From Crisis to Commons: Reproductive
Work, Affective Labor and Technology,
and the Transformation of Everyday Life

Introduction
Everyday life is the primary terrain of social change, and within it we find
a critique of institutional and political orthodoxy that has a long history.
As early as The German Ideology (1847), Marx contrasted the study of
the material conditions of our existence to the speculations of the neoHegelians. A century later, the French sociologist Henry Lefebvre and
the Situationists appealed to ‘everyday life’ as an antidote to the bureaucratic French Marxism of the time. Challenging the left’s concentration
on factory struggles as the engine of social change, Lefebvre argued that
social theory must address the life of the “whole worker”1 and set out to
investigate how “everydayness” is constituted and why the philosophers
have constantly devalued it. In this process he inspired and anticipated a
new generation of radicals, starting with the Situationists, as his discussion of “consumerism” and technological alienation and his critique of
work in capitalist society set the stage for much of the literature of the
New Left.
It was with the rise of the feminist movement, however, that the
critique of ‘everyday life’ became a key to that comprehensive understanding of society that Lefebvre was seeking in his work. By rebelling
against women’s confinement to reproductive work and the hierarchies
constructed through the sexual division of labor, the women’s movement
gave a material basis to the critique of everyday life and uncovered the
‘deep structure,’ the ‘arche,’ underlining and binding the multiplicity of
daily acts and events that Lefebvre had sought for but never truly grasped.2
From a feminist viewpoint it became possible to recognize that ‘everyday
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life’ is not a generic complex of events, attitudes, and experiences searching for an order. It is a structured reality, organized around a specific
process of production, the production of human beings, which, as Marx
and Engels pointed out, is “the first historical act” and “a fundamental condition of all history.”3 A theoretical and practical revolution has followed
from this discovery that has transformed our concept of work, politics,
‘femininity,’ and the methodology of the social sciences, enabling us to
transcend the traditional psychological viewpoint that individualizes our
experiences and separates the mental from the social.
At the core of the feminist revolution there has been the recognition
that we cannot look at social life from the viewpoint of an abstract, universal, sexless social subject, because the racial and sexual hierarchies that
characterize the social division of labor in capitalism, and especially the
divide between the waged and the unwaged, produce not only unequal
power relations but qualitatively different experiences and perspectives
on the world. Second, while all experiences are subject to societal construction, it is of special significance that in capitalist society the reproduction of daily life has been subsumed to the reproduction of the labor
force and it has been constructed as unpaid labor and ‘women’s work.’4
In the absence of a wage, domestic work has been so naturalized that it
has been difficult for women to struggle against it without experiencing an enormous sense of guilt and becoming vulnerable to abuse. For
if it is natural for women to be mothers and housewives, then those who
refuse these roles are not treated as workers on strike but as ‘bad women.’
Third, if domestic work is subsumed to the needs of the labor market, then
familial, sexual, and gender relations are ‘relations of production,’ and we
should not be surprised by the contradictions that permeate them and
our inability to make them fulfill our desires. This realization has been
a liberating experience for women, and we can say that it has given the
everyday “access to history and political life.”5 It has revealed that not only
is the personal political,6 but the private/public divide is a ruse mystifying
women’s unpaid work as a ‘labor of love.’7
It is important to stress that the feminist critique of everyday life has
been not only theoretical but practical and political, triggering a democratization process that has left no aspect of our life unchanged. Thanks to it,
for the first time battering and rape in the family, traditionally condoned
as conditions of housework, have been seen as crimes against women.
The right of husbands to control their wives’ bodies and to demand their
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sexual services against their will has been denied. In several countries,
the feminist movement has led to the legalization of divorce and the right
to abortion. More broadly, women have transformed their everyday interaction with the world, asserting a new power with regard to language,
knowledge, relations with men, and the expression of their desire. Even
the sexual act has been placed on a more egalitarian basis, as many women
have begun to refuse the ‘fast sex’ typical of marital life, advocating their
right to sexual experimentation and to a sexual intercourse more conforming to the configuration of the pleasure points in their bodies. Most
important, the feminist movement has established that women will no
longer accept a subordinate social position and a relation to the state and
capital mediated by men.
