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What do witches have to do with the Anthropocene? More
than one might think. In this article we undertake an indepth book review of Silvia Federici’s Caliban and the Witch
to demonstrate how the rise of a division between the productive and reproductive realm, engendered in part
through the witch hunts, is a founding condition of the
Anthropocene.
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Introduction
What do witches have to do with the Anthropocene?
With involvement from the state, church, science and law, the witch hunts
were a key means of constructing and violently imposing a gendered division of labour in Europe and the colonies. This division – more precisely
between productive and reproductive work – is central to capitalist social
relations (as socialist feminists have argued for decades), part of an ongoing
process of what we term ‘accumulation by difference-making’ (spinning off
Rosa Luxemburg and David Harvey, among others). In this essay, we argue
this division is also central to the Anthropocene. Understanding the reproductive realm broadly to include the unpaid energies and care work of
humans and nonhumans, we suggest that casting this realm as separate and
lesser, as devalued, is both at the heart of capitalist socio-ecological crises,
and, paradoxically, is relied on as a kind of ‘devaluation fix’ to such crises.
We construct this argument through an extended book review of Silvia
Federici’s Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body and Primitive
Accumulation.
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Federici’s approach is what first drew us to her book as a text for thinking
through the Anthropocene. We sought a methodology and analysis that
could explain both world-transformations and structural shifts, as well as
bodily-scale relations and rebellions. While certainly more classically Marxist
and structural in approach than say, Gibson-Graham (1996), Federici avoids
the trap of a disembodied, monolithic capitalism that does things, as though
the system declared from on high: ‘let there be a division of labour!’ Rather,
we are drawn to her methodological approach because it provides a worldscale analysis, but is built upon careful examination of embodied social
struggles played out between a variety of social actors, mostly class-based,
but also intersecting with the clergy and science (among others). Through
her focus on the figure of the witch and the witch hunts in the transition to
capitalism, Federici reveals how the gendered division of labour arose as a
power-soaked solution to those social struggles over several centuries.
We do not, though, look to Federici and witches for the story of the
Anthropocene. Coincident with the witch hunts is the initiation of other
major events and processes that are equally implicated in the Anthropocene,
particularly the slave trade, colonisation and the Columbian exchange. The
story of the witch hunts, which centers white women and Europe, needs to
be linked to these other Anthropocene origin stories. Our efforts here, then,
are towards contributing one piece to the explanatory puzzle of how ‘we’
arrived in the Anthropocene. We hope this piece can connect with other stories of the Anthropocene in illuminating ‘underground connections’ (Mies
1986) between struggles against the domination and depletion of varied
human and nonhuman lives. So while Caliban and the Witch is our primary
text in this essay, we begin by highlighting other scholarship with which we
believe it might be brought into conversation; we refer back to this work
throughout the essay as we discuss how the gendered division of labour
and the witch hunts underpin the Anthropocene.

The colonial, racial capitalocene: interconnected stories of the
Anthropocene
Most of the Anthropocene talk has been the purview of scientists who scour
earth layers with soil cores to find the marker – the date – that humans
became a geologic force of nature, imprinting ourselves on the geologic
record, as powerfully as plate tectonics. These scientists search for an origin
point for recent, dramatic planetary change: monumental losses in biodiversity, a warmer and less predictable climate, altered ecosystems (as exemplified by the famous Great Acceleration ‘hockey curve’ graphs by Steffen et al.
2007). Some date the Anthropocene with the onset of the Industrial
Revolution in 1760, or offer a proposed start date of 1784, when the steam

GENDER, PLACE & CULTURE

3

engine was invented, dating the Anthropocene with the rise of coal and
steam power (Crutzen 2002; Steffen et al 2007). While there is debate among
these scientific accounts, they generally construct ‘linear and authoritative
histories’ (Veland and Lynch 2016, 3) and a near-all-encompassing spatiality
and temporality of the Anthropocene – what anthropologist Elizabeth Reddy
describes as a ‘charismatic mega-category’ (in Verges 2017, 76).
