Life is mine

Feminism, self-determination and basic income

Cristina Morini

In this intervention I investigate the relationships
between feminist practices, basic income and the notion
of ‘self-determination income’, focusing on the Italian
feminist movement Non Una di Meno. The piece con-
tends that self-determination income might foster a so-
ciety of care and help to address the social and eco-
nomic transformations occurring over the past three dec-
ades, which have been driven by neoliberal hegemony.
Relatedly, it argues that the outbreak of Covid-19 has
demonstrated the necessity to develop a model of wel-
fare which matches our needs, as highlighted by feminist
movements.

What is self-determination income ? Non Una
di Meno defines it as a ‘basic income which is self-
determined, universal and unconditional and which does
not depend on job activity, on citizenship status or a
permit to stay. This kind of basic income will be a guar-
antee of economic independence and, therefore, it will
constitute a concrete form of support for women who are
coming out from situations of violence (domestic viol-
ence or violence in the work place). More broadly, it is
an instrument for everyone — both women and men - for
preventing gender violence and for providing autonomy
and freedom from exploitation, labour and precarity.!
The idea of self-determination income thus does not
refer only to specific social categories, as it is uncondi-
tional and universal. It claims for women and for every-
one an autonomous and livable life, without being black-
mailed due to escalating existential precarity. Moreover,
‘self-determination’ is understood by Non Una di Meno
not only as the result or goal of the income but also as
its means, in that self-determination and emancipation
stem from the very act of claiming it. In this feminist
movement, the claim for a basic income is the keystone
of a new deal that puts at its core different desires and
life patterns. Indeed, self-determination income is pre-

dicated upon the politicisation of care and social rela-
tionships, networks of proximity, urban spaces and the
claim to a livable environment.

The society of care

Italy represents a case in point for investigating how the
COVID pandemic has accelerated the implosion of wel-
fare, and why a basic income can be a preventative tool
against gender violence and against the blackmailing of
exploitation, work, precarity and harassment?. The eco-
nomic crisis triggered by the pandemic has put to the
test the resistance of men and, mostly of women, who
have to increasingly shoulder most of their own biolo-
gical and social reproduction needs. It is not surprising
that these themes and claims have been at the core of
Non Una di Meno. This past 8th of March, for the fourth
consecutive year, in Italy, as in many other countries, was
declared women’s global strike day, with the demand for
self-determination income at its centre. In fact, Italy has
been ranked lowest among countries in Europe regard-
ing women’s employment>. As the feminists Lidia Katia
Manzo and Alessandra Minello recently argued:

the COVID-19 pandemic is teaching us an important les-
son about the gendered division of labour, as mothers and
fathers are facing the consequences of a new organisation
of care and work time imposed by lockdown measures. It
is well-known that the gendered division of care was un-
balanced before the COVID-19 experience. Care work was
not equally distributed between genders across all groups
in society, even among highly educated couples, with wo-
men devoting significantly more time to household work
than men.*

In Ttaly, care-related work (unwaged labour) is di-
vided along traditional lines. Together with Romanian
women, Italian women hold the record among Europeans
for daily family work at an average of 4.5 hours per day,
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compared with 1.5 hours for Italian men. Moreover, while
Italian women are the most active in care-related work,
men are less active than in other countries. Given the
low participation of women in waged work, one might
think that the difference in household work is due to the
fact that women spend more time at home than men. Yet,
according to the latest data from the Italian Institute of
Statistics®, even when women contribute to income and
work as much as men, they also contribute the bulk of
family work.

In the Italian family model, women’s ethical and so-
cial duties to take care of others prevail over their being
recognised as people who might themselves be in need
of care, as part of a society which resignifies relations
between human beings by building a different society.
The gendered definition of care® has helped to conflate
care with maternal care’, as women are deemed to per-
form care work for the family and for the state, particu-
larly in critical times such as during Covid-19.2 This is
connected with the theme of ‘double presence’, that is,
with the fact that Italian welfare is centred on the family
so that the care work of mothers and daughters integ-
rates what is not provided by public services. In so doing,
they become a constitutive component of the subsidiary
processes of privatised welfare.

The notion of self-determination is able to reactivate
the political imagination. In the Italian context — as in
many others - it highlights subjective choice in relation
to reproductive processes. Social reproduction appears
to many Italian men as the natural goal of women’s bod-
ies. However, women in Non Una di Meno are dissident,
driven by the desire to transgress nature and biology, and
by the willingness to politicise care work. The analysis of
socio-economic contexts today builds on the awareness
that the new productive paradigms have intensified the
translation of subjectivities and differences, lives and
desires, into labour. The precarity of women’s labour
has replaced waged labour, transforming bodies into the
actual matter of the reproductive paradigm.’

