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ABSTRACT 
The paper attempts to respond to the objections that have been formulated in reference to the book 
Cannibal Capitalism (Laterza, Roma-Bari 2023). Fraser Fraser starts from the assumption that capitalism 
harbors a structural basis not only for class exploitation, but also for male domination, for racial imperial 
domination, ecological plunder, political authoritarianism, and exploitation. It follows that if we were 
able to disable the capitalism’s cannibalizing logic we would have achieved a necessary but not sufficient 
condition for overcoming all of those injustices and irrationalities, including male domination. Above all 
a critical theory for our time should strive to develop a perspective that could, at least in principle, foster 
greater cooperation and coordination among social forces that are potentially emancipatory but actually 
dispersed. In Cannibal Capitalism the brunt of that burden falls on the concept of crisis. In her further 
reflection she explores another hypothesis, where the basis for cooperation would be a new, enlarged 
sense of working-class consciousness, premised on an expanded view of capitalist labor. Here an affective 
aspect enters the mix, as “labour” appears not only at the level of structure but also at that of identity. In 
addition to this, the author addresses other questions: the role of structural and symbolic violence within 
capitalist system and the imaginaries that can transcend it, the complicated relation between the processes 
of modern social differentiation and capitalism, the necessity to overcome the alternative between re-
formism and revolution, how to rethink the critique of alienation today, how to conceive of a feminism 
that is open to the practices and elaborations of the feminist movements of the global South.  
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I want to begin by thanking the organizers and participants1. I always hoped that Canni-
bal Capitalism would spark discussion, and I’m thrilled you read the book so carefully and 
thought about it so deeply. The combined result of your efforts is a feast of ideas–and 
some difficult challenges for me. I will respond to each in turn, focusing on the key points, 
as best I can. 

1 This special issue is based on the re-elaboration of a Workshop held at La Sapienza University of Rome 
on 17 May 2023, in the context of the conference cycle "Critical Theory in Rome. Technology, Work, and 
Democracy', organised by Giorgio Fazio and Stefano Petrucciani, with the support of the Italian Society of 
Critical Theory.    
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I begin with Caterina Botti: you ask whether I seek a single, unfragmented alliance in 

which participants are fully united in lockstep behind a single emancipatory project. The 
answer is no. By using Gramsci’s terms hegemony and counter-hegemony, I mean rather 
to invoke his notion of a historical bloc that encompasses different constituents without 
obliterating the differences among them. And like Gramsci, too, I am thinking not just of 
workers and peasants à la Lenin, but of a broad array of subaltern social actors.. We, too, 
are faced with a dispersed array of differently situated subaltern groups whose most imme-
diate, pressing concerns are not the same. For some, the most pressing concern is rising 
sea levels threatening to inundate the place where they live. For others, it's the prospect of 
their children being shot down in the street by white-supremacist police. For still others, 
it's figuring out how to care for their families while running from one poorly paid job to 
another. I don’t believe that critical theorists are in a position to rank these concerns. All 
of them are existential. But we might do something else: show that many apparently dis-
connected problems are non-accidentally grounded in one and the same social system. 
The point is not to ask people to give up or de-prioritize their pressing concerns, but rather 
to understand them in a new way: as connected to the different pressing concerns of others, 
who are also being cannibalized by the same social system. In that case, they might come 
to see those others as potential allies in a broad counter-hegemonic bloc that seeks to 
transform that system. The aim would be to address multiple problems jointly by abolish-
ing the cannibalizing logic inherent in capitalist society.  

You also ask whether male domination could really be overcome by abolishing that 
logic. As I understand it, capitalism harbors a structural basis not only for class exploitation 
in the traditional sense, but also for male domination–as well as for racial imperial domi-
nation, ecological plunder, political authoritarianism, and exploitation. It follows that if we 
were able to disable the system’s cannibalizing logic we would have achieved a necessary 
condition for overcoming all of those injustices and irrationalities, including male domina-
tion. Would that also be a sufficient condition? I doubt it. But it’s a good start. And what 
else needs to done will become as we go along. But it seems crystal clear to me that this it 
is a necessary condition.  

