
This Halloween season, there is no book I could recommend
more highly than Silvia Federici’s brilliant Caliban and the
Witch: Women, the Body, and Primitive Accumulation (Au-

tonomedia 2004), which tells the dark saga of the Witch Hunt that
consumed Europe for more than 200 years. In uncovering this for-
gotten history, Federici exposes the origins of capitalism in the
heightened oppression of workers (represented by Shakespeare’s
character Caliban), and most strikingly, in the brutal subjugation
of women. She also brings to light the enormous and colorful Eu-
ropean peasant movements that fought against the injustices of
their time, connecting their defeat to the imposition of a new pa-
triarchal order that divided male from female workers. Today, as
more and more people question the usefulness of a capitalist sys-
tem that has thrown the world into crisis, Caliban and the Witch
stands out as essential reading for unmasking the shocking vio-
lence and inequality that capitalism has relied upon from its very
creation.

Who Were the Witches? Parents putting a pointed hat on their
young son or daughter before Trick-or-Treating might never pause
to wonder this question, seeing witches as just another cartoonish
Halloween icon like Frankenstein’s monster or Dracula. But deep
within our ritual lies a hidden history that can tell us important
truths about our world, as the legacy of past events continues to
affect us 500 years later. In this book, Silvia Federici takes us back
in time to show how the mysterious figure of the witch is key to un-
derstanding the creation of capitalism, the profit-motivated eco-
nomic system that now reigns over the entire planet.
During the 15th – 17th centuries the fear of witches was ever-

present in Europe and Colonial America, so much so that if a
woman was accused of witchcraft she could face the cruellest of
torture until confession was given, or even be executed based on
suspicion alone. There was often no evidence whatsoever. The au-
thor recounts, “for more than two centuries, in several European
countries, hundreds of thousands of women were tried, tortured,
burned alive or hanged, accused of having sold body and soul to

the devil and, by magical means, murdered scores of children,
sucked their blood, made potions with their flesh, caused the
death of their neighbors, destroyed cattle and crops, raised
storms, and performed many other abominations” (169).
In other words, just about anything bad that might or might not
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have happened was blamed on witches dur-
ing that time. So where did this tidal wave of
hysteria come from that took the lives so
many poor women, most of whom had almost
certainly never flown on broomsticks or
stirred eye-of-newt into large black cauldrons?
Caliban underscores that the persecution

of witches was not just some error of ignorant
peasants, but in fact the deliberate policy of
Church and State, the very ruling class of soci-
ety. To put this in perspective, today witchcraft
would be a far-fetched cause for alarm, but the
fear of hidden terrorists who could strike at any
moment because they “hate our freedom” is
widespread. Not surprising, since politicians
and the media have been drilling this frighten-
ing message into people’s heads for years,
even though terrorism is a much less likely
cause of death than, say, lack of health
care.[1] And just as the panic over terrorism
has enabled today’s powers-that-be to attempt
to remake the Middle East, this book makes
the case that the powers-that-were of Medieval
Europe exploited or invented the fear of
witches to remake European society towards a
social paradigm that met their interests.
Interestingly, a major component of both

of these crusades was the use of so-called
“shock and awe” tactics to astound the pop-
ulation with “spectacular displays of force,”
which helped to soften up resistance to dras-
tic or unpopular reforms.[2] In the case of the
Witch Hunt, shock therapy was applied
through the witch burnings – spectacles of
such stupefying violence that they paralyzed
whole villages and regions into accepting fun-
damental restructuring of medieval soci-
ety.[3] Federici describes a typical witch
burning as, “an important public event, which
all the members of the community had to at-
tend, including the children of the witches, es-
pecially their daughters who, in some cases,
would be whipped in front of the stake on
which they could see their mother burning
alive” (186).