This in itself has produced a social revolution, forcing significant
institutional changes, such as the censoring of many practices and policies
that discriminate on a gender basis. Thus, from the viewpoint of Lefebvre’s
problematic,8 we could say that the feminist movement ‘has rehabilitated’
and revalorized everyday life, making a searing critique of some of the
most important institutions by which it has been structured. But to the
extent that the movement could not turn its critique of the family and
what I call the ‘the patriarchy of the wage’ into a critique of other forms
of exploitation, and equated ‘liberation’ with ‘equal rights’ and access to
wage labor, it could not escape co-optation by governments and the United
Nations, which, by the mid-1970s, were ready to embrace edited forms of
feminism as key elements in the restructuring of the world economy.
As I have written elsewhere,9 three considerations plausibly motivated the decision of the United Nations to intervene in the field of feminist
politics and appoint itself as the agency in charge of de-patriarchalizing
its international power structure. First, the realization that the relationship between women, capital, and the state could no longer be organized
through the mediation of the male/waged workers, as the women’s liberation movement expressed a massive refusal of it and a demand for
autonomy from men that could no longer be repressed. Second, there was
the need to domesticate a movement that had a great subversive potential, being fiercely autonomous (until that point), committed to a radical
transformation of everyday life, and suspicious of political representation. Taming the movement was especially urgent at a time when, in
response to the intractable ‘labor crisis’ of the mid-1970s, a global capitalist counteroffensive was underway, aiming to reestablish the command
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of the capitalist class over work discipline and dismantle the organizational forms responsible for workers’ resistance to exploitation. It is in
this context that we must place the launching of the Decade of Women and
the first International Conference in Mexico City in 1975, which marked
the beginning of the institutionalization of the feminist movement and the
integration of women into the globalizing world economy.
As we know, in the space of a decade, women entered the waged workforce in large numbers, but with that the feminist revolution of everyday
life came to an end. Reproduction was abandoned as a terrain of feminist
struggle, and soon the feminist movement itself was demobilized and
could not resist the dismantling of the welfare programs that had been an
essential part of the social contract between labor and capital since World
War II. Even more problematic is that fighting for equal opportunity and
waged work the feminist movement contributed to relegitimizing the
flagging work ethic and countering the refusal of work that had been so
prominent in workplaces across the industrial world in the 1960s and
1970s. The lesson we have learned in this process is that we cannot change
our everyday life without changing its immediate institutions and the
political and economic system by which they are structured. Otherwise,
our struggles to transform our ‘everydayness’ can be easily digested and
become a launching pad for a rationalization of relations more difficult
to challenge. This is the situation that we are currently experiencing
in the U.S., which confronts us with an immense ‘crisis of reproduction’
and recurrent revolts, opening the possibility of the creation of more
cooperative forms of social reproduction in response. This, however, has
yet to occur. In what follows I discuss the conditions for the emergence
of a society of commons. First, however, I look at the current reproduction crisis, with particular reference to the situation in the United States,
which is the one I am most familiar with and that best exhibits the developments I have mentioned.
Everyday Life as Permanent Crisis
While some feminists have read the changes that have taken place in the
lives of American women since the 1970s as an instance of progress, in
many respects both women and men are today in a more difficult economic
and social position than they were at the time when the feminist movement took off. Even the evidence of more egalitarian relations is spotty.
