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1

Introduction

in the endless expanse of the universe, every living thing we know of ex-
ists within a thin layer, spanning just a few hundred meters, of a single 
planet—Earth. This space of life, sometimes termed the critical zone, is as 
large, relative to the Earth, as an apple’s skin to its flesh.1 If this zone is small 
relative to the vastness of space, however, it nevertheless supports an aston-
ishing array of life: sea stars at the sunless, frigid bottom of the ocean and pikas 
in the upper altitudes of the Himalayas; over a thousand species of ant in the 
Amazon rainforest alone. Or at least, it has. Today, many of the Earth’s beings 
are not doing well. One million species presently stand at risk of extinction; 
the last forty years alone have seen the loss of an estimated 50 percent of 
vertebrate wildlife. The vast majority of vertebrates living on Earth today are 
domestic animals bred in factory farms for human consumption: livestock 
now constitute 60 percent of mammals and 70 percent of birds.2 Plant life, 
too, has been drastically remade: vast forests have been felled for timber; 
plains and marshlands have been steadily converted to monocrop plantations 
and pasture, or cleared to make way for roadways and suburban sprawl. 
Others face more oblique dangers. As global temperatures warm, bristlecone 
pines that have stood for millennia are threatened by the migration of unfa-
miliar pests and increasingly frequent wildfires. As Arctic snow melts earlier 
each year, the eggs of the birds that breed on Siberian tundra hatch too late 
to feed on the insects that emerge from the frozen ground, decimating their 
populations. Artificial lights disorient insects and turtles; artificial noise dis-
rupts the communication of birds and whales.3

Catastrophic climate change is, of course, the most pressing and obvious 
ecological challenge we now face, though hardly the only one. Global tempera-
tures have already risen an estimated 1.1°C from preindustrial temperatures, 
and this rise is projected to reach 2.5°C or more by the end of the century.4 
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While as recently as a decade ago climate change was still viewed as a problem 
of the distant future, its effects are increasingly obvious in the here and now: 
in the punishing heat waves that have swept through India and Europe; wild-
fires in Australia and flooding in Pakistan; megadroughts in the American 
West and the Horn of Africa; cyclones striking Mozambique and hurricanes 
devastating Caribbean island states. The acceleration of its underlying causes, 
too, is an astonishingly recent phenomenon: more carbon has been emitted 
since the fall of the Berlin Wall—or, as David Wallace-Wells observes, since 
the premiere of Seinfeld—than in all previous human history.5

This is not a crisis only for nonhuman beings; nor even for self-proclaimed 
nature lovers or environmentalists. It is a crisis for everyone presently living 
on Earth—though it affects some far more immediately and severely than 
others. Millions of people around the world, including most Indigenous 
peoples, rely directly on wild plants and animals for sustenance. Billions more 
rely indirectly on other species: wild insects that pollinate crops, marshes that 
filter water, root systems that ward off erosion.6 Every single one of us relies 
on other beings to keep the planet habitable: on the microbes in the soil, 
plankton in the oceans, and forests spanning huge swathes of the globe, without 
which the Earth’s atmosphere would not support plant and animal life. The 
planet once seemed to exist beyond us, offering a stable background against 
which human lives and dramas could unfold. The mounting evidence that this 
is no longer the case—that, in fact, it has never been the case—has prompted 
a reckoning in many quarters. In political discourse it has become routine in 
recent years, to the point of cliché, to describe climate change as an “existential 
threat.” Scientists have proposed naming a new geological era, the Anthropocene, 
marked by the entrance of human activity into the fossil record. Humanists 
and social scientists, once content to leave nature to environmentalists, have 
called for a dramatic rethinking of the precepts of Western thought, and per-
haps for abandoning them altogether.7

In economics, however, the astonishing transformations of our planet are 
frequently attributed to a surprisingly narrow cause: the absence of price. As 
the economist Nicholas Stern observed in his landmark paper on the econom-
ics of climate change, “Greenhouse gas emissions are externalities, and repre-
sent the biggest market failure the world has seen.”8 In other words, the effects 
of accumulating greenhouse gases are not factored into the prices of market 
goods, and as a result, are not taken into account in economic decisions. The 
use of the Earth’s atmospheric and water cycles as an emissions sink, similarly, 
is typically costless, despite their nearly infinite value to human and nonhuman 
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life. So too are biodiversity and ecosystem loss traced to the literal priceless-
ness of many nonhuman species, ecologies, and organisms. The economist 
Pavan Sukhdev, for example, argues that the “economic invisibility of nature” 
has serious consequences, insofar as no one pays to preserve the Amazon’s 
“rain factory” or for insects’ pollination services.9 Although it is the likes of 
“peat bogs and bees” that keep life “possible and bearable,” the economic jour-
nalist Jonathan Guthrie notes in the Financial Times, “we have not typically 
attributed any value to them.” This, he adds, “seems like a mistake.”10

The gap between these two discourses—the language of existential threat 
and that of economic error—is vertiginous. The idea that the end of the world 
might come about as the result of an accounting blunder tilts into absurdity. 
Is it really possible that this “mistake” could bring an end to life on Earth as we 
know it? And if so, why hasn’t it been corrected? For if this is a mistake or a 
failure, it is one that has proven enduringly difficult to rectify. The paradox of 
nature’s nonvalue is a persistent one in political economic thought. Similar 
observations have been made for decades, even centuries: by the classical 
political economist Jean-Baptiste Say and the feminist economist Marilyn 
Waring, by the neoclassical economist Arthur Pigou and the ecological econo-
mist Herman Daly, and by many more beside.

At the same time it is perplexing to regularly encounter claims that nature is 
endangered because it does not appear in the market. After all, capitalism fa-
mously puts a price on everything: it is notoriously merciless in its disregard 
for moral value, religious belief, sentimental attachment, family ties, and cultural 
practice. The realm of the market perpetually expands, stripping ever wider 
swathes of the world for parts; markets regularly destroy the things that are 
bought and sold, such that everything precious must be protected from them—
or at least so generations of critics have claimed. But if capitalism is character-
ized by relentless commodification, then its continual failure to value many 
kinds of nature is puzzling. It suggests a different question than the one usually 
asked: not why shouldn’t these incredibly useful activities be commodified—
but rather, why haven’t they been?