And finally, you ask if there are not, to use Mao's phrase, “contradictions among the 
people”? Of course there are. In fact, conflicts of interest among subalterns are built into 
the institutional design of capitalist society. The social structure generates multiple forms 
of subalternity and segments those who embody them. The effect is to encourage people 
think in zero-sum terms and to view potential allies with suspicion. And that’s the case even 
when such suspicions are not deliberately fomented by bad actors–as of course they often 
are. So, yes, I accept your premise and propose to confront it directly. The key, I think, is 
to show people that there's a way of dealing with such conflicts that's not zero-sum. It's not 
really true that whatever you get is taken away from me. That is the imaginary of Trumpism 
and of most right-wing populisms. “They're taking our stuff.” We have to convince people 
that that's not the case. Or, rather, that it doesn’t have to be the case, that it's only the case 
under the current ground rules, and that there is a way to change those rules. But it doesn’t 
follow that, if we convinced people of that, the result would be complete unanimity. I see 
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socialism as the creation of conditions in which a genuine plurality can emerge and in 
which real differences can be processed on fair terms. Our problem is that we don't have 
fair terms for arguing out these things. Socialism, if it's worth the name, should create the 
conditions under which we can process our disagreements intelligently and fairly.  

 
Marina Calloni: I think the problem of culture is something I don't talk about enough, 

even if Gramsci is so central for me. Part of the problem is that today culture is sometimes 
understood as being exclusively at the level of representation. Whereas we also want to 
talk about embodied practice, the social meanings, Bourdieu’s habitus and so on. This is 
extremely important. So I want to use that word advisedly. I want to have a materialist 
account of culture that includes, but is not reducible to, representation. I live in a context 
where we have terrible culture wars about representation. Should we be teaching critical 
race theory, whatever that means, in schools? Or should we not because it makes white 
kids feel guilty? This comes from the right, and from the so-called progressive side, from 
the so-called left. We have the issue of cancel culture, etc. But this is a fake kind of fight. 
It's not that these are not real issues involved. There are, but they're not being addressed 
by this kind of argument. So part of what I want to do is to insist on the structural and 
institutional aspect to which these cultural issues are somehow linked. And I don't mean 
in a basic superstructural way. If I understand you correctly, when you speak of the ques-
tion of a critical imaginary, I think you're saying that I've developed, in using the Ourobo-
ros, a critical imaginary, or you could say, using a Butlerian term, re-signifying it, an image 
of the cannibal monster that is critical as opposed to oppressive or regressive. But you ask, 
what about a positive counter-image? That is how I understand your question. Which is a 
very good and important point. “Bread and roses”. But again maybe this is not my strong 
point. I'm not sure that I can do everything, though I want it all to be done by somebody.  

In fact, you have made many important points here, such as the critique of violence. 
Meaning symbolic politics, biopolitics. I'll leave that aside for now, but I do think I incor-
porate aspects in my work that are somewhat analogous to those concepts. Violence, for 
instance, is something I really want to insist on. My account of dispossession is related to 
this. It is about the construction of vulnerability. Which means vulnerability to socially 
tolerated violence and other forms of humiliation, and this might be symbolic violence as 
opposed to brute physical violence. So I think I am talking about how capitalist society, 
particularly through its colour line, constructs populations as viable and as subject to vio-
lence. And I think that gives a kind of institutional, material, legal dimension to the kinds 
of questions that you raise.  

In addition to the violence connected to dispossession I think we should also be inter-
ested in what Rob Nixon called slow violence, where nobody is actually pointing a gun at 
anybody's head. But because in many parts of the world the habitat is deteriorating you 
have toxic dumps nearby, poisoned water and soil that grows things that are not good to 
eat. There are many other kinds of violence in this system. 

Also, abstract violence that comes from this abstract, impersonal thinking is a way of 
talking about abstract mediation in capitalism. That is another form of violence, one that 
is more hidden – we need to make that visible as well. You also mention regressive anti-
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modernism. I have been writing about progressive neoliberalism so you have asked about 
regressive anti-modern neoliberalism. Neoliberalism, in my view, is not a total worldview. 
It is a module that hooks up with whatever is at hand, so we have Islamist neoliberalism 
and so on. It was very important for me to diagnose the problem of progressive neoliber-
alism, because it succeeded in gaining a kind of hegemony, with the rise of very important 
currents of feminism, of anti-racism, of ecological movements and so on. And where I sit, 
the big problem is a Manichaean division between the good progressive neoliberals and 
the bad Trump neoliberals, when I think that actually – and maybe this is another Ouro-
boros – the Clintonites, the Blairites, the Schroederites are the people who create the 
grounds on which Trump can flourish. These are the people who are financially savvy and 
promote flexible labour markets and create the deteriorating conditions that allow this 
other stuff to flourish. In this sense I am very interested in breaking up these blocks. 