The witch burning was the medieval version
of "Shock and Awe." The book argues that
these gruesome executions not only punished
“witches” but graphically demonstrated the
repercussions for any kind of disobedience to
the clergy or nobility. In particular, the witch
burnings were meant to terrify women into ac-
cepting “a new patriarchal order where
women’s bodies, their labor, their sexual and
reproductive powers were placed under the
control of the state and transformed into eco-
nomic resources” (170).
Federici puts forward that up until the

16th century, though living in a sexist society,
European women retained significant eco-
nomic independence from men that they typ-
ically do not under capitalism, where gender
roles are more distinguished. “If we also take

into account that in medieval society collec-
tive relations prevailed over familial ones, and
most of the tasks that female serfs per-
formed (washing, spinning, harvesting, and
tending to animals on the commons) were
done in cooperation with other women, we
then realize… [this] was a source of power
and protection for women. It was the basis for
an intense female sociality and solidarity that
enabled women to stand up to men.”

The Witch Hunt initiated a period where
women were forced to become what she calls
“servants of the male work force” (115) – ex-
cluded from receiving a wage, they were con-
fined to the unpaid labor of raising children,
caring for the elderly and sick, nurturing their
husbands or partners, and maintaining the
home. In Federici’s words, this was the
“housewifization of women,” the reduction to
a second-class status where women became
totally dependent on the income of men (27).
The author goes on to show how female

sexuality, which was seen as a source of
women’s potential power over men, became
an object of suspicion and came under sharp
attack by the authorities. This assault mani-
fested in new laws that took away women’s
control over the reproductive process, such as
the banning of birth control measures, the re-
placement of midwives with male doctors,
and the outlawing of abortion and infanti-
cide.[4] Federici calls it an attempt to turn the
female body into “a machine for the reproduc-
tion of labor,” such that women’s only pur-
pose in life was supposedly to produce
children (144).
But we also learn that this was just one

component of a broader move by Church and

State to ban all forms of sexuality that were
considered “non-productive.” For example,
“homosexuality, sex between young and old,
sex between people of different classes, anal
coitus, coitus from behind, nudity, and
dances. Also proscribed was the public, col-
lective sexuality that had prevailed in the Mid-
dle Ages, as in the Spring festivals of pagan
origins that, in the 16th-century, were still cel-
ebrated all over Europe” (194). To this end,
the Witch Hunt targeted not only female sex-
uality but homosexuality and gender non-con-
formity as well, helping to craft the patriarchal
sexual boundaries that define our society to
this day.

Capitalism: Born in Flames. What separates
Caliban from other works exploring the
“witch” phenomenon is that this book puts
the persecution of witches into the context of
the development of capitalism. For Silvia Fed-
erici, it’s no accident that “the witch-hunt oc-
curred simultaneously with the colonization
and extermination of the populations of the
New World, the English enclosures, [or] the
beginning of the slave trade” (164). She in-
structs that all of these seemingly unrelated
tragedies were initiated by the same Euro-
pean ruling elite at the very moment that cap-
italism was in formation, the late 15th
through 17th centuries. Contrary to “laissez-
faire” orthodoxy which holds that capitalism
functions best without state intervention,
Federici posits that it was precisely the state
violence of these campaigns that laid the
foundation for capitalist economics.
Thankfully for the reader, who may not be

very familiar with the history of this era, Fed-
erici outlines these events in clear and acces-
sible language. She focuses on the Land
Enclosures in particular because their signif-
icance has been largely lost in time.
Many of us will not remember that during

Europe’s Middle Ages, before the Enclosures,
even the lowliest of serfs had their own plot
of land with which they could use for just
about any purpose. Federici adds, “With the
use of land also came the use of the ‘com-
mons’ – meadows, forests, lakes, wild pas-
tures – that provided crucial resources for the
peasant economy (wood for fuel, timber for
building, fishponds, grazing grounds for ani-
mals) and fostered community cohesion and
cooperation” (24). This access to land acted
as a buffer, providing security for peasants
who otherwise were mostly subject to the
whim of their “Lord.” Not only could they grow
their own food, or hunt in the relatively plenti-
ful forests which were still standing in that
era, but connection to the commons also
gave peasants territory with which to organize
resistance movements and alternative
economies outside the control of their mas-
ters.
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In The Crucible,
Arthur Miller tells
the story, based on

actual historical
events, of a moral
panic that arose in the
puritanical 17th Cen-
tury religious commu-
nity of Salem,
Massachusetts. As
Miller tells it, a group

of girls, lead by the narcissistic and manipulative Abigail Williams, invent a
story about being bewitched by a slave girl, Tituba, in order to forestall the
inevitable punishment after being discovered dancing in the forest. This
spirals out of all control as terror grips the community and is exploited
shamelessly by a variety of unprincipled individuals to settle personal
scores and gain personal advantage. 