Social science and humanities scholars are disrupting these sweeping and
linear stories. Our article draws on two especially significant, and related,
interventions into Anthropocene debates. First, many Indigenous scholars
have collectively pulled the rug out from linear accounts of an
Anthropocene that would suggest ecological crisis lies in the recent past or
even ahead, in the future (Davis and Todd 2017; Simpson and Klein 2013;
Whyte 2017). For these scholars, the Anthropocene is not a brewing catastrophe, not a slow buildup of destruction, not an era with technological foundations that eventually go awry, not an era of capitalist growth that
eventually becomes so beset by its contradictions that the earth itself is fundamentally altered. These scholars instead place ‘settler industrial campaigns’
(Whyte 2017) of decimation of and violent control over some people and
places – Indigenous people and the colonies, enslaved people and the plantation – at the heart of the Anthropocene, from the beginning. (Many of
these scholars agree with an proposal put forward by Lewis and Maslin
(2015) to date the Anthropocene at 1610, reflecting the global socio-ecological impacts of colonialism). The Anthropocene era, then, is only new to
the extent that colonialism is a relatively new period within tens of thousands of years of Indigenous and African history (Whyte 2017). More than a
debate about dates, contesting the newness of the Anthropocene recasts
what the Anthropocene is and what its origins are. Violence and destruction
become not side effects or unanticipated consequences of the
Anthropocene, but instead its building blocks.
Second, and related, as feminist, Indigenous, eco-Marxist and other critical
scholars have noted repeatedly, the Anthropocene is a far cry from what
Steffen et al (2007) refer to as ‘the age of humans’ (Haraway 2015; Ruddick
2015; Bonneuil and Fressoz 2016; Moore 2016; Alaimo 2017; Armiero and De
Angelis 2017; Davis and Todd 2017; Tola 2017; Mirzoeff 2018). Which
humans?, these scholars ask. Who is ‘the human’ of the Anthropocene? The
Anthropocene’s causes and consequences, benefits and costs, are sharply
uneven in their distribution. The unpaid or barely paid work of denigrated
classes of people – women, enslaved people, colonized people, impoverished
people – has been used to enrich states, capitalists, whites, and men, in
extractive and polluting industries like mining, drilling, and manufacturing.
These same classes bear the brunt of exposure to the ecological harms of
the Anthropocene while carrying little responsibility and gaining marginal to
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no benefit. As several humanities and social science scholars have argued, it
is precisely this structural and embodied unevenness that is swept aside in
invocations of ‘humanity’; the Anthropocene as a concept ‘erases difference’
(Davis and Todd 2017, 769). Calling an era of global ecological harm ‘the age
of humans’ can also imply that blame lies in some shared human nature or
inclination towards destruction. Root structures like colonialism and capitalism drop from view.
This erasure of difference also risks replaying a colonial move in which
constructed gendered and racialized difference is masked by discourses of
universality. Colonialism, as Sylvia Wynter (1995) describes, entailed the
spread of ‘Rational Man’, a specifically western figure who was represented
as universal. This allowed Columbus, statal subjects, and Christian settler-colonists to perceive their own well-being as if it ‘were isomorphic with that of
mankind’ (Wynter 1995, 30), even as colonists’ well-being was pursued at the
expense of the colonized. Difference here – perceived as innate – functions
to relegate some to a function of serving others, to being dominated,
robbed, enslaved, while the pretense of universality suggests that all
are benefiting.