This problem, I argue, is much more profound than has typically been 
acknowledged, and deserves more careful critical attention than it has received. 
That is what this book is about: capitalism’s persistent failure to value nonhu-
man nature, and what it means for politics—as well as for our collective future 
on this planet. Capitalism, this book argues, systematically treats nature as a 
“free gift”: something that can be taken without payment or replenishing; 
something that is materially useful but that tends not to appear in exchange. 
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This is not an accident or an oversight; rather, it is foundational to how capital-
ism works.

The Politics of Nature

To name capitalism as the driving force of contemporary ecological transforma-
tions is typically to invite the charge of reductionism. Capitalism is important, 
many acknowledge, but it is only a subset of a much deeper problem with 
human relationships to nature.11 The climate crisis, it’s often said, requires us to 
rethink the basic frameworks with which we interrogate the world, including 
the relationship between politics and nature itself. Indeed, for much of the his-
tory of modern political thought, the very idea of a politics of nature might have 
seemed unintelligible. Politics is usually understood to be a distinctly human 
activity, perhaps even the defining human activity, while nature describes the 
world as it operates independently from human action. Politics concerns the 
realm of decisions about how things will and ought to be, while nature names 
that which simply is and cannot be changed. Politics describes the actions of 
human subjects; nature, the passive backdrop against which they play out. 
Nature is most present in political thought as landscape or metaphor, resource 
or territory.12 The driving force of much Enlightenment thought was the im-
perative to separate the natural from the political—to debunk superstition, 
deflate myths, disenchant the world.13 The distinction between nature—how 
things are—and politics—how things are made—has stood, G. A. Cohen ar-
gues, as “the foundation of all social criticism”: only if something could be 
otherwise, after all, do we have grounds to challenge it.14

Yet the distinction between nature and politics has also long been ques-
tioned from the vantage point of Indigenous ontologies and feminist 
phenomenologies—and in the past few decades, by ecological thought. Ecolo-
gists remind us that human beings are part of nature, dependent on and un-
avoidably connected to other kinds of life. In recent decades, the reality of 
interdependence has been brought into ever starker relief by the worsening 
climate crisis. And yet the crisis has also scrambled our coordinates for what 
a politics of nature might be.

On the one hand, anthropogenic climate change has crowned a growing 
suspicion of the category of “nature” itself. In 1989, Bill McKibben famously 
declared the “end of nature,” claiming that human modification of the atmo-
sphere meant that a world standing apart from human beings had ceased to 
exist. “We have ended,” he argued, “the thing that has—at least, in modern 
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times—defined nature for us: its separation from human society.”15 Many ar-
gued in response that nature had never really been separate from human society 
at all. Environmental scholarship has long interrogated the idea of nature, scru-
tinizing its representation in culture and language, science and discourse, art 
and politics. Nature has been thoroughly dissected and deconstructed, de-
bunked and defanged. Time and time again, it has turned out that those invok-
ing “nature”—scientists included—have imported their own social values into 
their arguments, whether intentionally or accidentally; all too often, the invoca-
tion of “nature” has conveniently justified the status quo. At times the idea of 
nature has seemed not only the most complex in the English language, as Ray-
mond Williams once suggested, but so complex as to be unusable altogether: 
too liable to act as ideological cover, too imbued with moral and cultural ex-
pectation, too rooted in Cartesian dualism or Baconian domination.16 The one 
thing it certainly is not is natural: the idea of nature, scholars have concluded, 
was a thoroughly human construction long before climate change appeared on 
the scene. Climate change, then, simply confirms that nature is political all the 
way down.17

On the other hand, the worsening climate catastrophe has also been received 
as the return of nature: this time as an autonomous world of inhuman matter 
unvanquished by human fantasies of control and indifferent to human percep-
tions. The climate crisis, Dipesh Chakrabarty argues, “is about waking up to the 
rude shock of the planet’s otherness.” It is about remembering the force of an 
“inhuman nature” that exists beyond our representation and manipulation.18 If 
the idea of nature is no longer viable, in other worlds, actually existing nature—
the physical force of the material world—is as lively as ever. The environment, 
in turn, is not just a passive medium that surrounds us, but something actively 
made by living beings—ourselves included. Our human world is populated by 
countless nonhuman agents, from the billions of carbon molecules accumulat-
ing in the atmosphere to the microbes that circulate in our food and guts.19 
Climate change therefore forces us to confront the aspects of our world that we 
have not made and do not control; it reveals that the modern project of bending 
nature to our will has failed once again. When Chakrabarty, like McKibben, 
confronts the end of an assumed separation between nature and society, he is 
beset by the opposite anxiety: that climate change signifies not the end of na-
ture but the end of the social; the end of a distinctively human history. Climate 
change reminds us that the achievements we attribute to human action and 
ingenuity rest on material conditions that we have often taken for granted, but 
no longer can. Perhaps what we have called “civilization” is really just the 
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contingent stability of the Holocene era; perhaps what we moderns have called 
“freedom” is really just the product of fossil fuels.20 To understand the world 
today, some charge, we have to look more closely at this other nature—not 
nature as idea but as vibrant matter, nature as the multitude of nonhumans that 
make up our shared world. We must turn from the global to the planetary, 
Chakrabarty argues; we must come down to Earth, Bruno Latour insists.21

Taken together, these revelations seem to point in opposite directions. On 
the one hand, we live on a human planet, and thus on a thoroughly political 
planet.22 Yet on the other, we live on an inhuman Earth replete with agencies we 
do not control or even understand. The implications are often dizzying. To make 
sense of this predicament, we are called on to interrogate our received wisdom, 
challenge our assumptions, revise our concepts: freedom, responsibility, action. 
William Connolly, for example, argues that we must “rethink old ideals from the 
ground up” in light of what we now know about planetary forces; Cara New 
Daggett, that “the ontological shift forced upon us by the Anthropocene also 
upends our understanding of politics.”23 “We inherit a world that no available 
political category is designed to manage,” Pierre Charbonnier declares, “and 
therefore we are faced with a seemingly impossible task.”24