 
Massimo De Carolis: Your essay contains lots of fascinating ideas, more than I can 

respond to here. I’m especially struck by your account of “capital’s sterility,” which accords 
in its essentials with my view of capital as a cannibal. Both of us reject the received views 
that capital “self-expands.” We hold, rather, that it accumulates by surreptitiously annexing 
wealth from elsewhere–and not just by appropriating surplus labour time from doubly free 
industrial wage workers employed by private firms, as Marx suggested, but also by helping 
itself to unwaged reproductive energies, public goods and public powers, the lands and 
embodied capacities of subjugated peoples, and non-human nature. Despite differences 
of emphasis here and there, we seem to me to agree about this essential point. 

Our disagreements turn not on the arguments of Cannibal Capitalism but on those of 
my subsequent project, “Three Faces of Capitalist Labor”– specifically on how to under-
stand capital’s expropriation and domestication of labour. Contrary to what you suggest, I 
don’t assume that those forms of cannibalization are quantitatively more important in cap-
italism than they were in pre-capitalism. Nor do I think that expropriated and domesticated 
labour get replaced in capitalist society by exploited labour. For me, the crux of the matter 
is the functional imbrication and co-constitution of the three faces. It’s my view that the 
system reimagines and reorganizes the entire field of human labour, creating (at least) three 
different classes of social activity, dividing them from one another, disavowing or/or deval-
uing some of them, all while integrating all of them as contributing elements within a social 
totality oriented to the accumulation of capital–and thereby masking capital’s “sterility.” 
Thus, I don’t think capitalism repurposes older, pre-existing forms of social reproduction 
and violent dispossession. Rather, it generates distinctive new forms as necessary condi-
tions for profitable exploitation. But it does so in two different way. In the case of expro-
priation, the system adds the new, “modern” element of racialization by institutionalizing 
a global color line, which did not exist before. In the case of social reproduction, it adds 
the new, “modern” element of domestication as it separates factory from family, “produc-
tion” from “reproduction,” thereby changing the grammar and function of gender. And 
yet, both these “faces” of labour are specific to capitalism, as is their functional imbrication 
with each other and with exploited labour in the larger nexus.  
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I appreciate that you have synthesized my conceptualization of capital as a cannibal in 
the book with my theorization of the three faces of capitalist labor in my Benjamin Lectures 
–which, by the way, are works-in-progress, still unpublished. Let me explain how I see the 
relation. Cannibal Capitalism maps the institutional structure of a societal order that is 
intrinsically prone to crisis–a social totality whose constitutive elements include not just 
capital and labor, but also families and communities, nature and habitats, states and geo-
political arrangements–all linked together in ways that are contradictory and potentially 
self-destabilizing. The Lectures zero in on one of those elements, namely labor. There, in 
other words, the focus is tighter, even as it remains guided by the larger societal totality 
outlined in the book.  

In addition, both works are animated by the same practical-political impulse: a critical 
theory for our time should strive to develop a perspective that could, at least in principle, 
foster greater cooperation and coordination among social forces that are potentially eman-
cipatory but actually dispersed. In Cannibal Capitalism the brunt of that burden falls on 
the concept of crisis. By presenting an expanded view of what counts as a capitalist crisis, 
I suggest that all the disparate social harms experienced by differently located social sub-
jects emanate from one and the same social system, which they might unite to transform. 
The implication is that cognitive insight into the totality can foster political cooperation. 
But is that really plausible? In the Benjamin Lectures, I explore another hypothesis, where 
the basis for cooperation would be a new, enlarged sense of working-class consciousness, 
premised on an expanded view of capitalist labor. Here, “labour” plays the potentially 
integrative role that “crisis” played on the earlier work. But an affective aspect enters the 
mix, as “labour” appears not only at the level of structure but also at that of identity.  