We join the above scholars in rejecting a story of abstract humanity
blindly and accidently becoming geological. It is not just that the impacts of
the Anthropocene are unevenly distributed; it is critical to see that the forging of what Ruth Gilmore (2002) calls ‘death-dealing’ difference – abstracted,
hierarchical difference that those in power cast as innate – is a condition of
possibility for the Anthropocene. (Such practices of abstraction involve
aggregating or clumping particular differences – like skin color – and letting
others fall away. As Gilmore suggests, these are power-laden attempts to
organize and control social relations.) In this essay we focus on one piece of
the puzzle: how does the gendered division of labour between productive
and reproductive work help explain the Anthropocene? To answer, we begin
by introducing this division through Federici’s work and the work of other
socialist feminists. Then, using the work of eco-feminists and eco-Marxists,
we consider how the gendered division of labour is also ecological – and
what this suggests about the Anthropocene.

The gendered division of labour as a fix?
For Federici, as for other feminist political economists and socialist feminists,
the gendered division of labour is a foundational element of capitalist social
relations. At the base of the gendered division of labour is a separation of
work into productive and reproductive spheres. The former encompasses
what is typically thought of as ‘economic’: producing commodities, remunerated with wages, carried out in factories or office towers. The reproductive
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sphere, on the other hand, refers to the work of creating and maintaining
social bonds, including the work of raising children and caring for the elderly
often in relatively private domestic spaces. This realm is naturalized as women’s work, and is largely unpaid, ‘sentimentalized and naturalized, performed
for the sake of ‘love’ and ‘virtue,’ as opposed to money’ (Fraser 2016, unpaginated). These reproductive labours not only produce future workers, but also
provide all the daily necessities that re-fuel those workers: meals, cleaning,
nursing back to health. So for Federici (and many other socialist feminists –
see for example Dalla Costa and James 1973; Fortunati 1996; Fraser 2013),
this giant pool of unremunerated (women) workers is as necessary to capital
accumulation as the exploited working class; and the formation of this pool
or workers, and of hierarchical gender difference, is as central to the rise of
capitalist social relations as primitive accumulation. One of Federici’s central
tasks in Caliban and the Witch is to explain how and why this gendered division of labour arose. In an essay of this length, we are forced to give just
the broad theoretical strokes of her argument, but Caliban is a book theorizing on the back of a huge archive of embodied struggles.
In Federici’s historiography, the gendered division of labour as a social
order emerges in response to several reproductive and accumulative crises
beginning around the 14th century. This is not to suggest that hierarchical
gender relations did not exist prior to this time. Federici (2004) describes
how under serfdom, women were generally excluded from holding land or
offices. But female serfs were less dependent on and subservient to
men, and
no social separation existed between the production of goods and the
reproduction of the work-force; all work contributed to a family’s sustenance …
[and women’s] domestic activities were not devalued and did not involve different
social relations from those of the men, as they would later, in a money-economy,
when housework would cease to be viewed as real work (25).

In the 14th and 15th centuries, though, a confluence of population declines,
heretical movements and the growing power of lower classes combined to
highlight, for elites and peasants alike, how peasants’ labouring bodies were
a threat to and source of wealth for ruling classes. These labouring bodies
were needed as workers, and they could interrupt wealth generation if they
were unruly, undependable, or resistant. And for centuries after the fall of
feudalism, as Federici notes, people did resist entering into waged work; ‘the
expropriation of the peasantry from the common lands was not sufficient to
force the dispossessed proletariat to accept wage-labor … More often they
became beggars, vagbonds, or criminals’ (Federici 2004, 136). This ‘hatred of
wage-labour’ (136) presented a massive obstacle to elites. So too did labour
shortages resulting from population decline; in the 14th century, the Black
Death left enormous gaps in labouring populations, a supply shortage that
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lead to some of the greatest gains by lower classes (peasant and urban)
against nobility and urban merchants. Rises in wages and growing availability of land led people to refuse to work, or only work up to what
they needed.
Elites became obsessed with population growth, and for Federici, this
turns their eyes, and the eyes of the state, to women’s bodies. Over the next
centuries, women’s bodies, charged with producing not goods but labour,
became the domain of the state and medical profession, as the state became
the ‘supervisor of the reproduction of labour-power’ (Federici 2004, 49).
