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Capitalism is habitually construed as an inexorable engine of commodification—a regime 

subsuming life’s bounties, bonds, and intimacies into market calculus. Strikingly, amid existential 

imperatives—the vital, respiring, carbon-sequestering biosphere—capitalism systematically, 

architecturally, and inherently neglects valuation altogether. This conundrum anchors Alyssa 

Battistoni’s Free Gifts: Capitalism and the Politics of Nature, incisively posited from inception: 

the key question is not the moral one of why some kinds of nature shouldn’t be commodified, but 

the economic puzzle of why they haven’t been (3). 

 A succinct counterpoint clarifies the text’s singularity. In 2022, philosopher Bruno Latour and 

sociologist Nikolaj Schultz’s On the Emergence of an Ecological Class: A Memo posited a nascent 

polity unified by terrestrial viability—a class predicated not on production relations but life’s 

precarious preconditions. Yet, as Battistoni noted in her 2023 New Left Review Sidecar essay, 

Latour’s “ecological class” (Latour and Schultz, 2022) discerned production’s antagonism to 

ecological imperatives without elucidating structural causation. Free Gifts furnishes that lacuna’s 

resolution—rigorous, deliberate, and more indicting than any polemic. 

 The linchpin, retrieved from classical political economy, notes Adam Smith, David Ricardo, 

and Jean-Baptiste Say acknowledging nature’s prodigious wealth-generation sans recompense. 

Nature bestows gratis. Arthur Pigou intimated ramifications via externalities; Marilyn Waring’s 

seminal 1988 feminist critique If Women Counted unveiled national accounts’ effacement of 

nature’s yields and women’s toil. Marx discerned the rift perspicaciously, yet Battistoni 

meticulously shows he never systematized nature’s entrenched derogation—its not incidental but 

constitutive devaluation. 

 Battistoni’s answer is the book’s central and most original contribution: the “anthropocentrism 

of the wage.” (46). Nonhuman entities cannot vend labour-power for wages, they are thus rendered 

“freely available by default” (46). The wage transcends payment; it demarcates ontological 

eligibility. Wage-recipience entails market entry as labour-seller—severing labour from self, 

enabling “free” labour versus bondage. This is quintessentially human. Nonhumans are thus not 

fortuitously undervalued but structurally barred from value’s tribunal. This differentiates her from 

canonical environmental economics: pricing nature sidesteps the gratis conundrum, merely 
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quantifying what the system constitutively deems valueless. 

 The book moves through seven chapters along with an epilogue, each inhabiting a specific 

domain of the free gift’s operation and each anchored in a sustained encounter with a major thinker 

— sometimes canonical, sometimes unjustly neglected. 

 Chapter One, as the title suggests, establishes the theoretical architecture. Returning to Marx’s 

critique of political economy, Battistoni develops the concept of the anthropocentrism of the wage 

in its full formal precision. The chapter also reads capitalism itself as a kind of humanism: not in a 

celebratory sense, but in the sense that the entire architecture of the wage, the commodity, and the 

market is organized around distinctively human capacities. Nonhuman nature is constituted as free 

gift, a “commodity frontier” (Moore, 2000) not by oversight but by this very logic. From Smith to 

Ricardo, interlocutive interpretations from Say, Pigou, and Marx — the full lineage of classical 

political economy, is read against its own grain. Rather than keeping nature and capital at 

loggerheads, she insists how politics of nature move beyond capitalism alone and there is a dire 

need to address these crevices. 

 If the first chapter analyses the structural mechanism, the second chapter, Unfree to Choose 

asks what it costs us — not only ecologically, but existentially. The reader is told not only what 

comes next, but why it comes next and how Battistoni makes it feel inevitable. Drawing centrally 

on Simone de Beauvoir’s The Ethics of Ambiguity — the argument that human beings are neither 

wholly free nor wholly determined but perpetually situated between facticity and transcendence — 

she argues that capitalism over-determines our relationships with the more-than-human world in 

ways that foreclose genuine freedom. It is our “bad faith” (78) to live in a world where the market 

is the sovereign court of material decision-making and nonhumans have no standing before it is to 

be unfree in a specific and politically tractable sense. 