If climate change is transforming our planet in unprecedented ways, how-
ever, the reflections it has prompted are not as unprecedented as we tend to 
imagine. We do confront a set of novel and daunting challenges—but so too 
have all political thinkers past. The project of political theory is fundamentally 
one of coming to terms with a world in flux.25 The political categories we now 
see as mundane—mass politics, democracy, the modern state—were once 
unprecedented in their own right. For that matter, even the ecological challenge 
to political thought is less novel than it might seem. For decades, work in 
environmental political theory has asked whether ecological precepts are com-
patible with core traditions and concepts of modern political thought, and 
considered how they might be reconciled.26 The growing relevance of these 
analyses only reiterates their fundamental point: that nature cannot stand apart 
as a set of issues or ideas to which political theory can simply be applied.

Rather than cordoning nature off from politics or abolishing the distinction 
altogether, this book starts from the premise that “nature” pertains to politics 
of all kinds—not only those issues we tend to think of as “environmental.” 
Instead of treating “politics” as the organization of human life, to be distin-
guished from the scientific or technical organization of nonhuman matter, it 
holds that to organize human life is always also a material enterprise, and 
hence a natural one. All of our actions play out in a material world, whether or 
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not they are explicitly posed as environmental or consciously take the more-
than-human world into account—and this means that decisions about how to 
relate to other human beings are always, inevitably, decisions about how 
to arrange the world around us.

This premise does not mean, however, that nature and politics are identical. 
As ambiguous as it has often turned out to be, whether because we have smug-
gled politics into our ideas of nature or hidden the material foundations of our 
politics, some distinction between nature and politics remains essential to the 
latter. Denaturalization remains a bedrock of critique, vital for interrogating 
seemingly immutable phenomena and locating their political dimensions. But 
efforts to denaturalize institutions and relationships often run the risk of de-
materializing them: of detaching politics from the material world we call nature 
altogether. Political thought, then, must undertake denaturalization alongside 
rematerialization: it must attend to the physical reality of the world while criti-
cally assessing the social relations in which it is situated. We do not need a new 
idea of nature to motivate care for the more-than-human world, or a conception 
of nature set apart from human artifice that we can protect from our interference. 
What we do need is a sense of what we can make of the world we are given; of 
what we can hold ourselves and others responsible for; of what must be as it is, 
and what can be otherwise. We need a better sense, too, of how the more-than-
human world works, and how, precisely, we are remaking it: through what kinds 
of relationships and practices, institutions and structures. We don’t need to re-
think political theory from the ground up, in other words—we simply need to 
look at it aslant, so as to better glimpse the places where the politics of nature 
already appear, and the tools we already have to make sense of it.

A central claim of this book is that one of the densest sites of interaction 
between nature and politics is in the material realm we call the economy.27 
While historians of political thought have often written of “industrialization” 
or “capitalism” or “modernity,” they have too rarely attended to the transforma-
tions of the more-than-human world that these phenomena entail.28 But it is 
in the economy that the matter given by nature is transformed into human 
artifacts, that wild flora become crops and fauna become livestock, that miner-
als become resources and long-decayed organisms become fuel. These interac-
tions are structured, moreover, by a particular kind of economy, at present the 
one that encompasses nearly all the world: capitalism. Capitalism is now the 
political economic system upon which nearly all human beings now rely for 
our livelihoods and for our lives, how we obtain food and clothing, shelter and 
comfort; how we attend to our wants and needs.29
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We are used to thinking about capitalism as a particular way of organizing 
economic production and exchange, perhaps even as a way of ordering social 
life writ large.30 But capitalism inadvertently orders, and reorders, relation-
ships among human beings along many dimensions, beyond even the space of 
the workplace or market. It reorganizes, too, the relationships of the more-
than-human world—all the way down to the molecular makeup of the atmo-
sphere itself.31 Its emergence is perfectly correlated to the steady rise of carbon 
emissions; its more recent triumph over the globe, to the near-total decima-
tion of other species. In the course of constructing vast factories, excavating 
massive mines, and monocropping fields, capitalism has also reconstructed 
the very biosphere.

Capitalism, in other words, is not only a system for making and exchanging 
goods, nor even for making the social world in which we live. Today, it is the 
dominant worldmaking force—and more than that, the dominant planetmaking 
force.32 To understand the politics of nature today, then, we must understand 
how capitalism both represents nature socially and makes use of it materially. 
This is what the free gift of nature can help us apprehend.

The Free Gift of Nature

I take the description of nature as a “gift” from the classical political economists 
who wrote in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries amid the rise of the in-
dustrial capitalism that has so transformed the modern world. To thinkers like 
Adam Smith and Jean-Baptiste Say, the role of nonhuman elements in produc-
tion was evident and frequently remarked upon. Nature, the physiocratic thinker 
Anne Robert Jacques Turgot argued, makes a “pure gift” to production.33 Ele
ments like water, air, and light, Say observed, are “spontaneous gifts of nature” 
to human consumption.34 Smith made note of the work that nature does in ag-
riculture; David Ricardo lauded the abundance of “natural agents” that “perform 
their work gratuitously.”35 Elements ranging from trade winds to soil fertility, 
they noted, alternately enhanced, combined with, and substituted for human 
labor. Nature, these thinkers agreed, clearly made useful and necessary contribu-
tions to nearly all forms of production—even if they did not always agree on 
how these contributions should be characterized.