Miller wrote The Crucible as an allegorical critique of the anticommunist
moral panic stirred up by the junior senator from Wisconsin, Joseph Mc-
Carthy, during the 1950s. The effect of this panic, much of which was di-
rected against liberal Hollywood, was to polarise and establish in the public
mind a link between any genuine expression of independent thought and
giving aid to Stalinism. The effect of this on Hollywood in particular was to
narrow severely the range of acceptable ideas and to deter critical thinking.
That this was done in the name of democracy raised serious questions
about the veracity of McCarthy’s anticommunist crusade — questions re-
flected in Miller’s work.

What then was the substance of his critique? Clearly Miller was drawing
a parallel between McCarthyism and the witch-hunting that was carried out
in Salem several centuries beforehand. In order to really successfully un-
pack its meaning, I believe that we can refer to the process known to social
psychologists as “moral disengagement” — essentially, the psychological
processes we use to maintain a positive idea of ourselves as moral actors
while bringing harm to others. Moral disengagement is predicated on the
idea that, since we never actually jettison the idea of ourselves as moral
actors, we must find a way to apply our morals selectively.

The primary mechanisms by which this process takes place are playing
the victim, blaming the victim, articulating a self-rationalisation in black
and white terms, and abrogating oneself of any responsibility for situations
in which harmful or destructive events occur. These function to shifting of
blame from perpetrators to their victims, such that conflicts and moral im-
passes are resolved in favour of injustice and the perpetuation of social
and economic privilege.

It is arguably not difficult at all to find all of the above at play in The
Crucible. Abigail Williams’ conduct through out the play is predicated on
and serves to reinforce the notion that those who question or challenge her
judgment are giving aid to the forces of witchcraft, thereby endangering the
very foundations of Salem society. Judge Hawthorne states explicitly at one
point that the citizens of Salem are “either with this court or they are against
it.” The rigid religious morés of Salem expedite this process to the extent
that they themselves are based on very inflexible, black and white
moralisms that create tinderbox conditions for anyone wanting to spark a
moral panic; Abigail thus does not find it hard at all to polarise a community
that is, to a very great extent, already polarised.

This absolutist, black and white self-rationale serves Abigail’s narcissism
and sense of entitlement, and provides her with a pretext to attack Goody
Proctor, wife of the play’s protagonist John Proctor (with whom she is still in-
fatuated following a brief affair). In this she utilizes other mechanisms of
moral disengagement; 1) by invoking the mythology of the witchcraft men-
ace to play the victim of the poppet Mary Warren leaves in the Proctors’

house; 2) to blame Goody Proctor, who is in fact the actual victim of the
witch hunt, for her own irresponsibility, narcissism and apparent personality
disorder; 3) to avoid being held accountable either for dancing in the forest
at the beginning of the play or for using the moral panic she has herself cre-
ated to pursue personal vendettas against others in the Salem community
she perceives to be threats in one form or another to her interests.

We find identical processes providing Joseph McCarthy with a pretext
to attack his political enemies, primarily those in liberal Hollywood. The
mechanisms of moral disengagement invoked are virtually identical. De-
spite the doctrine of Socialism in One Country and Stalin’s disavowal of in-
ternational revolution, McCarthy invents a clear and present threat to the
United States from communist infiltration out of thin air and uses it to tar
his liberal enemies on the grounds of the assumption that those who are
not for America are against it. 

Thus criticism of elements of American society comes to be equated
with support for the enemy. The invention of the myth of a communist men-
ace provides him with a pretext to establish the Hollywood Inquisition in the
form of the House Committee on Un-American Activities, and to begin a
purge of crimethink in the name of defending democracy from Leninist to-
talitarianism. This he does through the degradation rituals associated with
the infamous question, ‘Are you now or have you ever been a member of
the Communist Party?’ Any actor, writer or directors who ever attended a
left-wing meeting or bought a left-wing newspaper are obliged to demon-
strate their submission to the committee by naming names of anyone else
they know of who ever attended a left-wing meeting or bought a left-wing
newspaper, thereby betraying their friends.