Additionally, in this period of time, bans were enacted on all ‘all non-productive, non-procreative forms of female sexuality’ … and on ‘[h]omosexuality, sex between young and old, sex between people of different classes,
anal coitus, coitus from behind … , nudity, and dances’ (194). The result was
a consolidation of the patriarchal, heterosexual family, as well as a criminalization of birth control. This state control over women’s bodies and reproductive functions, as well as the state’s enforcement of procreation, helped
form a pool of unpaid reproductive labourers, tasked with reproducing, for
free, the wage labourers that capitalists required – a devaluation fix for the
accumulation-population crises of the time.
As women were stripped of control over reproduction, they were more
and more consigned to a stricter and devalued reproductive realm. During
the 16th and 17th century, there was increasing differentiation between
male and female labour; in some cases women were legally disallowed from
working, excluded from wage labour. In the lower classes women still had
to work – often working as maids. But husbands were legally entitled these
women’s wages, ‘even when the job she was doing nursing or
breastfeeding’ (Federici 2004, 98). Federici terms this the rise of the
‘patriarchy of the wage’ (98), gesturing to the appropriation of women’s
labour. The gendered division of labour not only fixed women to reproductive work, but fixed women as dependent on men – a relationship increasingly concretized in law through coverture, which legally placed wives
under male authority. New norms circulated that created new feminine
ideals: ‘passive, obedient, thrifty, of few words, always busy at work, chaste’
(103). Finally, at the same time that women found themselves tied to reproductive labour, this labour was ‘completely devalued’ (74), ‘women’s
activities … defined as non-work … began to appear as a natural resource,
available to all … women themselves became the commons’ (97). This is a
crucial socialist feminist insight: reproductive labour is at once necessary to
the emerging capitalist social order, but it is also devalued, framed as a gendered duty that is cheap or free, a resource for all to exploit, from husbands
to factory owners (Federici 2004; Katz 2001; Mies 1986, 2007; Mitchell et al.
2003; Wright 2006).
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If the enclosures were a central means of delivering the waged labourers capitalists needed, how was this pool of reproductive labourers delivered? A – if not the – central argument of Caliban and the Witch is that
the witch hunts were a means of stripping women of reproductive control
and constructing and imposing the gendered division of labour. Women’s
knowledge of reproduction (birth, contraception, health) made them suspects of witchcraft, and reproductive crimes like accusations of abortion or
infanticide featured prominently in the witch trials, as women charged
with witchcraft were often accused of ‘preventing conception’ (Federici
2004, 181). The witch, as Federici (2004, 11) masterfully describes, is ‘the
embodiment of a world of female subjects that capitalism had to destroy:
the heretic, the healer, the disobedient wife, the woman who dared live
alone, the obeha woman who poisoned the master’s food and inspired
the slaves to revolt.’ This figure of the witch was an obstacle to the gendered division of labour: she did not reproduce, or assisted women in
controlling reproduction; she refused to work; she inspired revolts. Her violent destruction was a potent force that could reach into intimate corners
of social life, transforming and regularizing social relations into distinct
and gendered realms; as Federici (2004, 184) writes, the gendered division
of labour took place with ‘the threat of the stake [which] erected more
formidable barriers around women’s bodies than were ever erected by the
fencing off of the commons.’ That is, the gendered division of labour was
delivered with a heavy dose of fear and violence enacted on specific
female bodies. The witch hunts were deployed against colonial subjects
and European women as a ‘campaign of terror’ to force them to submit
to their new ‘useful’ social functions and degraded social identities
(Federici 2004).
Historiographies of the witch hunts blame the victims, ‘insane women’,
but Federici (2004, 164) centers power struggles in her account: ‘hundreds
of thousands of women could not have been massacred and subjected to
the cruelest tortures unless they posed a challenge to the power structure.’