These depictions of nature as a gift echo a broader tradition of Western 
thought in which nature is a gift from God—ostensibly to all of humanity. 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau mused on natural man, who enjoyed the “gifts Nature 
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offered him” without a thought of extracting them; even John Locke noted that 
the gift of the earth, and of the fruits and beasts “produced by the spontaneous 
hand of Nature,” belong to everyone—at least before those fruits are plucked 
by an industrious laborer.36 As these examples suggest, the gifts of nature have 
often had different valences even within the Western tradition. Sometimes they 
are understood as a recognition of human superiority: Locke, for example, 
claims that God gave “inferior creatures” to humanity for the express purpose 
of our use.37 For Kant, too, human beings have “an equal share in the gifts of 
nature”—yet the sign of truly human reason, that which raises man above the 
animals, comes in our realization that wool was given to the sheep not for its 
use but for ours.38 Others have insisted that the gift of the Earth must be trea
sured: the “gift of good land,” for the agrarianist Wendell Berry, must be stew-
arded with care; for Pope Francis, the Earth that has been given to us must be 
preserved for others yet to come.39 What is common to these interpretations, 
however, is that they are unidirectional: there can be no real reciprocity for a 
gift from God. This is illustrated most clearly in the philosophy of Georges 
Bataille and Jacques Derrida, for whom the gift consists in a pure and absolute 
form of generosity that exceeds the possibility of return altogether—and 
thereby stands outside the logic of exchange.40

Another tradition understands the gift differently: not in terms of unilateral 
or unconditional generosity, but as something that carries the expectation of 
reciprocity. Many Indigenous peoples, too, describe the land and its fruits as 
gifts: the Anishinaabeg, Winona LaDuke writes, describe wild rice as “a gift 
from the Creator”; the Potawatomi botanist Robin Wall Kimmerer writes of 
wild strawberries as “gifts from the earth.”41 But true gifts, Kimmerer observes, 
“are not free”: they must be replenished and returned.42 Gifts form lasting 
relationships; they create social obligations and demand responses. For an-
thropologists like Marcel Mauss and Karl Polanyi, it is the fundamentally re-
ciprocal nature of the gift that illustrates the possibility of exchange without the 
commodity form: the gift stands as the central social relation of noncapitalist 
societies.43

For all their differences, both of these accounts of the gift—as an expres-
sion of pure generosity on the one hand, and a relationship of radical reciproc-
ity on the other—posit the gift as an alternative to the commodity. Gifts either 
defy the possibility of return and thus the logic of market exchange, or require 
a kind of ongoing response that is antithetical to commercial transactions. 
Gifts are often taken to reflect an ethic rather than a calculation, an emphasis 
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on altruism or community rather than individual gain; they are said to be of a 
different order than the commodity and the market. Whatever gifts are, after 
all it is clear that they are not bought and sold.44

The peculiar, paradoxical kind of gift addressed in this book, however—the 
free gift of nature—is different from either of these. This term—free gift—is an 
odd one. Relative to common meanings of the gift, it seems either redundant 
or oxymoronic. If a gift is understood as pure generosity, then to call some-
thing a free gift is superfluous. If gifts are never really free, by contrast, then the 
phrase seems like a contradiction in terms. In fact, the modifier free is telling: 
it provides a clue that the free gift is not timeless or universal, but rather a 
category defined in relation to the market. The free gift of nature is free in the 
sense of costless, gratuitous: it denotes that something is priced at zero. The 
free gift, then, is not an alternative to the capitalist commodity at all. Rather, 
the free gift is a distinctively capitalist social form, no less central to capitalism 
than more familiar concepts like the commodity and the wage. Key to the free 
gift of nature is the disjuncture between its obvious usefulness, even its seem-
ing invaluableness, and its utter lack of value in economic terms. The paradox 
is that the free gift is valuable because it is free: because it provides something 
materially useful without cost. It is this feature, this dual character, that gives 
coherence to the wide variety of concrete activities that the free gift names. 
What unifies steam power, sheep organs, soil fertility, and other “natural 
agents” as a category is not their qualitative features, which are remarkably 
different in both material function and anthropocentric use, but rather, their 
nonappearance in the form of value. The free gift is the form nature takes in 
societies in which commodity exchange is generalized as the primary means 
of acquiring and distributing the goods necessary for subsistence.

The free gift is also the commodity’s shadow. Following its spectral trace can 
take us into dimensions of capitalism often left unexplored. While capitalism 
is associated with commodification, the free gift reveals commodification’s 
limits—limits set not by a society seeking to protect itself from the market, but 
by the market itself. It serves as a reminder that capitalism may be operative 
even where its telltale signs—exchange value, wages—are not immediately in 
evidence. It draws our attention to activities that have clear effects in the mate-
rial world but do not seem to register in the sphere of “the economy.” It fore-
grounds concrete processes often neglected by analyses of the abstract realms 
of value and money, finance and exchange, and shows how physical qualities 
figure into even these abstractions. It reminds us, in other words, of the material 
content that always attends social forms.
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Nature, as Theodor Adorno insists, always remains nonidentical with the 
terms we use to describe it: “Objects do not go into their concepts without 
leaving a remainder.”45 This book is fundamentally interested in these remain-
ders: in the aspects of the world that overspill the bounds of capitalist social 
form, that are not easily contained within capitalist labor processes, that ap-
pear as aberrations in both the physical organization of the world and the 
concepts used to make sense of it.46 It is about the things that are left over 
when capital has commodified what it can, in what capital abandons or abdi-
cates rather than absorbing. It is about the unwanted “residuals” of production, 
forms of surplus matter whose negative effects go unreflected in exchange 
value.47 It is about the gifts that give too freely to be expropriated, and the 
kinds of nature whose qualities and capacities, however extraordinary, are sur-
plus to capital’s needs. It is also about the kinds of human labor that can’t easily 
be organized by the wage and the boss, and that persist in seemingly anachro-
nistic forms—or that even seem to be free gifts themselves. Looking at the free 
gift, in other words, not only gives us a new perspective on nature, but casts 
capitalism itself in new light. The analysis of capitalism can help us understand 
the current state of the natural world—and so, too, can the analysis of nature 
help us understand capitalism.