At no point in this process does McCarthy ever prove the existence of a
clear and present communist threat. What he does do is play the victim of a
threat that remains unproven to this day, and on the basis of that pretext to
adopt all the autocratic and authoritarian modalities he attributes to the hated
enemy, while blaming his victims for his fear of free and open debate and his
apparent attachment to a worldview so weak as to not be able to tolerate any
criticism whatsoever. Just like Abigail Williams, he strives to avoid being held
accountable either for his obvious antipathy for freedom of thought and con-
science, and even more so for being willing to lower himself to the point of
using a moral panic he has himself created to persecute his political enemies
and neutralize anyone he perceives to be a threat to his interests.

If the historical parallel Miller draws through it is generally accepted as
valid, then we might ask ourselves what other episodes could they also
apply to? What about the moral panic known at the moment as the ‘War
on Terror’ (I find this term highly contentious, as I believe it to be a politicized
term, an ideological term, and one that neither correctly nor objectively de-
scribes the events that took place under its banner; it is far more correctly
described as a Terror Scare). 

If the so-called ‘War on Terror’ might be described as a Terror Scare,
then, we would anticipate that it would manifest the same elements of
moral disengagement as the two examples already referred to above, as it
does. In the days following the 9/11 attacks, Bush infamously stated that
‘You are either with us, or you are with the terrorists.’ In an instant, he not
only abjured himself and the United States of a century of imperialism, not
least of which being that directed against the nations of central America
and Asia, but played the victim of a shadowy global terrorist organisation
lead by someone who turned out to be a former recipient of CIA funds and
training, who apparently put both to good use on that equally infamous
morning in 2001, and blamed the victims apparently to the extent that he
used the 9/11 attacks as a pretext for an aggressive war of conquest over
resources and blamed the people of Iraq for hiding his oil under their sand. 

If we can carry the parallel established by Arthur Miller and clarified
through the work of Albert Bandura over from that between the Salem
witchhunts and McCarthyist anti-communism over to the so-called War on
Terror (or Terror Scare), how many more parallels can we draw? u
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The Enclosures were a process by which
this land was taken away – closed off by the
State and typically handed over to entrepre-
neurs to pursue a profit in sheep or cow herd-
ing, or large-scale agriculture. Instead of being
used for subsistence as it had been, the land’s
bounty was sold away to fledgling national and
international markets. A new class of profit-
motivated landowners emerged, known as
“gentry,” but the underside of this develop-
ment was the trauma experienced by the
evicted peasants. In the author’s words, “As
soon as they lost access to land, all workers
were plunged into a dependence unknown in
medieval times, as their landless condition
gave employers the power to cut their pay and
lengthen the working-day” (72).
For Federici, then, the chief creation of the

Enclosures was a property-less, landless work-
ing class, a “proletariat” who were left with lit-
tle option but to work for a wage in order to
survive; wage labor being one of the defining
features of capitalism.
Cut off from their traditional soil, many

communities scattered across the countryside
to find new homesteads. But the State coun-
tered with the so-called “Bloody Laws”, which
made it legal to capture wandering
“vagabonds” and force them to work for a
wage, or put them to death. Federici reveals
the result: “What followed was the absolute
impoverishment of the European working
class… Evidence is the change that occurred
in the workers’ diets. Meat disappeared from
their tables, except for a few scraps of lard,
and so did beer and wine, salt and olive oil”
(77). Although European workers typically la-
bored for longer hours under their new capi-
talist employers, living standards were
reduced sharply throughout the 16th century,
and it wasn’t until the middle of the 19th cen-
tury that earnings returned to the level they
had been before the Enclosures.[5]
According to Federici, the witch hunts

played a key role in facilitating this process of
impoverishment by driving a sexist wedge into
the working class that “undermined class sol-
idarity,” making it more difficult for communi-
ties to resist displacement from their land
(48). While women were faced with the threat
of horrific torture and death if they did not con-
form to new submissive gender roles, men
were in effect bribed with the promise of obe-
dient wives and new access to women’s bod-
ies. The author cites that “Another aspect of
the divisive sexual politics to diffuse workers’
protest was the institutionalization of prostitu-
tion, implemented through the opening of mu-
nicipal brothels soon proliferating throughout
Europe” (49). And in addition to prostitution, a
legalization of sexual violence provided further
sanction for the exploitation of women’s bod-
ies. She explains, “In France, the municipal au-
thorities practically decriminalized rape,
provided the victims were women of the lower