Global feminist movements have been one of the
main driving forces in defence of the environment and
sociality, focusing their struggles and claims on the ter-
rain of life, time and income. The ability of feminist
movements to diagnose and act is connected to the role
acquired by social reproduction in the processes of val-
orisation at large and exploitation of unpaid labour spe-
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cifically. Moreover, they are familiar with searching for
practices and political outcomes which strive for a col-
lective liberation from dynamics of dependency which
are enhanced by processes of precaritisation — namely
through unpaid labour (care work) as part of an economy
centred on the promise.

All these aspects are tightly connected to each other,
because life is translated into labour and labour has be-
come a control on life. The contemporary feminist move-
ments play a leading role in claiming the right to self-
determination and (unconditional) basic income also
because of the depths of historical memory. Today, such
a memory represents a strong (composite) vision in fig-
uring out how the conflicts between people, men and
women, and social power, should be translated into free-
dom to desire. At the same time, it is key to shed light
on the interweaving of paid and unpaid labour, namely
on the value of living productive activity.

Self-determination income can free the potentialit-
ies of a self-regulated and self-managed social context;
by doing so, it can foster subjects’ autonomy, beyond the
dependency and the management imposed by the black-
mail (including sexual) that stems from the imposition
and institutionalisation of precarity. Building on such an
understanding of basic income, it becomes possible to
envisage new ways of re-imagining concepts like labour
in terms of quality and choice.

Capitalism is not ‘a way of feeling’

The possible sources of exploitation that capitalism pro-
duces today are multiple. If we look at these forms of
exploitation from the point of view of the generalisation
of free waged labour, we can argue that today all labour
is apparently consumed in a non-productive manner. At
the same time, all activities are productive and there-
fore generators of accumulation. We are witnessing the
paradox of a generalisation of surplus value in the age
of decline of waged employment, and the consequent
tension of contemporary capital towards the mortifica-
tion of living labour. This is, in fact, life put to work, in its
multiple articulations.

In order to clarify this paradox, I use the lens of la-
bour and citizenship as they have been articulated by pat-
riarchal society. The above is also useful to shed light on
how the dimension of fragility and social risk is growing



today, precisely in connection to the crisis of the waged
labour framework and the citizenship tied to it — both
phenomena caused by the radical shift of the productive
paradigm and by the dynamics connected to globalisa-
tion. All this occurs through the paradigm of precarity.
This means that the labour of precarious women and
men, marked by the same fragmentation that has always
defined feminine labour, ends up being considered once
again as outside of citizenship, although this now concerns
the majority of the population, and not only women.

It is not a coincidence that Guy Standing talks about

the need for precarious workers to become citizens.!® But
instead of crying on the ruins of deindustrialisation that
shrinks jobs, we should think about the open possibilities
of having ‘less work, more time’. From this point of view,
unconditional basic income is central. With it we aim
to evoke a world where desire isn’t suppressed, and a
worldview that considers capitalism only as an economic
force.

‘What is a good life, if not a self-determined life, free
to express and develop itself’?!! By asking this, we shed
light on a number of problems that risk dramatically
setting back societies, both from the point of view of
distribution of resources and increase in inequalities,

and due to the violent contradictions produced by these
dynamics — such as the rise in violence against women
and all Other/Different subjectivities (gay, lesbian, trans,
immigrant).'? A reflection is taking shape around the
precarious ontology of the contemporary subject faced
with the erosion of waged labour and the existential di-
mensions (time for life and relations with the surround-
ing world), precisely through dynamics enabled by new
technological processes and capital’s appropriative capa-
cities. The problem of keeping welfare and law up to date
with respect to socio-economic inequalities triggered by
productive transformations is therefore one of the most
urgent questions for feminist movements.!> If we look
closely, we can trace a historical line of asymmetries and
value systems in which the concept of citizenship and
the right to citizenship itself constitute a controversial
and unsolved element. Citizenship is, in fact, intended
as the condition of the physical person — called a citizen
— as one who is recognised by the state has having full
civil and political rights. For a long time, the expression
‘income of citizenship’ has been used in Italy, precisely in
connection to the aspect of inclusion in the community
constituted around the right to income.