My analysis of nature and capitalism makes three interventions in particu-
lar. The first is to offer a theory of the free gift of nature as a capitalist social 
form, attending to its dual character: its concrete reality as physical substance, 
and the way that this substance appears within capitalist social relations. The 
second is to offer a critique of capitalism’s treatment of nature rooted not only 
in capitalism’s environmental consequences, but also in what those conse-
quences indicate about our ability to act freely. The third is to follow the free 
gift into the world, showing what happens when social relations hit the literal 
ground—tracking the unusual phenomena that result from this collision, the 
conceptual apparatuses developed to make sense of them, and the political 
struggles that have erupted around them.

Theorizing the Free Gift

The first project of this book—to theorize the oft-overlooked free gift of na-
ture and its place within capitalism—joins a growing number of works ad-
dressing capitalism’s relationship to nature. Such analyses have flourished in 
recent years, whether tracing capitalism’s reliance on fossil fuels and its pur-
suit of growth or condemning its extractivism and drive to dominate nature.48 
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This book approaches the question from a different angle. It does not track 
capitalism’s effects on “the environment” per se, detail its ravenous use of re-
sources, or calculate its material throughput. Instead, it looks at how nature 
appears in capitalism’s fundamental social relations, and how it factors into its 
core operations. It charges that to understand contemporary ecological prob
lems, we have to understand why some things come to have value under capital-
ism as a particular organization of economic and social life, and why others do 
not. While scholars have shown that ideas about “nature” always reflect specific 
social views and cultural values, critical theorists of “nature” have too rarely at-
tended to the way that the social and natural are defined and ordered by capital-
ism’s particular, and now dominant, system of value. We have to bring the ques-
tion so often posed in environmental thought—What is nature?—together with 
one posed by Marx: What is value under capitalism?

Marx’s own ecological relevance is much disputed. While he has long been 
criticized as an anthropocentric Promethean, as enamored with the mastery of 
nature as any capitalist, he has also been recovered, of late, as a proto-ecological 
thinker.49 Indeed, Marx’s critique of how the gifts of nature figure in classical 
political economy is a vital starting point for my own analysis: the “free gift of 
nature,” he claims, is a gift only to capital. Where the means of production are 
privately owned, capitalists alone benefit from nature’s contributions; they alone 
lay claim to the wealth that nature bequeaths. But these remarks on the free gift 
are brief. Instead of looking to Marx substantively or reading him exegetically, 
I draw on him methodologically. For the relationship between the natural and 
the social is not only present in Marx’s explicit discussions of soil fertility and 
“robbery agriculture”; rather, it is at the heart of his thought about the commod-
ity, value, and other core concepts in his critique of political economy. Marx 
makes a crucial distinction between the material content of objects and activi-
ties, from labor to goods, and their social form: their significance within the set 
of relationships that govern human social life. Marx’s method, in other words, 
confronts one of the core questions of ecological thought—the relationship 
between nature and society—while situating it within capitalism as a particular 
form of social organization.

“Political economy has indeed analyzed value,” Marx writes in Capital. “But 
it has never once asked the question why this content has assumed that par
ticular form.”50 For all that classical political economists purported to study 
the meaning and source of economic value, they had not really asked what 
value is or what is specific about capitalism’s definition of it. Marx is particu-
larly interested in the status of human labor: Why, he asks, are so many differ
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ent human activities classified under the simple category “labor” and recog-
nized only in accordance with their ability to produce value?51 Why is labor 
organized as it is, and how might it be organized differently? How is wealth 
defined in capitalism, and how might it be understood otherwise?

This is itself a denaturalizing move, one which aims to show that capitalism 
is a specific rather than eternal form of society. All human societies, after all, 
have some form of organization that structures which kinds of work are done 
and who does them; all have some way of meeting needs, satisfying wants, 
and distributing both surplus and burdens. If there were no possibility that 
society might be organized differently, then there would be no basis for cri-
tique, and no possibility of change. When we ask why production is organized 
as it is under capitalism, in other words, we recognize that there are many 
ways that it might be organized otherwise—that we are not fated by nature 
to live this way. Elements of human collective life that classical political econ-
omists treated as necessary, Marx argues, are in fact contingent to capitalism 
and therefore changeable. This is why Capital is a critique of political econ-
omy.52 The critique of political economy, I argue, also offers a vital basis for 
a political critique of ecology. For in posing the question of why human labor 
is expressed in terms of value, Marx implicitly poses another—why nonhu-
man nature is not.

To address the free gift, then, this book flips Marx’s central question. Why 
does such an enormously wide range of “content”—material capacities ranging 
from animal digestion to steam power—tend to take the same form: the “free 
gift of nature”? Why does capitalism draw such a stark distinction between 
human labor and other forces of production? If nature contributes materially 
to production, why is it not valued in the terms that capitalism counts? Why 
is the more-than-human world we call nature organized in the way that it is?

It also connects a value form analysis of capitalist logics to the nonidentical 
and irreducible logic of the concrete world—what we might call the logic of 
nature. For while the critique of political economy aims to denaturalize capital-
ism, sometimes it also dematerializes it in its own right. Analyses of value typi-
cally emphasize the triumph of capitalist social forms over material content, the 
way that capitalism abstracts away from the concrete world in pursuit of wealth 
assessed in quantitative terms. Capitalism comes to appear as entirely abstract: 
a system comprising solely abstract labor, abstract time, abstract value. The 
physicality of production, the concrete dimension of labor, and the specific 
qualities of use value tend to fall by the wayside. While the analysis of abstrac-
tion is undoubtedly vital, to understand the role of the useful but costless gifts 
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of nature, it is also essential to rematerialize capitalism as a concrete form of 
social production.53 Instead of countering the Marxist focus on abstraction 
with a swerve to understand vibrant matter in itself, however, as new material-
ists often have, I take seriously the dual character of capitalist forms, under-
standing material and social qualities as two components that are distinct but 
necessarily tethered to each other, and drawing attention to their interaction.54 
Attending to the materiality of the world in a physical sense does not require 
jettisoning an account of the social or collapsing the difference between the 
two, as is sometimes suggested. It simply means recognizing that the world is 
always both: it is composed of many kinds of material agencies that capital has 
not made and cannot do without; and it is organized primarily, if always par-
tially and imperfectly, by specifically capitalist social relations in which the ma-
terial world is figured as a means to a single abstract end.