You question whether the concept of labor, even when expanded, can really bear the 
weight of that integrative function. You suggest that it excludes some important emancipa-
tory currents, such as those focused on disability. Others might object that the labor lens 
doesn’t do justice to the full breadth of concerns even in movements I explicitly discuss, 
such as feminism and anti-racism, let alone in environmentalism. I take these objections 
very seriously and plan to respond to each of them specifically and in detail as the work 
proceeds. Here, I’ll limit myself to a general remark: my strategy is experimental and open-
ended. I aim to see how far we can get in redescribing major points of social contention as 
directly or indirectly linked to capitalism’s tripartite organization of social labor. I’m not 
committed to the view that everything can be illuminated by the labor lens, let alone be 
reduced fully to it. But I’m convinced, even at this early stage, that we can get a lot further 
than might be evident at first sight. I’m confident that the labor lens illuminates such ap-
parently non-labor issues as reproductive injustice, violence (whether racist/imperialist, ge-
opolitical, sexist, or heteronormative; whether enacted by states, mobs, landlords, banks, 
or lenders), land dispossession, transphobia, ablism, and more. I’m convinced too that I 
can develop this perspective non-reductively–not by stipulating facile equations, but by 
tracing material linkages. But of course, this remain for now a promissory note. 

 
Giorgio Fazio: Your comment is deeply thoughtful and raises several important points. 

I’ll confine myself, for reasons of space, the question of social differentiation. Your ask 
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how I understand the normative status of the institutional differentiations that we associate 
with modernity. What value, if any, lies in arrangements that assign each of several major 
societal functions (e.g., social reproduction, economic production, and political coordina-
tion) to a dedicated institution that specializes in fulfilling it (e.g., “the family,” “the econ-
omy,” and “the state”)? Should we seek to preserve those institutional divisions under so-
cialism, or should we bid them good riddance?  

Much depends on how we understand the status of the functions in questions. Often, 
they are taken to be natural kinds, each of which requires a space of its own to unfold its 
inner logic without distortion. Insofar as they differentiate these functions institutionally, 
modern societies appear from this perspective to divide reality at the joints and so, to rep-
resent a developmental advance, while projects aimed at de-dedifferentiation appear to be 
simply regressive. An alternative approach treats the functions in question as concepts de-
rived from arrangements specific to the capitalist societies of the Global North, which have 
been wrongly treated as a transhistorical gold standard. The effect is to immunize those 
arrangements from serious scrutiny and to rule out alternatives in advance. The second 
approach seems right to me, with one important caveat. We can’t avoid using functional 
categories for descriptive and comparative purposes, even as we must avoid investing them 
with unquestionable ontological import and normative authority.  

Having dispensed with that preliminary, I want to begin to answer your question begin 
by noting that functional differentiation in capitalist societies is conjoined with something 
else: a built-in drive to limitless accumulation of capital–and that it serves as the latter’s 
enabling condition. The effect is to prime “the economy” to functionalize “the family” and 
“the state,” even while prompting plenty of pushback. And the result, you and I agree, is 
normatively and practically unacceptable: structurally based injustices (of class, race/em-
pire and gender); deep-seated crisis tendencies (economic, ecological, social and political); 
and systemic heteronomy (the logic of capital sets society’s priorities and developmental 
trajectory, displacing democratic will formation). Socialism must therefore, at the very least, 
abolish the accumulation imperative. But would it, and should it, thereby abolish social 
differentiation per se?  

Consider, first, the effects on “the economy.” That institution, which didn’t exist before 
capitalism, was formed as an endogenously regulated realm, freed from dictates of church, 
kin, and king, ruled by the “law of value,” and dedicated to for-profit commodity produc-
tion. I don’t see how a realm of this sort could survive abolition of the law of value. Absent 
capital’s drive to unlimited accumulation, “production” would be oriented to need and 
permeated by “non-economic” concerns–not just ecological, political, and social-reproduc-
tive, but also aesthetic, emotional, and experiential. Focused on “use value” as opposed to 
“exchange value,” it would shed its aura of separateness from reproduction, nature and 
politics. As production was thus de-economized, its lifeworldly aspect, which (you rightly 
note) is systemically constrained though not eliminated in capitalist society, would come to 
the fore.  