The feminization of the workforce has increased women’s autonomy from
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men. Also, as Nancy MacLean has pointed out, the fight for entrance into
male dominated jobs has contributed to “our own era’s heightened consciousness concerning the social construction and instability of the categories of gender, race and class.”10
Women, however, have entered the waged workforce at the very
moment when waged work was being stripped of the benefits and guarantees that it had previously provided, making it impossible to negotiate the
sort of changes in the organization of work and the workweek that could
enable them to reconcile work outside the home with the care of families
and communities. Few jobs provide childcare or a schedule compatible
with homemaking, even when it is shared. As for the commercialization
of domestic work, that is its organization as a purchasable service, this
much hailed development has proven to have serious limitations, starting with the high cost and low quality of the services provided. We know,
for instance, that the fast food that many workers rely upon is one of the
leading causes of obesity that now affects many children. An option for
those who have a steady income is hired domestic labor, but the present
conditions of paid domestic work and the fact that those employed are
mostly immigrant women who seek this employment because of the harsh
economic conditions in their countries of origin rule this out as a desirable solution.11
Added to this is the fact that the cuts in education, health care, and
hospital care have brought back to the home a significant quantity of
housework, particularly with regard to the care of children, the elderly,
and those with illnesses or disabilities. Thus, the economic independence
that entrance into waged work had promised has proven to be an illusion,
at least for the majority of women, so much so that even among those who
were career bound, there has recently been a return to the home and revalorization of domesticity.12 Tired of struggling in a workplace that no longer
tries to care for the workers’ reproduction, still assuming they have wives
at home, many women, in middle-class families at least, have presumably
‘thrown in the towel’ and dedicated themselves to providing their families with a ‘high-quality’ reproduction: baking bread, growing vegetables,
shopping for nutritious food, schooling children at home, and so forth. As
Emily Matchar points out in Homeward Bound (2013), the newly reclaimed
domesticity is also shaped by ecological concerns and the desire to know
where food comes from, leading to the refusal of convenience food and
industrially produced goods in general. Many women opting for it are
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also affected by the DIY (do it yourself ) movements and are not as secluded
as their mothers might have been when centering their lives in the home,
even becoming bloggers to spread and acquire information. But these are
individual solutions that do not address the problems that the majority of
women face and only deepen the social distances among them. They are a
manifestation of the rise of a new individualism pursuing the ‘good life,’
but not through a social struggle for the ‘common good.’
Because of the double load to which many women are condemned,
the long hours of work, the low wages they earn, and the cuts of essential reproductive services, for most women everyday life has become a
permanent crisis. In the United States, proletarian women on average
work about fifty hours a week, thirty-five or more outside the home and
about three hours a day in the home. If we add the (expanding) transport
time and the time spent preparing to go to work, we see that little time
is left for relaxation or other activities. Furthermore, much of the work
that women do is emotional/affective labor—pleasing, exciting, comforting, and reassuring others—a task that, especially when performed for
the market, is very draining and over time leads to a profound sense of
depersonalization and an incapacity to know what one really desires.13
Compounded by the economic downturn and the precarization of life,
this too explains why women are twice as likely to suffer from clinical
depression and anxiety as men. The figures are staggering. Women form
the majority of the fifteen million adults in the United States affected by
depression. Some forty million women suffer daily from anxiety; one in
five will suffer from depression at some point in her life.14 Other countries exhibit similar statistics, and the numbers are on the rise. In the
United States, indicators also show a decline in happiness for women over
the last decade and, most significantly, a decline in life expectancy that is
especially pronounced for working-class women, who between 1990 and
2008 have lost five years of life expectancy compared with their mothers’
generation.15
The crisis of everyday life is not limited to women. Both overwork and
insecurity with respect to employment and the possibility to plan for the
future are now pervasive problems affecting all social groups and ages.
There is also a breakdown in social solidarity and family relations. In the
absence of a steady wage, families are falling apart at the very time when
the forms of organization that as late as the 1960s characterized workingclass communities are also disintegrating, unable to resist the impact of
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economic restructuring, gentrification, and forced mobility. Clearly the
neoliberal restructuring of the world economy is mostly responsible for
this situation. But as Leopoldina Fortunati points out in her introduction
to Telecomunicando in Europa—a study of the impact of communicative
technology on the reproduction of everyday life in Europe—we are also
witnessing the consequence of the inability of the various social subjects,
who structure everyday life to mediate their interests and find forms of
organization that enable them to resist the devastating consequences of
globalization.16 Men’s refusal to accept women’s autonomy, for instance,
as reflected in the increasing male violence against women, has contributed to weakening social bonds. Under these circumstances, everyday life,
which is the primary terrain of mediation among people, has been allowed
to shipwreck; it has become a terrain from which many are fleeing, unable
to sustain interpersonal relations that appear too laborious and difficult to handle.17 This means that care work, either by family members or
friends, is not attended to, with consequences that are especially severe in
the case of children and the elderly. Witness the new trend that is developing in Europe, which is to send elderly relatives, especially when affected
by Alzheimer’s, to be cared for abroad.18 Interpersonal, face-to-face communication, a key component of our reproduction, is also declining, both
among adults and between adults and children, diminished in quantity
and content and reduced to a purely instrumental use, as the internet,
Facebook and Twitter gradually replace it.