This analysis, in turn, opens up political questions that reach beyond the 
scope of “the environment” or even “nature”: Why do we value things as we do, 
and could we choose to value them differently? What, if anything, is wrong with 
this system of valuation—and what would it mean to genuinely transform it?

The Critique of Capitalist Unfreedom

To diagnose the free gift as a distinctively capitalist social form is to state that 
this is not a necessary relationship to nature, and therefore to open the space 
for politics. But this alone doesn’t tell us what’s wrong with treating nature as 
a free gift.55 Although the project of denaturalization is vital, it stops short of 
a critique. The book’s second project, then, is to offer a critique of capitalism’s 
treatment of nature—one rooted not in claims about nature itself, but in capi-
talism’s limitation of human freedom.

The grounds for an ecological critique of capitalism can seem obvious. 
Capitalism has long been shadowed by charges that its satanic mills have rav-
aged the natural world, while its calculative logic has disenchanted it. A long-
standing strain of ecological thought embraces nature as a wholesome anti-
dote to capitalist exploitation, artificiality, and alienation.56 More generally, a 
wealth of environmental philosophy has brought normative questions to bear 
on the more-than-human world, whether debating nature’s intrinsic value or 
expanding the sphere of moral concern to include nonhuman beings.57 Envi-
ronmental political theory, too, has often been explicitly normative, consider-
ing how various political traditions and regimes have neglected or actively 
harmed nature, investigating how environmental goods and bads are unjustly 
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shared among human beings, and reflecting on how human societies might 
live more sustainably.

I share the concerns articulated by many of these thinkers, and recognize 
the dismay that attends their judgments. The problem, however, is that many 
ecological critiques of capitalism take the normative status of nature itself for 
granted. They hold up nature as the standard against which we might measure 
human society—and threaten to reify nature as the “thing without politics” 
that can be used to justify political stances.58 Many environmental philoso-
phies, meanwhile, theorize ethical obligations detached from real conditions 
and construe our failings in strictly moral terms. They challenge anthropocen-
tric hierarchies of moral status as if they were matters of thought alone—and 
fail, as a result, to address why we act as we do.

The problem with capitalism, in my account, is not just that it destroys 
nature or unjustly distributes the material harms and benefits of production. 
Rather, these problems stem from another, second-order problem: that capi-
talism limits our ability to treat nonhuman nature as something other than a 
free gift. It constrains our ability, individually and collectively, to make genuine 
decisions about how to value and relate to the nonhuman world, and to take 
responsibility for those decisions. Put simply: capitalism limits our freedom.

While my analysis joins a growing body of work criticizing capitalism on the 
grounds of unfreedom, it departs from the republican framework that under-
pins many contemporary arguments in this vein. I look instead to the existen-
tialist tradition of Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir as an unexpectedly 
useful resource for a denaturalized ecological critique. For Sartre and Beauvoir, 
values are given neither by God nor nature: they are only what we assert and 
actively commit ourselves to in the world.59 This antifoundationalist view of 
value is a particularly crucial resource in resisting two frequent tendencies in 
ecological thought: moral naturalism on the one hand, and naïve materialism 
on the other. It suggests that the meaning and value of more-than-human be-
ings cannot be taken for granted or derived from the world as given, but, rather, 
must be consciously asserted and enacted. What is so troubling about capital-
ism, in my argument, is the way that its singular form of value restricts the 
fundamental human project of determining values for ourselves—not as in-
dividuals, but collectively. To treat climate change as a genuinely existentialist 
challenge, then, would mean taking it as a charge to reevaluate our collective 
ways of life and the values they reflect. It would require changing not only our 
lightbulbs or even our energy sources, but our way of recognizing the worth of 
things, activities, beings.
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In developing this critique, I diagnose capitalism as a form of rule, with two 
particularly significant aspects: class rule and market rule. Class rule describes 
capitalism’s constitutive division of social power among human beings, rooted 
in disparate control over productive assets, and the curious form of the rule of 
the few that results. Market rule, meanwhile, describes how decisions and actions 
are structured in societies fundamentally organized around market exchange. 
As I show, an existentialist account of freedom is better suited than a republican 
one to confront market rule in particular, and to address the unusual kinds of 
unfreedom that characterize capitalist societies—the kinds of actions that seem 
to happen “behind our backs,” unfolding without our conscious intent.

This critique of capitalism does not pertain only to nature: my claim is that 
capitalism limits our freedom more broadly. A critique of the rule of class and 
markets, however, offers a new angle on environmental problems typically 
described in terms of justice or harm. The paradox of the free gift of nature also 
proves to be particularly productive for exploring broader questions of action 
and responsibility within capitalist societies. It is precisely because the “free 
gift” is such an odd category that it draws attention to questions of capitalist 
value that typically lie hidden within prices. We are used to accepting the judg-
ment of the market as a measure of worth, after all. We may grumble about 
prices, but we usually have no choice but to pay them. When something is 
unpriced, however, we’re left without a measure of what it’s supposed to be 
worth. We have to think for ourselves about how we should assess it. The ab-
sence of price, in other words, leaves a vacuum that politics can fill. This is why, 
as we’ll explore in greater depth, controversies about nature’s intrinsic value 
tend to occur around the frontiers of commodification, where capitalism 
seems to be expanding into hitherto untouched areas.