Would this threaten the efficiency, innovation, and creativity that capital’s partisans 
claim to deliver? I strongly doubt it. I don’t believe, first, that our system really delivers 
those goods, given any reasonable definition of them. Nor do I believe, second, that they 
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should always trump other desirable goods such as security and sustainability, justice and 
well-being, sociability and happiness. What we really need is a social order that encourages 
us to forthrightly acknowledge trade-offs and work through them democratically. Capitalist 
society rules out such processes structurally, by virtue of its design.    

The effects on capitalism’s “non-economic” spheres are harder to gauge. Despite its 
association in with feminized domesticity in capitalist society, social-reproductive activity 
remains deeply entwined with natural reproduction and occurs in multiple social spaces, 
including households, neighborhoods, villages, civil society, public agencies, and for-profit 
firms. I’m for eliminating the last of these, to be sure. But beyond that, I’d be glad to see a 
hundred flowers bloom and let people decide for themselves among various “grammars” 
or “forms of life,” ranging from integrated/indigenous/communal to differentiated/West-
ern/urban, provided these satisfy some normative requirements: free entry and exit for all: 
access as a matter of right to care and basic needs provision; willingness to share the globe 
with those who prefer other life forms and thus to forswear arrangements that drive out 
other options; willingness to be bound by the requirements of planetary sustainability and 
to participate in joint deliberations with others in the global community to determine those 
requirements.  

Analogous considerations follow as a matter course for the “function” of political coor-
dination. This, too, can be operationalized in multiple ways and at multiple levels–from 
indigenous councils to participatory budgeting to elected parliaments–provided these, too, 
meet the appropriate normative constraints, which I won’t belabor here.  

One thing remains crucial, however, across the board. Whatever their degree or differ-
entiation-or-integration, all the constituent elements of socialist society must sit well to-
gether. We should eliminate the sorts of built-in antagonisms and zero-sum dilemmas that 
are endemic to capitalist societies.  That’s one key principle for envisioning socialism, along 
with the others you helpfully recap: pay as you go; people over profits, democratize societal 
design.  

 
Anna Loretoni: I'm not sure I agree with you about the kind of transhistorical universal 

segregation of care work and social reproduction. If we are talking about ancient Greece, 
for instance, also here the oikos is much more complicated. It is not only about social 
reproduction, it is also about craft production. So even in the oikos these things are not 
completely separated. There are so many societies where the making of things and the 
nurturing of people are interconnected and part of the same universe. And I think that is 
true also in Europe, in peasant and village communities. 

Think of the craftsman and the workshop with the living quarters. Everybody lives to-
gether, making things. The master's wife feeds everybody, but everything takes place to-
gether, these are not separate spheres. I really think that capitalism, though it may not be 
the only formation to have done this, is quite peculiar in this kind of separation, institu-
tional separation of production and reproduction, where production takes place in the 
factory. It is the factory that introduces this architectural separation, and I feel this is a 
specific feature. I think as a feminists, and not everyone agrees, that are the historically 
specific forms of male domination that we face in capitalist society. I'm not a historian or 
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a medieval historian, but people who know these things will tell you more specifically what 
male domination was like at the time as opposed to ours.  

Also, I found what you said about intimate labour very interesting. And if I understand 
correctly you are saying that pregnancy, birth, caring for babies and so on has always been 
intimate labour. Sex has always been intimate labour in some way. However, you're sug-
gesting that there is something new in the current phase of capitalism where this is en-
hanced. Bodywork and so on, which is being commodified, whether it's done in a sort of 
freelance way and is paid for out of the salaries that individuals earn, or whether it's done 
in a for-profit company that produces surplus value and profit. These are important ques-
tions. It's definitely an interesting and Important point. But I want to go back to what I said. 
I was talking about capitalism's tendency to commodify life in the body. There is something 
called intensive commodification. But think also that this has the flip side of expulsion, all 
those people who are increasingly disconnected from anything resembling a labour market 
and the sphere of circulation, people who are just doing subsistence work of one kind or 
another to get by, who are less and less connected. So I'm hesitant about the the image of 
more and more people being commodified until everything is. 