In brief, one of the most prominent facts concerning everyday life
at present is a ‘crisis of reproduction’ in the sense of a drastic decline
in the resources devoted to it, a decline as well of the work of caring for
other people, beginning with family members, and a further devaluation
of everyday life to which the new communication technologies contribute, although they are not its primary cause. In this case too statistics
are telling. As we have seen, life expectancy is diminishing and so is the
quality of life, as daily experience is characterized by a profound sense
of alienation, anxiety, and fear. Mental disorders are rampant, for many
fear that dispossession and homelessness may be just around the corner
and experience a destabilizing lack of projectuality. What is most worrisome is that now these pathologies affect even children, plausibly caused
by the collapse of the care work that family and school once provided.
To what extent these mental disorders are real or are constructed—by
doctors and pharmaceutical companies with the tacit assent of parents
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and teachers—in order to medicalize the unhappiness of a generation
of children who, both at home and at school, are denied time, space, and
creative activities, is difficult to tell. What is certain is that never have
so many children and such young children been diagnosed with so many
mental illnesses. By 2007, the number of mentally ill children in the U.S.
had risen to thirty-five times the number in 1990. One in five, including
toddlers, according to the Center for Disease Control, may suffer a mental
disorder.19 These include depression, hyperactivity, and attention deficit
disorders. And for all of them the ‘cure’ is a variety of psychoactive drugs
that the schools and families liberally administer, so that by the time they
are ten years old some children take up to seven pills a day, even though
the negative effects on their mental development are well known.
The reality is that in today’s society children are the great losers. In a
world where monetary accumulation is all, and all our time must be ‘productively’ engaged, satisfying children’s needs is a low priority and must
be reduced to a minimum. This, at least, is the message that comes from
the capitalist class, for whom children today are essentially a consumer
market. There is almost a desire to erase childhood itself as a nonproductive state, for instance by teaching toddlers—as some economists recommend—how to manage money and become wise consumers and submitting them to ‘attitude tests’ as early as age four, to presumably give them a
good start in the race for economic competition. The erasure of childhood
is also proceeding apace in working-class families, as parents are more
and more absent from home and face severe economic crises that are a
constant source of despair and rage. Adults, whether parents or teachers,
have neither time nor energy and resources to dedicate to children. As
Fortunati asserts in Telecomunicando in Europa, they may teach them
to speak but not to communicate. And judging from the spread of child
abuse, they clearly see them as a disturbance. It is a worrisome sign of the
intense crisis of parent-child relations we are now experiencing in the
United States that between 2001 and 2011 more than 20,000 children—75
percent of them under the age of four—were killed by their families, this
being four times the number of troops killed in Iraq and Afghanistan in
the same years.20 No wonder, then, that even the massacres of children by
gunmen entering the schools—a recent development that dramatically
captures the devaluation of children’s lives and disintegration of social
relations—is evoking such tepid response and no real attempt to put an
end to it.
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“Riprendiamoci la vita”—“Let’s Retake Our Own Lives”21
How to stem this flight from the terrain of daily relations and reproduction?