More interesting than the question of whether any given element of na-
ture “should be” commodified, however, is what these debates tell us about 
the nature of capitalist value itself. They point to the real problem, which 
Sianne Ngai describes as the “mismeasurement of wealth” at capitalism’s 
heart.60 Ngai explores this mismeasurement through the figure of the “gim-
mick.” Gimmicks, she says, are “overrated devices” whose exchange value is 
obviously inflated and “flagrantly unworthy” relative to their usefulness, like 
a banana slicer or an automatic carving knife—but which we want, and per-
haps buy, anyway.61 When we judge something to be a gimmick, Ngai ob-
serves, we register “the discrepancy between an overprized object’s false 
claim to value and what we take to be its true worth.”62 The gimmick appears 
valuable, but turns out to be a swindle.
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The free gift of nature also points to a disquieting ambiguity around value—
but the discrepancy between its usefulness and value runs in the opposite 
direction. Where the gimmick may be proclaimed “worthless” even though it 
is expensive, the free gift comes cheap even as it is said to be priceless. Indeed, 
where the classical political economists describe the gifts of nature with grati-
tude and even wonder, the free gift is now more often described with concern. 
There seems to be something wrong with the fact that the gifts of nature are 
free: Why is an obviously valuable thing not valued? How can a centuries-old 
redwood tree be worth less than a “smart refrigerator”; how can the things 
most necessary for life—clean air and water, a stable atmosphere—be worth 
less than the junk we buy and sell every day? The free gift reflects the contra-
dictions at the heart of capitalism—and can illustrate our ambivalence about 
this way of organizing our lives. Questions about the gap between what 
nature’s value should be and what it is, I argue, index a critique of capitalist valu-
ation even where it isn’t articulated as such.

While this book offers both an analysis and critique of capitalism’s devalu-
ation of nature, it does not offer an account of how nature ought to be valued 
otherwise. This is in part because we have an abundance of resources already: 
many debates about how we ought to relate to nonhuman nature are effectively 
debates about the values a noncapitalist world should have. They are oriented 
toward a world in which assessments of ecological function or cultural signifi-
cance play a meaningful role in decisions about the production and allocation 
of things deemed beneficial to human and nonhuman flourishing; toward a 
world governed by more than one standard of value. We do not, at present, 
live in such a world. But ultimately, the question of how we, as human beings, 
should relate to the more-than-human world can’t be outsourced to a set of 
inherent qualities or calculated by an ethicist. The critique of capitalist value 
can’t tell us how a noncapitalist world ought to assign value—and in my view, 
it isn’t the place of political theory to decide.

Instead of asserting values of my own, then, I aim to tease out the latent 
values and judgments that might challenge capitalist valuation, even where 
they are not articulated as such. I attend to collective intuitions that something 
is wrong when people are forced to breathe toxic air, when caregiving is largely 
unpaid, when species are driven to extinction, and attempt to spell them out 
more clearly. In highlighting the distance between these diagnoses and the 
actual state of affairs in the world in which we live, I aim to provide an account 
of that distance: in a world where capitalism reigns, the accumulation of ab-
stract value is what drives decisions about production and distribution, as 
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actively made by a subset of people who own and control the means by which 
goods are produced. Rather than simply envisioning how the world might be, 
I hope to identify the possibilities that might emerge from the world as it is.

Getting Concrete: Rematerializing Capitalism

The projects outlined above seek to develop a conceptual armature for think-
ing about politics, nature, and capitalism via the lens of the free gift of nature. 
Its third project is to make these concrete, showing what happens when capi-
talism’s social form of value encounters the qualities of a material world that 
exists over and above it. For the self-valorization of capitalist value can never 
be frictionless: it must always pass through the material world. I therefore 
show how capitalism’s social relations remake the material world, both within 
and beyond the formal space of production—but also how the material world 
often enables, sometimes resists, and always exceeds those forms.

One of the book’s broader methodological interventions is to read ostensi-
bly different sites—the “hidden abode of production,” the polluted environ-
ment, the reproductive household, the regenerative ecosystem—as differently 
situated aspects of the same core process: the same collision of abstract value with 
a material, more-than-human world. My account doesn’t posit an “inside” or 
“outside” to capitalism, nor a “background” and “foreground.” It doesn’t center 
attention on the factory as the “point of production” instead of the house-
hold—or vice versa. Nor does it identify some spaces as untainted by capital-
ism, offering “innocent reservoirs” from which a challenge might be mounted.63 
It does not, in other words, assume that some parts of social and ecological life 
are “part of capitalism” while others are not. It simply asks how the material 
world—comprising among other things the various capacities of human and 
nonhuman beings—is organized by and in relation to the distinctive social rela-
tions that characterize capitalism as a mode of production. It shows, in turn, 
how categories often used to delineate boundaries between capitalism’s inside 
and out—including “the environment”—emerge out of this interaction rather 
than preexisting it as separate spheres in their own right. This method can help 
us see familiar problems—the costlessness of carbon emissions, the low value 
of reproductive labor, the worthlessness of ecosystems—not as discrete issues 
in need of solutions, but as interrelated consequences of a common cause.

From this basic starting assumption, different chapters track how the free 
gifts of nature appear as machinery and cooperation, pollution and social cost, 
reproductive labor and housework, natural resource and natural capital—each 
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associated with a distinct “site”—the factory, the environment, the household, 
the ecosystem. They reveal how capitalism connects people not only through 
social relations but also through the material traces of those social relations in 
the world—how pollution, for example, constitutes potential collectivities as 
much as the factory does—and suggest how those connections might be mo-
bilized against their source.

Much of this study considers the period now understood as the Great Ac-
celeration: the period since 1950, which has on the one hand seen the rapid 
increase of human activity of various kinds, including foreign direct invest-
ment, GDP, energy use, and population; and on the other, troublesome indica-
tors of biospheric health, measured via levels of nitrous oxide, methane, and 
ocean acidification.64 At the start of this period, nature was typically described 
in terms of cyclical, regular change. For Theodor Adorno and Max Hork-
heimer in 1944, nature was the realm of “inexhaustibility, endless renewal, and 
permanence”; for Hannah Arendt in 1958, an “unceasing, indefatigable cycle.”65 
Yet this seeming regularity has been radically transformed and in some cases 
thoroughly disrupted by human activity, which is today the core driver of bio-
geochemical cycles. In the course of the Great Acceleration—so far—the 
number of motor vehicles on the planet has risen twentyfold; the annual pro-
duction of plastics, three hundredfold. Most pressingly, nearly 85 percent of 
anthropogenic carbon emissions have been released since 1945, and more than 
half in only the past three decades.66 This rapid change, the environmental 
historians J. R. McNeill and Peter Engelke argue, constitutes “the most anoma-
lous and unrepresentative period in the 200,000-year-long history of relations 
between our species the biosphere.”67