 
Turning now, to Roberto Mordacci: you suggest that I assume an unrealistic view of 

social change: that I think everything must be changed all at once, in one big revolutionary 
bang. And you propose the “more realistic” alternative of fragmentary activism, attacking 
one thing at a time, while sustaining utopian hope. But I have serious doubts about that 
way of framing the problem.  

For starters, I do not subscribe to the idea of hyperbolic all-at-once revolution. In fact, 
I've never met anyone who did. It’s truly a straw man. What I mean by “connecting the 
dots” is something quite different: establishing conceptual links and practical cooperation 
among struggling social actors who are already in motion on multiple fronts. It’s a proposal 
tailored to our specific historical situation with a view to maximizing the chances for eman-
cipatory change. Following Gramsci, I describe this situation as an interregnum. It’s a time 
of general crisis, of metastasizing system dysfunctions, which prompt contestation on mul-
tiple fronts. It’s also a time of hegemonic crisis, in which many defect from politics as usual, 
believing that ‘the system is rigged” and needs to be changed root and branch–in one way 
or another. The result is a wild chaotic scene. Multiple matters are contested at once from 
multiple viewpoints, some of which are regressive, some emancipatory, some ambivalent. 
This is not happening because someone recommended that strategy, but because social 
actors faced with intense historical pressure are mobilizing as they see fit on multiple fronts 
and in increasingly radical ways.  

The question, then, is not whether to take up one cause at a time or to fight on all fronts 
at once. It is rather how to make the most of this situation: how to identify the potentially 
emancipatory elements within the chaos, to overcome their mutual dispersion and pro-
mote their greater cooperation, to augment them by winning over the ambivalent and (why 
not?) some of the reactionary. How, in other words, to scale up emancipatory energies; to 
foster the vision, heft and breadth that could constitute a credible alternative to progressive 
neoliberalism, on the one hand, and reactionary populism, on the other.  
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What might such an alternative look like? I sketched some preliminary and exploratory 
thoughts at the end of Cannibal Capitalism. Someone called my idea the “market sand-
wich,” and that term certainly fits: no markets at the bottom, no markets at the top, but 
maybe some markets in between. It’s a proposal that scrambles the reform-or-revolution 
dichotomy by combining reformist ideas at the bottom and middle with a revolutionary 
idea at the top. The bottom of the sandwich is made up of basic needs, which should be 
provided as a matter of right, in the form of public goods as opposed to commodities; that 
idea was central to social democracy and appears at first glance to be reformist. But things 
look different when it is combined with the top layer of the sandwich. That’s concerned 
with surplus–societal capacities that exceed what’s required to reproduce our lives at exist-
ing levels. Whoever controls this surplus determines the entire course of societal develop-
ment. In capitalist society, that’s the capitalist class. By appropriating surplus in the form 
of profit and using to it to pile up further profits, this class dictates our relation to nature 
and to one another; work, family, and community life; the extent and quality of our free 
time and of the public goods at the bottom of the sandwich. And that leads to grave injus-
tices and irrationalities, while also making a mockery of democracy. Surplus, I contend, is 
the public collective wealth of socialized humanity and should be treated as such. Decisions 
about what to do with it (where to invest it, whether and how much of it to produce in the 
first place) should not be made behind our backs by investors and mega-corporations. 
They should be determined instead through democratic processes of deliberation and so-
cial planning. Now that is the revolutionary element of the market sandwich. By putting it 
together with the reformist layers, we transcend the reform-versus-revolution dichotomy at 
the programmatic level. 

But what about the strategic level? How do we get there from here? On this point, I 
learned a lot from the French eco-political thinker André Gorz, who developed the idea 
of “non-reformist reform.” Gorz proposed to distinguish reforms that function as coping 
mechanisms from those that open a path to broader, more radical change. Whereas the 
first are system-conforming and system-reinforcing, the second change the balance of 
power on the ground and push the struggle forward. The classic example of non-reformist 
reform were policies that aimed to decommodify labor power, as understood by leftwing 
Swedish Social Democrats. They thought that by empowering workers to withhold their 
labor from capital, these policies would open an increasingly radical path of class struggle 
that could lead to socialism. That example was counterfactual, to be sure, but the larger 
idea is clear. Non-reformist reforms are thought to trigger a radicalizing dynamic that 
scrambles the reform-versus-revolution dichotomy. To me, this idea remains full of prom-
ise. My question is: what political claims could function in this way today? Which could 
serve as “non-reformist reforms” for us? Which demands could best trigger an expanding 
spiral of radicalization that scales up emancipation?  