This state and elite backed campaign of terror to quell dissent is undertaken during the same period that European states are attempting to eradicate and dominate Indigenous and enslaved people in the colonies (see
Davis and Todd 2017; Whyte 2017). The witch hunts were not, then, due to
the machinations of the Inquisition or ‘popish fanaticism’; neither should
they be viewed as ‘the last gasp of a dying feudal order’ (Federici 2004,
204). Rather, Federici (2004, 204) shows how this relationship between
‘intellectual elites, judges, lawyers, statesmen,’ the church and emergent
capitalist social relations all worked – in specific times and places – to solve
crises of the time through interventions at the most intimate levels – the
body itself.

8

R.-C. COLLARD AND J. DEMPSEY

For us, these insights about a crisis-ridden, devalued and necessary reproductive sphere have direct bearing on the Anthropocene. To see how, we
need to extend beyond gender.

The socio-ecological division of labour?
Caliban and the Witch is, of course, about gender, with nature mentioned
only occasionally throughout the book (see pages 140, 148, 194). But as we
and others have suggested elsewhere, nature plays a structurally similar role
to reproductive workers within capitalism (Moore 2015; Battistoni 2017;
Collard and Dempsey 2017). Longstanding eco-feminist work (Plumwood
1993, Haraway 1991, Mies and Shiva 1993) and recent eco-Marxist work
(Moore 2015) helps us connect the dots between nature and Federici’s argument about the gendered division of labour. For one thing, nature is
enrolled in the construction of the reproductive realm: the reproductive
realm is cast as ‘close-to-nature’ in a manner that devalues it. As is now wellestablished in anti-racist, feminist and decolonial scholarship and organizing,
Black and Indigenous people and women (and their labours) have been
depicted as ‘closer to nature’, less fully human, worth less. We can also connect the dots in another way, by expanding the concept of reproductive
labour to include the often unpaid work of nonhuman natures – individuals
and communities (i.e. ecosystems) – perhaps to what we could call
‘socioecological reproduction’. Clearly some care is needed to make these
two points simultaneously! It is worth re-stating at this point that the productive-reproductive split under the gendered division of labour is constructed, not pre-given or springing out of inherent laws of nature.
Accordingly, we are decidedly not suggesting that the work of social reproduction, largely carried out by women, is ‘natural’. Our point is that on the
one hand, the constructed reproductive realm is depicted as the realm of
work that is close-to-nature: birth, parenting, subsistence production. On
other hand, the work of nonhuman natures is placed in a structurally similar
position to other reproductive work – like social reproduction – within capitalist social relations.
Maria Mies’s iceberg of patriarchal capitalist accumulation is particularly
helpful in illustrating this latter point and extending Federici’s arguments
(Figure 1). The iceberg exemplifies how the productive, formal economy
such as wage labour and market exchange, while typically the most visible,
valued and discussed, is dwarfed by reproductive practices, actors and institutions such as household chores, caregiving, subsistence work and informal
activities. Those under the waterline are ‘superexploited’, to use Mies’ term,
providing the perennial basis of capitalist accumulation, with their contributions often invisible, and under or unpaid. And this work is often uneven
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Figure 1. Iceberg model of capitalist patriarchal economies (adapted from Mies 2007).

with poor and racialized women ‘doing the greater part of the work to meet
people’s fundamental needs on a daily and generational basis’ (Casalini
2017, 500).