It can be argued that the main innovation brought
by the introduction of social rights granted by the wel-
fare state was simply the state’s legal validation of social
benefits born in the nineteenth century with an informal
and solidarity-focused approach.!* This was, in fact, a
crucial shift that indicated the transformation of social
benefits in ‘the universal right to a real income not meas-
ured through the market value of the subject.’’® The idea
of a social contract progressively born with industrial-
isation - not surprisingly also called the Fordist social
compromise — takes as its reference point only the ‘pro-
ductive classes’, meaning by that waged labourers. Wo-
men (whose ‘labour’ is neither seen nor calculated) have
access to welfare rights only through the mediation of
the male worker. Carole Pateman has extensively writ-
ten on this topic, precisely indicating how welfare was
built on the production/reproduction dichotomy. In fact,
welfare was intended to integrate the wage of the worker
as the beneficiary of these measures. The worker’s wife
could enjoy these rights only as a consequence, despite
the fact that her domestic and care work, alongside her
sexual, psychological and affective services, are not re-
tributed and despite the fact that she is, in fact, the back-
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bone on which ‘waged serfdom’ was built, and also the
secret of the worker’s real productivity.'® As the Marxist
autonomist feminism of the seventies has already poin-
ted out, the worker’s wage could not fully cover similar
care work on the market. The presence of a woman who
carries out these tasks gratuitously is crucial for the bal-
ance of the entire system.!” This series of acts that form
emotional labour have been called ‘deep acting’ by Arlie
Hochschild,!® then Wendy Chapkis'® and Elizabeth Bern-
stein,?? which resonates once again with what I call the
economy of interiority.?!

Today, starting from these frameworks, it is increas-
ingly clear that in relational bio-cognitive capitalism, it
is the concept of productive waged labour itself that has
become inadequate. By this I mean that the concept of
labour that we are familiar with, or that we believe we
know through the shared meanings of a language mirror-
ing hierarchies of domination, derives from the waged
relationship, which is in decline — unlike profits. This fa-
miliar concept of labour also resonates with interiorised
models that oppose forms of autonomy and liberation of
the people.

The economic violence of the present

Although today we should be able to grasp the horizon
of a post-work society, in the past years the Left has un-
fortunately lacked both imagination and strategy, as it
has continued to promote a world of full-time employees,
structured around traditional sexist organisations. This
world overlooks forms of labour that could potentially be
non-alienated (including reproductive labour and other
activities that are autonomously chosen). This has also
pushed aside the concept of freedom from work, previ-
ously central to the analyses and claims of the socialist,
communist and labour parties.??

Italy is the only European country, alongside Greece,
where a measure of income support is missing, although
the European Union had already suggested the intro-
duction of a minimum income in 1992 (94/441 CEE). The
centre-Left, which had been in power until May 2018, has
only introduced the inclusion income (Reddito di inclu-
sion or REI), basically a measure of poverty management.
In fact, the government hasn’t taken that extra step to-
wards alternative forms of welfare and social inclusion,
rendered imperative by the country’s labour transform-
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ations. By drawing attention to the current context, in
which different forms of poverty are undoubtedly increas-
ing even at the heart of Europe,?® we can restore a sense
of interdependence between subjects, which has been
dissolved precisely by the domination of uncertainty im-
posed by neoliberalism through the generalisation of
precarity stretched way beyond the boundaries of tradi-
tional waged labour.

Contemporary capitalism occupies spaces of life by
multiplying differentiations and progressively disinteg-
rating, for an increasing part of the population, the pos-
sibility of caring for one’s health, of studying, of having
a hom, and a ‘good life’, as Judith Butler aptly puts it.?
It is not a coincidence that global environmental and
feminist movements are making claims about life, so-
cial reproduction and the conditions of existence. These
movements can be considered as an ‘emerging continent’,
where feminist struggles play a paramount role in articu-
lating claims that oppose the historical and ‘naturalised’
destiny of discrimination and exploitation of women in
heterosexual patriarchal society.?

What we are talking about are struggles against the
violence of an economic, social and development model
that is currently attempting to take ownership of people
as a whole (regardless of their gender and/or sexual ori-
entation). Today, the machine-body from which profit is
extracted is the social human being, namely the singular-
ity which is immersed in an interconnected environment
through new technologies.