 
Stefano Petrucciani:  You raise many profound and difficult issues–too many to treat ade-
quately here, so I’ll take up just a few. You doubt, first, that ecological predation and ra-
cial/imperial expropriation are structurally necessity to capitalist society, in contrast to free-
riding on social reproductive labor and public power. I really don’t see the difference. 
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Granted, these four “hidden abodes” can be distinguished in some respects, as I explained 
when replying to Massimo De Carolis. But all stand in a relation to capital that is structur-
ally similar: all represent conditions for accumulation that the system posits as largely ex-
ternal to its official circuits of value and so, can be accessed by capital well below cost if not 
simply gratis. All thus are low hanging fruit in a system that harbors a blind propulsive drive 
to limitless accumulation. In this system, capital is an insatiable and indiscriminate omni-
vore, primed to feed on natural wealth and on the lands and bodies of subjugated popula-
tions, as well as on social reproductive energies and public power. In fact, I’d say that that 
those four forms of wealth now form an integrated multi-course meal for investors and 
corporations. I don’t see how one or two of those courses could be excised from the menu 
without throwing the whole into severe disarray and intensifying cannibalization of the oth-
ers. It’s true, of course, that their co-imbrication in a single system arose historically, that 
its contours have evolved over time, and that they are likely to shift again if the system 
persists. But it doesn’t follow that capital’s orientation to racial-imperial expropriation and 
ecological extractivism are not structurally anchored in capitalist society. Nor that structural 
anchoring excludes susceptibility to historical shifts. To call something structural is not to 
say that it’s eternal or unchanging, but that it is internally related to other elements within 
a totality and thus has a certain “stickiness,” which troubles efforts at piecemeal reform. 
And that goes not only for my four “hidden abodes,” but also for the cultural conditions 
of accumulation that you outline. We have some thoughtful accounts of the system’s con-
tradictory and self-destabilizing reliance on consumerism and “the general intellect”–I’d 
single out Daniel Bell’s account of the cultural contradictions of capital and Bob Jessop’s 
account of knowledge as a fictitious commodity. But those relations, too, are simultane-
ously structurally grounded and historically emergent.  

You also question my account of what’s wrong with capitalism. Noting that I stress the 
system’s built-in injustices, irrationalities, and unfreedoms, you ask where alienation fits in. 
It’s true that I don’t use that term very much in Cannibal Capitalism. But the defensible 
kernel of the idea animates that book’s account of capitalist unfreedom. The latter I un-
derstand as capital’s hijacking of our capacities for free association and collective self-de-
termination, as I explained earlier when discussing social surplus. What makes this espe-
cially galling is that capital is at bottom the reification of our own social practice, rendered 
autonomous and turned against us. Capitalist unfreedom is thus for me a form of the sub-
ject/object inversion that Marx theorized both in 1844 and at various points throughout 
Das Kapital. Insofar as I avoid the word “alienation” it’s not to jettison that idea but to 
dissociate it from philosophical anthropology and psychologism and to link it instead to a 
critique of the impoverished, truncated political forms that pass for democracy in capitalist 
society. 

Finally, you doubt aspects of my expanded understanding of socialism. In your view, 
the system’s ills can be overcome by rebalancing the relation of its economy to the other 
societal realms. Thus, one needn’t abolish the accumulation dynamic but only tame it, 
encircling it with lifewordly and state counterpowers, à la Habermas. Here, I’m not con-
vinced. I suspect that capital’s expansive drive is just too powerful and unruly to be bound 
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for long by any regimes of discursive-political oversight, that its incentive to create worka-
rounds, displacements, and fixes is just too great, that it thrives precisely by crashing 
through every barrier erected to hedge it. If that’s right, then we won’t get a just, sustainable, 
rational, democratic and need-guided social order until the cannibal is laid to rest once and 
for all. But as I’ve said before, I’m open to be proven wrong. If capitalism can really de-
carbonize the world economy; prioritize social reproduction over corporate profits; abol-
ish expropriation and all the race-based harms that flow from it; meet pressing human 
needs on a global scale; eliminate war, repression, and militarism; provide work for all that 
is free, enjoyable, self-directed and well-remunerated—and if it really can do all this within 
a political frame that deserves to be called “democratic”–well then, I’d hardly complain. 
My priority is an emancipatory transformation that ends the feeding frenzy and repairs our 
world. That’s far more important to me than how we name the result. And I’ll happily 
work to achieve those goals with anyone who supports them, irrespective of their allegiance 
to one name or another.  