 Chapter three descends into what Marx called the “hidden abode of production” (Marx, 1867) 

— the factory floor — to examine how natural agents enter industrial production without 

recognition or remuneration. Heat, pressure, biological catalysis, the thermodynamic energy stored 

over millions of years of organic decomposition: all are deployed as inputs, all remain invisible to 

the accounting ledger. Battistoni introduces the concept of “suprasumption” (49) — a deliberate 

extension of Marx’s notion of the subsumption of labour under capital — to describe how physical 

and biological processes always exceed capital’s designs, generating a remainder that can be 

exploited but never fully commanded. 
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 Having followed the free gift from the abstract plane of value theory down into the factory, 

Battistoni turns in the fourth chapter to the environment outside the factory walls. This chapter, No 

Such Thing as Free Gift, turns to pollution, with Ronald Coase’s celebrated theorem on 

externalities as its primary target. Battistoni’s reading is both philosophically precise and politically 

damning: the theorem works only if all affected parties can participate in negotiation, an 

assumption that excludes, by design, everyone who cannot appear in the market as a rights-bearing 

subject. The rivers that are acidified, the atmospheric commons saturated with greenhouse gases, 

the species rendered homeless by deforestation — these have no legal standing, no property rights, 

no market presence. Pollution is not merely a byproduct of production— the systematic generation 

of costs that the market can off-load onto the voiceless. 

 Chapter five effects the book’s most audacious and consequential move, arguing that this 

boundary is itself illusory. The reader is prepared for a conceptual surprise, not just another 

domain. Refusing the conventional pivot away from the domestic sphere, Battistoni instead insists 

on the structural continuity between nature’s exclusion from economic value and women’s 

reproductive labor’s exclusion from the same. Drawing on Silvia Federici’s foundational analysis 

of the “patriarchy of the wage” (2021) — her demonstration that capitalism constituted women’s 

reproductive labour and “unwaged housewife” (153) duties as non-labour, as background 

condition, as invisible maintenance — Battistoni develops the parallel argument for nature. Both 

reproductive work and ecological work are denied the wage relation that would bring them into 

economic visibility; both are performed by subjects who have no market standing from which to 

demand recognition. 

 Having excavated the structural mechanisms by which capitalism renders nature invisible, 

Battistoni turns in the sixth chapter to examine what happens when capitalism attempts, belatedly 

and inadequately, to render it visible again. The pivot is framed as capitalism’s own belated, failed 

response to the problem the previous chapters diagnosed. Chapter six examines the most recent 

phase of capitalism’s encounter with its own ecological destruction. The Dasgupta Review, the 

TEEB project, the IMF’s whale — Battistoni engages all of these with a nuance that is neither 

simply dismissive nor uncritically endorsing. In a world where the default value of nature is zero, 

attaching an arbitrary positive number is not nothing. But the deeper critique remains structural: 

every attempt to price nature is captive to the logic of market valuation that generated the problem 

because “there is no other world” (206). 
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 The final chapter, Freedom Beyond the Free Gift, develops the book’s philosophical 

culmination: a positive account of ecological freedom grounded in de Beauvoir’s materialist 

existentialism. Freedom, on this account, is not the liberal’s absence of constraint or the Marxist 

proletarian’s liberation from exploitation alone — it is the collective capacity to genuinely reckon 

with, and take responsibility for, the natural world on which our existence depends so that we do 

not head towards “climate barbarism”. Capitalism limits this freedom not by prohibiting ecological 

concern but by structurally precluding it. 

 The Epilogue opens onto a horizon the book deliberately refuses to close. Here Battistoni turns 

to the gift economies described by Robin Wall Kimmerer and Winona LaDuke in Potawatomi and 

Anishinaabe traditions — worlds in which to receive the gifts of the natural world is always 

already to incur an obligation, where the economy of life is one of ongoing reciprocity rather than 

terminal extraction. What this looks like in institutional and political terms, under actually existing 

conditions of ecological crisis, the epilogue leaves productively, and perhaps necessarily, open. To 

say more would be to substitute a blueprint for a beginning. 

 Free Giftsis an intellectually rare achievement: a book that restores the rigour of Marxian 

political economy to ecological thought without sacrificing the feminist, existentialist, and 

Indigenous intellectual traditions that the narrower Marxist canon has too often marginalized. The 

free gift of nature has never been free. Whether one arrives at that recognition through the Atharva 

Veda’s prayer of reciprocity, through the Potawatomi grammar of gratitude, or through Battistoni’s 

careful excavation of the wage relation’s structural logic — the conclusion is the same. The costs 

of the gift appears in the atmospheric commons that absorbs what the price system refuses to count, 

in the species compressed into vanishing fragments of a world that once sustained them, in the 

communities whose relationship to the earth the market has rendered economically invisible. What 

capitalism calls a gift is, in truth, a debt of staggering magnitude. Alyssa Battistoni, hence, has 

given us the most searching account yet of how that debt was contracted — and why its settlement 

must be political and structural, rather than merely ethical or technological. 
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