theoretical approach 

to environmental sociology. Organization & Environment, 18(3), 317-337. 

4. Cummins, E. (1990). Understanding Ursula K. Le Guin. Columbia, SC: University of 

South Carolina Press.  

5. Eagleton, T. (1976). Marxism and literary criticism. Routledge. 

6. Erlich, R. D. (1997). Coyote’s Song: The Teaching Stories of Ursula K. Le Guin. Wildside 

Press. 

7. Fanon, F. (2004). The Wretched of the Earth (R. Philcox, Trans.). Grove Press. (Original 

work published 1961) 

8. Foster, J. B. (2000). Marx’s Ecology: Materialism and Nature. Monthly Review Press. 

9. Freedman, C. (2000). Critical Theory and Science Fiction. Middletown, CT: Wesleyan 

University Press.  

10. Gramsci, A. (1971). Selections from the prison notebooks (Q. Hoare & G. Nowell-Smith, 

Eds.). International Publishers. 

11. Güven, F. (2022). Ecofeminism and Marxist Ecocriticism in Ursula K. Le Guin's The 

Word for World Is Forest. International Journal of English Literature and Social Sciences, 

7(2), 1-8.  

12. Jameson, F. (1981). The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act. 

Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.  

13. Klein, N. (2014). This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate. Simon & Schuster. 



Adab Al-Rafidain, Vol. 55, No. 103, 2025 (01-12) 
 

151 
 

14. Le Guin, U. K. (1972). The Word for World Is Forest. Berkley Books.  

15. Lenin, V. I. (1999). Imperialism: The highest stage of capitalism (Original work published 

1917). Resistance Books. 

16. Lukács, G. (1971). History and Class Consciousness (R. Livingstone, Trans.). MIT Press. 

(Original work published 1923)  

17. MacLeod, K. (2005). Introduction to The Word for World Is Forest. Gollancz. 

18. Marx, K. (1844). Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844. Translated by Martin 

Milligan. New York: International Publishers. 

19. Marx, K. (1978). Economic and philosophic manuscripts of 1844. In R. C. Tucker (Ed.), 

The Marx-Engels Reader (2nd ed., pp. 66-125). W. W. Norton. (Original work published 

1844) 

20. Marx, K. (1990). Capital: A critique of political economy (Vol. 1). Penguin Classics. 

(Original work published 1867) 

21. Marx, K. (2007). Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (M. Milligan, Trans.). 

Dover Publications. (Original work published 1844) 

22. Rodney, W. (1972). How Europe Underdeveloped Africa. Bogle-L’Ouverture 

Publications. 

23. Spivack, C. (1984). Ursula K. Le Guin. Twayne Publishers. 

24. Stump, J. (2018). Reading Ursula K. Le Guin: An Analysis of Three Early Works. 

[Master’s thesis, Malone University].  

25. Suvin, D. (1979). Metamorphoses of Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a 

Literary Genre. Yale University Press. 

26. Watson, I. (1975). The Forest as Metaphor for Mind: "The Word for World Is Forest" and 

"Vaster Than Empires and More Slow". Science Fiction Studies, 2(3), 231–237. 

27. Williams, R. (1977). Marxism and literature. Oxford University Press. 

28. Wolf, E. (1982). Europe and the People Without History. University of California Press. 

29. Zizek, S. (2008). Violence: Six Sideways Reflections. Picador. 

 