Also located underwater in Mies’s iceberg are ‘the colonies,’ a source of
enslaved, indentured, and cheap labour. This leads us to pull out a thread in
Federici’s book and connect it to some of the literature on the racial and
colonial nature of the Anthropocene we outlined earlier. While the gendered
division of labour is at the center of Caliban and the Witch, Federici is attentive to both patriarchal and racial orders emerging in colonial relations. She
argues that ‘a hierarchical ranking of human faculties’ (15) is crucial to a new
capitalist world order; it takes shape around an ideal human (white, male,
heteronormative) and what Pulido (2017, 528) calls ‘the racialized production
of differential value.’ Once again the ‘idealized’ human subject (Rational
Man) is crucial to these distinctions, distinctions also propelled and consolidated by colonial obsessions with classifying nonhuman and human species
(see Tola 2017; Livingston and Puar 2011; Mirzoeff 2018). For example, Carl
Linnaeus – famed for creating taxonomies in biology – also marked distinctions in Homo sapiens across racialized lines, such as marking the ‘inventive
Homo sapiens europaeus ‘from ‘Homo sapiens afer’ which Linnaeus describes
as ‘black, lazy and ruled by caprice’ (Tola 2017, 243).
Finally, Mies includes nature as the largest and furthest underwater piece
of the iceberg. She here refers to how capitalism depends on what Jason
Moore (2015), thirty years after Mies, calls ‘cheap natures’: natures that are
low-cost or even free inputs into capitalist production, and natures that
freely receive, absorb and process waste. Decades of eco-feminist scholarship
from Val Plumwood to Carolyn Merchant understand this devalued position
of nature as linked to the marking of Culture or Society as separate from,
and in a hierarchical relationship with Nature, a tendency often unique to
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Western ontologies/epistemologies. The culture/nature dualism parallels –
and intersects with – difference forged along racialized and gendered lines.
Carolyn Merchant’s (1980) historical account of the rise of nature as a
machine is complementary to this. Her history shows how the domination of
nature is often deeply gendered (see also Plumwood 1993).
To sum up: under capitalist social relations, socioecological reproduction is
violently cleaved apart from production. The reproductive sphere is devalued, but remains absolutely necessary to capitalist accumulation: it delivers
and cares for labourers (among other things). As a result, the above- and
below-water exist in a contradictory relationship, one that tends towards crisis – towards the Anthropocene. How? Why?

‘Death-dealing’ difference and distance
While there is no transnational set of hand-rubbing capitalists that gleefully
sets out to erode the social reproductive sphere, ongoing prioritization of
economic growth and profit in capitalist social relations leads to wage stagnation or decline, tax cuts, weak labour laws, spiralling health care costs,
among other effects that threaten the social reproductive sphere – the
sphere necessary for producing and caring for labour. Nancy Fraser suggests
we are currently living through such a ‘crisis of care’ given that the state so
dramatically under-invests in the social reproductive sphere and downloads
responsibility onto gendered, racialized, poor individuals to fill the gaps. Of
course, going back to the crucial insights of Indigenous scholars, such a crisis
has been felt for a long time by many people; austerity is more perennial
than recent. But Fraser (2016, unpaginated) suggests that capitalism is eroding the social reproductive sphere to the point that it threatens capitalism
itself, like ‘a tiger eating its own tail.’ Similarly, James O’Connor (1988) theorizes that ‘nature,’ which also exists in necessary-but-undervalued relationship with capitalism, is equally subject to a cannibalistic depletion. Over
time, crises emerge around what he terms ‘underproduction’, a clunky term
that refers to similar under-investment in socioecological reproduction, say in
the form of lack of environmental regulation, that ultimately – he argues –
threatens both capitalism and humanity.
In many ways, the famous aforementioned graphs of the Anthropocene –
the ones showing massive increases of carbon emissions, declines in fisheries, and other alarming trends – show we are at this precipice. We suggest
that the division of production and reproduction, the gendered division of
labour, helps explain how such a suicidal mission can possibly continue
marching forward. In this social order, a vast group of people, nonhuman
beings and activities – those involved in socio-ecological reproduction – are
devalued, rendered ‘cheaper’ (Patel and Moore 2017) or sacrificial (Klein
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2016). They absorb the harms that devaluation fixes can only ever displace.
Difference-making helps maintain the upwards trajectory of those graphs
because the people and beings in that devalued pool carry the burden of
emissions, toxins, and losses that are piling up under the graphs.