How to reconstitute the social fabrics of our lives and transform the home
and the neighborhood into places of resistance and political reconstruction? These, today, are some of the most important questions on humanity’s
agenda. They are certainly the motivating force behind the growing interest—practical and philosophical—in the production of ‘commons’; that is,
the creation of social relations and spaces built on solidarity, the communal
sharing of wealth, and cooperative work and decision-making.22
This project—often inspired by the struggles of indigenous peoples
and now shared by a variety of movements (feminist, anarchist, green,
Marxist)—responds to a variety of needs. First, there is the need to survive
in a context in which the state and market provide less and less of the means
of our reproduction. In Latin America, as Raúl Zibechi has documented
in his Territories in Resistance, in the 1980 and 1990s, women in particular
pooled their resources to support their families in the face of harsh austerity measures that left their communities demonetized or dependent on
the remittances of those who have migrated. In Lima, women created thousands of committees—shopping and cooking committees, urban garden
committees, glass of milk (for children) committees, etc.—that provided
different forms of assistance that for many made a difference between
life and death.23 Similar forms of organization have developed in Chile,
where, after the Pinochet coup of 1973, in the face of devastating impoverishment and political repression, the popular kitchen “never stopped.”24 In
Argentina as well, elements of a ‘collectivization’ or socialization of reproduction appeared in the crisis of 2002, when women brought their cooking
pots to the piquetes.25 In Colombia, in the early 1990s, proletarian women
constituted themselves as madres comunitarias to care for children living
in the streets. Begun as a voluntary initiative, after a prolonged struggle
the madres comunitarias project is currently undergoing a formalization
process whereby, by 2014, about seventy thousand madres will receive a
small salary from the country’s welfare department.26 But their work is
still performed on the basis of communal solidarity, with the salary gained
barely enabling them to survive and provide for the care of the children.
Neither in the United States nor in Europe have we seen the kind of
collectivization of reproductive work mentioned above, yet more communal and self-managed forms of reproductive work are beginning to
appear across the ‘developed’ world. Both in the United States and Europe,
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urban gardens and community-supported agriculture are now well established practices in many towns, providing not only vegetables for the
pot but various forms of instruction, especially for children, who may
attend classes on how to plant and preserve food and how grow things.27
Time banks, once a radical project, are currently spreading in mainstream
America, as a means of acquiring services without monetary exchanges
and above all acquiring new support networks and friendships.28
All such initiatives may appear small things in the face of the enormous disasters—social and ecological—that we are facing. But in a context
of growing impoverishment and the militarization of everyday life,
leading to paralysis, withdrawal, and distrust of neighbors, these signs
of a will to cooperate are encouraging. They are sign of a growing realization that to face the crisis alone is a path to defeat, for in a social system
committed to the devaluation of our lives the only possibility of economic
and psychological survival resides in our capacity to transform everyday
practices into a terrain of collective struggle.
There is a further reason why it is crucial that we create new forms
of social bonding and cooperation in the reproduction of our everyday
life. Domestic work, including care work and affective work, is extremely
isolating, being performed in a way that separates us from each other,
individualizes our problems, and hides our needs and suffering. It is also
extremely laborious, requiring many, often simultaneous, activities that
cannot be mechanized, performed mostly by women as unpaid labor, often
in addition to a full-time waged job. Technology—communication technology in particular—undoubtedly plays a role in the organization of domestic work and is now an essential part of our daily life. But, as Fortunati
argues, it has primarily served to replace, rather than to enhance, interpersonal communication, allowing each family member to escape the
communication crisis by taking refuge in the machine.29 Similarly, the
attempts by companies in Japan and the United States to robotize our
reproduction—with the introduction of nursebots and lovebots customized to satisfy our desires30—are more signs of a growing solitude and loss
of supportive relations than alternatives to it, and it is doubtful that in the
future they will enter many homes. This is why the efforts that women
above all are making to deprivatize our everyday lives and create cooperative forms of reproduction are so important. Not only do they pave the way
to a world where care for others can become a creative task rather than a
burden, they also break down the isolation that characterizes the process
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of our reproduction, creating those solidarity bonds without which our
life is an affective desert and we have no social power.
In this context, commons are both objectives and conditions of our
everyday life and struggles. In an embryonic form, they represent the
social relations we aim to achieve, as well as the means for their construction. They are not a separate struggle but a perspective we bring
to every struggle and every social movement in which we participate.
As a member of a Zapatista community put it: “Resistance is not merely
refusing to support a bad government, or not paying taxes or electric
bills. Resistance is constructing everything that we need to maintain the
life of our people.”31
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