This bio-economic model incorporates in increas-
ingly pervasive ways not only the labour power of in-
dividuals, but also their vital, intellectual, sexual, emo-
tional, affective and imaginative energies. Emotional pro-
duction (hopes, plans, individual choices) is translated
into an emotional surplus intended as an economic ele-
ment directly produced by the individual. Since subjects
are faced with a constantly dramatic nature of everyday
life increasingly marked by anxiety, fear, insecurity and
impending wars, they tend to act in a polarised, thus pre-
dictable, manner. The more predictable the behaviour,
the more it can be exploited economically by those who
financially speculate on the prediction of social beha-
viour, something platform capitalism is highly capable
of doing.

To use Shoshana Zuboff’s eloquent description, the
surveillance entrepreneurs (Google and Facebook among



others) have taken ownership of us for our lives, not just
for our labour.?® In other words, it is life that has become
directly profitable, precisely as waged labour is going
through a crisis that appears to be irreversible. New tech-
nologies allow for the most immediate and direct social-
isation of labour that has ever been seen and for profit

that doesn’t require any mediation, especially in terms of
formal wages. The twentieth-century framework based
on the connection between the worker’s performance and
the employer’s obligation to retribute it has disappeared.
Thus, the system of collective bargaining, the recogni-
tion of the social stakeholders involved, the public space
connected to it and its representation, have disappeared
as well.

The crucial point lies in the shift produced by the
different devices that we use in our everyday life, and
in the transformation of linguistic-relational products
into commodities, alongside the modification of relation-
ships themselves into commodities. Therein lies the
historic change of the productive paradigm that has so
far unfolded in the sense that reproduction has become
production, and the labour theory of value has touched

upon new fields.?” This has been accompanied by a curi-
ous overturning of perspectives, thanks to the role of the
above-mentioned social networks, processes of financial-
isation and privatisation of the welfare state.

The value fixed in this linguistic/semiotic/relational
commodity that has been subtracted by contemporary
biocapitalism is time or, in other words, life. Life is sur-
plus value, as formulated in Melinda Cooper’s analysis.?
In other words, the social reproduction chain — formed
by relationships, exchanges, care, people’s dependency
on each other, relations with the environment - acquires
a leading role within the new productive system. The
content and form of social, cultural and biological repro-
duction represent more than ever before the raw material
that is processed by bio-capitalism, inextricably correl-
ated to, added to, overlaid onto life and its becoming,
made of affects and needs. In this manner, life becomes
the very synonym of raw material.

Translated by Oana Parvan

79



Cristina Morini is a journalist, essayist and independent re-
searcher, and a founding member of the Bin-Italia association
(Basic Income Network Italia). Her books include La serva
serve (2001), Per amore o per forza: Femminilizzazione
del lavoro e biopolitiche del corpo (2010), and the collec-
tion Lo sciopero delle donne: Lavoro, trasformazioni del
capitale, lotte (2019).

Notes

1. https://www.bin-italia.org/nonunadimeno-un-piano-reddito-
autodeterminazione/

2. Non Una di Meno, Abbiamo un piano. Piano femminista contro
la violenza maschile sulle donne e la violenza di genere (2017), 29,
accessed 11 January 2021, nonunadimeno.wordpress.com

3. Only 42.1 % of women are employed and 56.2 is the per-
centage of women'’s labour-related activities. Fondazione
Censis, Respect. Stop Violence Against Women, Summary
Report, Rome (November 2019), 6, accessed 14 January
2021, https://www.censis.it/sites/default/files/download-
s/Sintesi_def_0.pdf

4. Lidia Katia C. Manzo and Alessandra Minello, ‘Mothers, Child-
care Duties, and Remote Working Under Covid-19 Lockdown
in Italy: Cultivating Communities of Care’, Dialogues in Human
Geography 10:2 (June 2020), 120.

5. Istat, | tempi della vita quotidiana. Lavoro, conciliazione, par-
ita di genere, benessere soggettivo (Roma: Istituto nazionale di
statistica, 2019), https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/230102

6. Nel Noddings, Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral
Education (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1984).
7. Silvia Federici, Wages Against Housework (Bristol: Power
of Women Collective and Falling Wall Press, 1975),
accessed January 2021, https://caringlabor.files.word-
press.com/2010/11/federici-wages-against-housework.pdf

8. Cristina Morini, ‘Take Care: Society of Care and Self-
determination Income), Cogut Institute for Humanities, Brown
University, accessed January 2021, https://blogs.brown.edu/hu-
manities/archives/344

9. See Sandro Mezzadra, ‘How Many Histories of Labour? To-
wards a Theory of Postcolonial Capitalism’, tranversal texts
(January 2012), https://transversal.at/transversal/0112/mezza-
dra/en

10. Guy Standing, A Precariat Charter: From Denizens to Citizens
(London: Bloomsbury, 2014).

11. Judith Butler, A chi spetta una buona vita? (Who gets a good
life?) (Milan: Nottetempo, 2013).

12. Monique Wittig, Il pensiero eterosessuale (Verona: Ombre
Corte, 2019), 49-50; The Straight Mind and Other Essays (Boston:

80

Beacon Press, 1991).