class” (47). This initiated what Federici calls a
“virtual rape movement,” making it unsafe for
women to even leave their homes.
The witch trials were the final assault,

which all but obliterated the integrity of peas-
ant communities by fostering mutual suspicion
and fear. Amidst deteriorating conditions,
neighbors were encouraged to turn against
one another, so that any insult or annoyance
became grounds for an accusation of witch-
craft. As the terror spread, a new era was
forged in the flames of the witch burnings. Sur-
veying the damage, Silvia Federici concludes
that “the persecution of the witches, in Europe
as in the New World, was as important as col-
onization and the expropriation of the Euro-
pean peasantry from its land were for the
development of capitalism” (12).

A Forgotten Revolution. Federici maintains
that it didn’t have to turn out this way. “Capi-
talism was not the only possible response to
the crisis of feudal power. Throughout Europe,
vast communalistic social movements and re-
bellions against feudalism had offered the
promise of a new egalitarian society built on
social equality and cooperation” (61).
What started as a religious movement be-

came increasingly revolutionary. For example,
in the 1420s and 30s, the Taborites fought to
liberate all of Bohemia, beating back several
Crusades of 100,000+ men organized by the
Vatican (54-55). The uprisings became conta-
gious all across Europe, so much so that in the
crucial period of 1350-1500, unprecedented
concessions were made including the dou-
bling of wages, reduction in prices and rents,
and a shorter working day. In the words of Sil-
via Federici, “the feudal economy was
doomed” (62).
For elite European nobles and clergy, the

Witch Hunt succeeded in stifling a working
class revolution that had increasingly threat-

ened their rule. Even more, Silvia Federici puts
forward that the Witch Hunt facilitated the rise
of a new, capitalist social paradigm – based
on large-scale economic production for profit
and the displacement of peasants from their
lands into the burgeoning urban workforce. In
time, this capitalist system would dominate all
of Europe and be dispersed through conquis-
tadors’ “guns, germs and steel” to every cor-
ner of the globe, destroying countless ancient
civilizations and cultures in the process.[6]
Federici’s analysis is that, “Capitalism was the
counter-revolution that destroyed the possibil-
ities that had emerged from the anti-feudal
struggle – possibilities which, if realized, might
have spared us the immense destruction of
lives and the environment that has marked the
advance of capitalist relations worldwide”
(22). How might things be different if the for-
gotten revolution had won?

Conclusion - Rediscovering the Magic of Truth-
Telling. Caliban and the Witch is a book that
challenges many important myths about the
world we live in. First and foremost among
these is the widely-held belief that capitalism,
though perhaps flawed in its current form,
started out as a “progressive” development
that liberated workers and improved the con-
ditions of women, people of color and other
oppressed groups. Silvia Federici has done im-
pressive work to take us back to the very foun-
dations of the capitalist system in
late-medieval Europe to uncover a secret his-
tory of land dispossession and impoverish-
ment, gender and sexual terror, and brutal
colonization of non-Europeans. This terrible
legacy leads her to the profound conclusion
that the system is “necessarily committed to
racism and sexism” (17).
Most strongly, she writes, “It is impossible

to associate capitalism with any form of liber-
ation or attribute the longevity of the system
to its capacity to satisfy human needs. If capi-
talism has been able to reproduce itself it is
only because of the web of inequalities that it
has built into the body of the world proletariat,
and because of its capacity to globalize ex-
ploitation. This process is still unfolding under
our eyes, as it has for the last 500 years” (17).
In other words, the witches were those women
who in one way or another resisted the estab-
lishment of an unjust social order – the me-
chanical exploitation of capitalism. The
witches represented a whole world that Eu-
rope’s new masters were anxious to destroy:
a world with strong female leadership, a world
rooted in local communities and knowledge, a
world alive with magical possibilities, a world
in revolt. u

See the full article and annotations at endof-
capitalism.com/2009/11/05/who-were-the-
witches-patriarchal-terror-and-the-creation-of-c
apitalism/
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