Nearly all of what we think of as contemporary ecological thought has de-
veloped amid this exceptional period—and nearly all of contemporary political 
thought too. Each chapter, then, also traces how economists, philosophers, 
activists, and others—including many not explicitly concerned with ecology—
responded to these planetary transformations. While the book focuses on 
Western thinkers, many of the ideas it traces have had global influence. I exam-
ine, especially, how the problem of the free gift has been figured in twentieth-
century political and economic thought; for although the language of the “gifts 
of nature” now sounds quaint next to the technical terminology of modern 
economics, the paradox it describes—usefulness lacking value—has persisted. 
It underpins many of the central frameworks for addressing environmental 
problems today, and many ways of thinking about political economy more 
broadly. The rapid intensification of production in the twentieth century drove 
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many economists to recognize the ways that economic activity spills beyond 
its designated bounds, while the rapidly developing apparatus of social science 
generated novel ways of thinking about the problems once addressed glancingly 
by classical political economists. Collective action problems and seeming aber-
rations to the rules of commodity exchange occupied the attention of social 
scientists across the political spectrum, identified in terms of “externalities,” 
“public goods,” and the “tragedy of the commons.”

Among a variety of twentieth-century thinkers, I therefore pay particular 
attention to economists like Arthur Pigou, Ronald Coase, Milton Friedman, 
Friedrich Hayek, William Baumol, and others. I read them as Marx read the 
classical political economists: with an eye toward understanding as well as 
critique.68 Instead of simply rejecting them as economistic or neoliberal, I 
argue that their ideas illustrate something crucial about the predicaments we 
face, even as they often remain wedded to a model of analysis that cannot 
fully grasp the dimensions and depth of the problems they confront. I high-
light tensions between these resources and those of social and critical 
theory—but also reveal surprising points of convergence among radically 
different thinkers.

Although in its broader arc the book begins with the abstract and gradually 
turns to the concrete, within each chapter it also shutt les between the two—a 
method that is vital for both clarifying ideas and testing them. The book’s con-
crete analyses don’t simply apply the ideas advanced in theory, but rather build 
on and develop theoretical insights with reference to empirical and descriptive 
work in the social and natural sciences. Tracking capitalism’s transformations 
of the world alongside the development of the ideas developed to make sense 
of them, meanwhile, accentuates one of the book’s core claims: that nature is 
integral even to modes of thought that claim only a social purview.69

Chapter Outline

Free Gifts begins by laying theoretical groundwork. Chapter 1 develops the 
core concept of the book—the free gift of nature—by way of classical political 
economy and Marx’s critique of it. I show how Marx’s analysis of the radical 
disjuncture between abstract exchange and concrete use value, in his discus-
sion of the commodity, can illuminate the perennial nonvalue of nature under 
capitalism. In chapter 2, I articulate the book’s critique of capitalist unfreedom 
as an alternative to moralized appeals to nature itself. Reading Sartre alongside 
Hayek, I show how an existentialist conception of freedom can clarify the 
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dimensions of class and market rule, while insisting on the importance of 
choosing values for ourselves.

At this point, the book turns toward analyses of how the free gift appears 
in concrete ecologies and economies. Instead of looking “behind Marx’s hid-
den abode,” I begin there, examining how the free gifts feature in the heart of 
industrial production before turning to spaces often treated as peripheral or 
even external to capitalism’s core operations—the environment, the household, 
the biosphere.70 Chapter 3 follows Marx’s descent into the site of commodity 
production, considering how capital puts both the free gifts of nature and the 
free gift of human cooperation to work within the quintessential site of the 
industrial factory—as well as in sectors where control is more elusive. It intro-
duces the idea of subsumption, describing the way that capitalist social rela-
tions reorganize physical production itself, while also highlighting its limits. 
Chapter 4 moves out from the factory, exploring the byproduction of waste 
that accompanies the production of commodities—often described by econo-
mists in terms of social costs or externalities. The social cost names the flip side 
of the free gift of nature—harmful physical effects that go unreflected in price. 
This chapter draws attention to capital’s ability to costlessly impose surplus 
matter on others, and its power to remake the environment itself. Chapter 5 
looks to the household, asking why certain kinds of human labor tend to be 
unpaid and unvalued—treated, in other words, as a free gift. Engaging the rich 
tradition of feminist debates about housework, it offers a sympathetic critique 
of dominant accounts of the parallels between the unpaid status of reproduc-
tive labor and nonhuman nature, and a new explanation for their similar posi-
tion. Chapter 6 considers the regeneration of the biosphere itself, via the ac-
tivities of a huge range of species, from plants that absorb carbon dioxide to 
microbes that break down soil contaminants. These activities present an ex-
ceptionally clear demonstration of the paradox of the free gift: they are vital 
for the continuation of both human and nonhuman life, but economically 
worthless. Despite years of effort, they have proved remarkably difficult to 
commodify. They illustrate that many kinds of nature can be valued only 
through political means.

The concluding chapter 7 steps back from the analysis of the free gift as it 
operates within capitalism to face the question: What happens if we stop treat-
ing nature as a free gift? In contrast to the recurring suggestion in contemporary 
political and social thought that human freedom is fundamentally tragic, pre-
mised on the destruction and domination of nature, I draw on Simone de Beau-
voir’s account of freedom as situated, embodied, and ambiguous in offering an 
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account of freedom for a finite material world—and a way forward amid cas-
cading disasters. A brief epilogue considers alternative relationships to nonhu-
man nature itself. I read contemporary calls to engage with the nonhuman 
world differently—with respect, with reciprocity—as expressions of hope 
for a world in which capitalism’s treatment of nature as a free gift no longer 
dominates, and offer a closing hope of my own.
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