13. Nancy Fraser, Fortunes of Feminism. From State-Managed Cap-
italism to Neoliberal Crisis (London: Verso, 2013).

14. Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation (New York: Rinehart
& Company, 1944).

15. T.H. Marshall, Citizenship and Social Class and Other Essays
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1950).

16. Carole Pateman, The Sexual Contract (Stanford: Stanford Uni-
versity Press, 1988); Carole Pateman, The Disorder of Women:
Democracy, Feminism, and Political Theory (Stanford, Stanford
University Press, 1989).

17.Maria Rosa Dalla Costa and Selma James, The Power of Wo-
men & the Subversion of the Community (Bristol: Falling Wall
Press, 1972); cf. Silvia Federici, Revolution at Point Zero: House-
work, Reproduction, and Feminist Struggle (Oakland, CA: PM Press,
2012); see also Antonella Picchio and Giuliana Pincelli, Una Lotta
Femminista Globale: I'esperienza dei gruppi per il Salario al Lavoro
Domestico di Ferrara e Modena [A Feminist Global Struggle: the
experience of the groups for Wages for Housework in Ferrara
and Modena] (Milan: FrancoAngeli Press, 2019).

18. Arlie Russell Hochschild, The Managed Heart: Commercializ-
ation of Human Feeling (Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 1983).

19. Wendy Chapkis, Live Sex Acts: Women Performing Erotic La-
bour (New York: Routledge, 1997).

20. Elizabeth Bernstein, ‘Sex Work for the Middle Classes’, Sexu-
alities 10:4 (October 2007), 473-88.

21. Andrea Fumagalli and Christina Morini, Anthropomorphic
Capital and Commonwealth Valug Frontiers in Sociology (April
2020).

22.Standing, A Precariat Charter.

23. Publicly available datasets were analysed in this study. This
data can be found here: H2020-ICT-2015, ICT10—Collective
Awareness Platforms for Sustainability and Social Innovation
(CAPSSI), Grant Agreement No. 687922 Title: PieNews-
Commonfare.

24, Judith Butler, Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015).

25. Cristina Morini, Le pillole azzurre del capitale [The Blue Pills
of Capitalism] (May 2016), Effimera.org, http://effimera.org/le-
pillole-azzurre-del-capitale-cristina-morini/

26.Shoshana Zuboff, The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight
for a Human Future at the New Frontier of Power (New York: Public
Affairs, 2019).

27. Cristina Morini and Andrea Fumagalli, ‘Life Put to Work:
Towards a Life Theory of Value’, trans. Emanuele Leonardi, Eph-
emera: Theory & Politics in Organisation 10:3-4 (2010), 234-52.

28. Melinda Cooper, Life as Surplus: Biotechnology and Capitalism
in the Neoliberal Era (Seattle: University of Washington Press,
2008).


https://www.bin-italia.org/nonunadimeno-un-piano-reddito-autodeterminazione/#_blank
https://www.bin-italia.org/nonunadimeno-un-piano-reddito-autodeterminazione/#_blank
nonunadimeno.wordpress.com
https://www.censis.it/sites/default/files/downloads/Sintesi_def_0.pdf
https://www.censis.it/sites/default/files/downloads/Sintesi_def_0.pdf
https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/230102
https://caringlabor.files.wordpress.com/2010/11/federici-wages-against-housework.pdf
https://caringlabor.files.wordpress.com/2010/11/federici-wages-against-housework.pdf
https://blogs.brown.edu/humanities/archives/344
https://blogs.brown.edu/humanities/archives/344
https://transversal.at/transversal/0112/mezzadra/en
https://transversal.at/transversal/0112/mezzadra/en
http://effimera.org/le-pillole-azzurre-del-capitale-cristina-morini/
http://effimera.org/le-pillole-azzurre-del-capitale-cristina-morini/