 
Now, for Elettra Stimilli: You question my account of the production/reproduction re-

lation in the current phase of neoliberal financialized capitalism. You suggest, specifically, 
that I rely too heavily on developments in the Global North; that I underestimate the con-
servative character of the neoliberalism’s family politics; that I neglect the breadth and va-
riety of feminist movements across the world and, especially, the centrality of the body.  

Many of these issues turn on how one understands “neoliberalism.” So let me start 
there. I distinguish neoliberalism as ideology (including theory) from neoliberalism as pol-
icy. The ideology is now widely discredited, while the key policies remain entrenched both 
globally and nationally, which is why we are living through a crisis in hegemony. Neverthe-
less, I do not see neoliberalism as a total worldview. For me, it’s a political-economic pro-
ject that can articulate with many different, mutually incompatible politics of recognition, 
as I’ve said when replying to Anna Loretoni. In Erdogan’s Turkey, it is allied with author-
itarian Islamism, in Modi’s India with Hindu nationalism. In Macron’s France, by contrast 
neoliberalism allied with pro-feminist, liberal-meritocratic, technocratic progressivism—as 
it also was in the US prior to Trump and in the UK prior to Brexit, which is why I called 
those formations “progressive neoliberalism.” Thus, we shouldn’t associate neoliberalism 
exclusively with conservative, neo-traditional familialism. At the level of ideology, it often 
pairs with the spiffy, modern, nominally feminist ideal of “the two-earner family,” even 
while, at the level of policy, it slashes public social provision, metastasizes sovereign and 
consumer debt, and conscripts women into deregulated, precarious, low-waged service 
work (both formal and informal). The policy level pressures are global, in my view, not 
specific to the Global North. The familial ideologies vary–and not just between North and 
South but also within each of those broad categories and from one election cycle to the 
next.  

As I see it, these complexities affect the grammar of social struggle in profound ways. 
In many contexts, struggles over family forms, gender norms, and permissible sexualities 
(abortion, headscarves, who can use which bathroom, etc.) are intensely contested from 
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many sides, both regressive and (potentially) emancipatory. But even among the emanci-
patory, these battles are too often disconnected from questions of wages and debt, housing 
and health care, climate and land dispossession. In this way, the grammar of struggle re-
flects the key institutional divides of capitalist society, precisely when and where it should 
be challenging them. 

Argentina’s #NiUnaMenos represents an outstanding exception. Activists there suc-
ceeded in linking male violence against women (at home, at work, in the streets) with the 
violence inflicted on all subaltern and working people by state and financial institutions. 
Overcoming separations that ensnared many feminists elsewhere, they connected all those 
forms of violence in a broad struggle against austerity. Linking with trade unions, landless 
peasants, environmentalists, and others, they constructed an inclusive united front to de-
fend social reproduction against neoliberal-capitalist predation. In so doing, they placed 
feminism at the forefront of a proto-counterhegemonic bloc for emancipation––which is 
why Cinzia Arruzza, Tithi Bhattacharya and I treated them as a shining example of the 
“feminist for the 99%.” (Tragically, however, those achievements were not sufficient to 
block the election of Javier Milei.) 

It is true that, Véronica Gago, a major figure in #NiUnaMenos, has theorized the move-
ment’s practice as centered on the body. Although I’m a huge fan of Gago, I’m not enam-
ored of this rhetoric of corporeality. Granted today’s capitalism, like all capitalisms, assaults 
bodies–just as (I’m tempted to say) it assaults minds. But that’s another separation I think 
we should reject. I would focus rather on capitalism’s assault on our freedom as social 
actors, which requires our limbs and brains to work together.  

 

 

 

 

 