Federici’s historical work is once again helpful for thinking these origins.
In some of the most illustrative sections of the book, she links together these
devalued differences below the water line to explain the origins of the international, gendered and racialized division of labour. Reflecting on the plantation, she writes:
With its immense concentration of workers and its captive labour force … the
plantation prefigured the factory [and] was a key step in the formation of an
international division of labour that (through the production of consumer goods)
integrated slaves into the reproduction of the European work-force, while keeping
wage workers geographically and socially divided (104).

She refers to the emerging ‘global assembly line’ that kept producers, workers, and reproducers, including consumers, of all kinds divided: spatially
across vast differences, but also on more intimate scales, even within a single
household.
Similar issues apply for those exposed to the harms of capitalist productions of nature. In a global economic system where those who consume
goods are often at thousands of miles distance from sites of production, the
effects of say, mining, or mass deforestation for plantations, are not felt by
those who consume products made from them. This spatial division is a way
that capitalism manages socioecological wastes and harms, by heaping them
on or letting them seep into bodies and spaces that are cast as lesser or
sacrificial – as when wastes generated ‘as part and parcel of a capitalist
space economy’ are ‘interred by stigmatized bodies who frequently hail from
historically vulnerable groups’ (Gidwani and Maringanti (2016, 114), their
bodies used as ‘toxic sinks’ (also see Pulido 2017).
Capitalism, as Federici (2004, 17) says, must denigrate the ‘nature’ of those
its exploits (and we would add, poisons), including ‘women, colonial subjects,
the descendents of African slaves, the immigrants displaced by globalization.’
The transition to capitalism, for her, involved dispossession of land, yes, but
also crucial was an ‘accumulation of differences and division within the working class, whereby hierarchies built upon gender, as well as ‘race’ and age,
became constitutive of class rule and the formation of the modern
proletariat’ (Federici 2004, 63–64). We alter Federici’s argument slightly, by
suggesting that what is at stake is a process of not just the accumulation of
differences, but also, accumulation made possible by difference-making.
These processes are directly linked to the so-called Anthropocene, in
that the planetary-scale degradation we face is made possible by this very
difference-making.
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If capitalism is contradictory, like a tiger eating its tail (and the
Anthropocene graphs suggest this), then these markers between whose lives
matter more than others is a crucial way that these contradictory tendencies
are constantly being deflected, literally pushed onto other bodies, now manifesting in the accumulated ills, the upward ticks, of the hockey stick graphs.
Intimate ‘death-dealing’ difference (Gilmore 2002) – and we would add
‘death dealing distance’ – ricochet into the geological record.

Bodies not dates!
The witch hunts urge us to begin our story of the Anthropocene not with
the steam engine, but with a different ‘machine’: the human body. We do so
less because the steam engine fails to stand in for broader capitalist relations
(as Moore [2016] argues) than because ‘the human body and not the steam
engine, and not the clock, was the first machine developed by capitalism’, as
Federici says (2004, 146). The conception of body-as-machine permitted the
body to be caught in a system of subjection, ‘whereby its behaviour could
be calculated, organized … – a body suited to the regularity … demanded
by capitalist work-discipline’ (140). But the body-machine was not neatly trotted out and meekly adopted. A hallmark of Federici’s approach is that she is
attentive to the constant struggle between social forces with conflicting
goals – specifically a struggle between the logic of the ‘reproduction of the
commoners’ and the ‘profiting of capitalists’ (349), a struggle within which
female bodies are, akin to the factory for male labourers, ‘the primary
ground of [women’s] exploitation and resistance’ (16). Her focus on bodies
keeps us attentive to the violence needed to ‘subordinate life to the production of profit’ (16), violence often centered on those resisting power grabs.
So what comes into focus if we centre bodies instead of dates in our
Anthropocene stories? As Davis and Todd (2017) argue, bodies do not register in discipline of geology; geological evidence does not ‘entail the fleshy
stories of kohkoms’; it ‘generally precludes the flash of a school of minnows
in the clear prairie lakes’ (Todd in Davis and Todd 2017, 767). Yet, they go
on, ‘these fleshy … bodies are precisely the stakes of the Anthropocene’,
precisely the bodies and embodied relations whose rearranging and disrupting has been the currency and outcome of the Anthropocene. Centering
bodies thus pushes us towards an intersectional, power-laden and de-sanitized story of the Anthropocene, foregrounding the bloody force needed to
birth this epoch, a force centred especially on making and marking difference. Here, we focus largely on difference-making in the form of a gendered
division of labour in which the socio-ecological reproductive work that is
absolutely necessary for capitalist accumulation – and life on earth – is both
devalued and exhausted. The story of the Anthropocene constructed via
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Federici joins with those told by Indigenous, feminist and critical race scholars who counter the notion that the Anthropocene is a story of unintended
effects, and turns our eyes to the ‘rebellious subjects’ (Armiero and De
Angelis 2017, 352) that exist and are necessary to arrest and ideally reverse
the Anthropocene.
There are more than a few of these rebellious subjects in Caliban and the
Witch. A hallmark of Federici’s methodological approach is her focus on elite
and institutional responses to resistant bodies. The title of her book reflects
this: Caliban is the anti-colonial rebel of Shakespeare’s The Tempest, who for
Federici (2004, 11) stands in as the ‘proletariat body as a terrain and instrument of resistance to the logic of capitalism.’ But in a powerful passage at
the end of her book, Federici wonders at the irony ‘that Caliban and not his
mother Sycorax, the witch, should be taken by Latin American revolutionaries as a symbol of the resistance to colonization’ (232). Sycorax, she goes
on to suggest, ‘might have taught her son to appreciate local powers – the
land, the waters, the trees, ‘nature’s treasuries’ – and those communal ties
that, over centuries of suffering, have continued to nourish the liberation
struggle to this day’ (232). This might give one answer (among many) to
Armiero and De Angelis’s (2017) call for rebellious and revolutionary subjects
who can overthrow the system driving the Anthropocene (for them, capitalism): we might look for inspiration from witches, subjects who were seen to
threaten or destabilize capitalist order and discipline.
But one rebellious subject will never be enough, if we learn anything
from Caliban and the Witch. In Federici’s history we see how the most potent
threats to elite power and accumulation arise from solidarities. Federici
shows how the witch hunts operated to break emerging solidarities within
working and colonized classes, turning neighbors against each other, men
against women. As well, using the law itself, racial hierarchies were mobilized
to shatter the spectre of alliances between whites, blacks and Indigenous
people that was constantly present in the plantation. The result was that
white ‘became not just a badge of social and economic privilege’ marking
who was free, but also ‘a means by which social hegemony was naturalized’
(Federici 2004, 107), and black ‘became synonymous with slave’ (107).
Difference-making here worked to fracture a potentially (if always tenuous
and power-laden) united class of workers within one place, but also
across spaces.
Yet solidarities persist and persevere. For example, a new study by Pulido
and De Lara (2018) maps convergences between radical thought and organizing among Black and Latinx communities within struggles for abolition.
Environmental justice, the authors conclude, is a particularly ‘important site
of convergence for social justice organizing that deals with the ecological
logics of racial capitalism’ (20). These environmental justice organizers resist
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not only environmental destruction, but also the difference-making that is so
central to maintaining capitalism. Caliban and the Witch tells a story of the
Anthropocene that inspires us to search for such struggles. The
Anthropocene that emerges is not a smooth, unstoppable or seamless force,
but an unstable battle ground; it is not ‘a space for villains and victims’
(Armiero and De Angelis 2017, 347) but a space populated by revolutionary
subjects attempting to arrest and reverse it.
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