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I studied Theology, Philosophy, Group Dynamics, and Political Science, and I have been working as a writer and external lecturer in a precarious position at various universities and adult education institutions for over 16 years. I sometimes also work as supervisor and trainer. I am also trained as a mediator, and I have been working in an EU project on migration issues for one more year now. It is probably too late for a university career. I have never been able to make up mind, neither have I wanted to.

I am also the co-founder of a non-profit ’Association for Feminist Education, Culture, and Politics’ (which is called Frauenhetz) in Vienna, and which has been around for 15 years. This association is only still around due to the fact that the persons involved with it work there on a voluntary and unpaid basis. This fact is often answered with ignorance, a shake of the head or a mild smile – some people, only occasionally, react with astonishment and acknowledge our commitment-. These reactions point at the disappointing and deceiving features of a political situation I do not want to leave behind, but instead want to talk about this situation’s meaning or lack there of by using a small chronological sketch.

Political Volunteer Work in the Women's Movement 

(A Herstory of Motifs and Motivations for Repolitization

Academic textuality primarily employs a cryptic form of language, which is not interested in referencing everyday life anymore. In contrast to this, Edward Said wants to voice a plea in support of a way of thinking that understands itself as “amateurish”. “Amateurish critics would not be satisfied with the narrowly drawn boundaries of one discipline and its language since this would contradict the fundamental principle of “worldliness”….Amateurism literally means: An ‘activity which is guided by welfare and love.’ Intellectuals shall not make themselves dependent on one’s peers or profits and according to this an amateur is someone who is, ideally, “guided by the ethical willingness to change and to take up social responsibilities.” 

(Taken from: María do Mar Castro Varela & Nikita Dhawan 

‚Postkoloniale Theorie. Eine kritische Einführung’, transcript,2005, p. 46-49)

I have been involved with the women’s movement for about 25 years. This involvement had been in the segment of feminism which has focused on women’s autonomy, criticism of the male-dominated system, structural changes, and has always worked on the basis of /women and resistance. Over the course of this,/ time I have not experienced as/, to such an extent ”aging”, (There exists this running joke among us that feminism lets you stay younger)  and a lot of things have changed and a lot have not changed, just like a journey. You can read in the Etymology of the German language that “to experience“ used to / mean “to travel“ and soon changed its meaning to “to explore, to get to know, to go through“ and, from modern times on, to ’intelligent, proficient’. According to my perceptions and knowledge, this literal definition of ‘experience’ results in an astonishing congruency between the different waves and strategies of the women’s movement Just like a journey, that often has a clear starting point, but it is not always evident where it might lead to. We, thus, do not know where to position the current women’s movement, where it will lead to, if it has stopped – or, as many even claim, that it has dissolved itself; either with reasoning that it is not necessary anymore since women are equal now; or with stating that woman as a subject does not exist whereby the movement cancels itself out. 

I do not think that I have to retell the theoretical and scholarly, or the socio-practical and political developments of different feminisms.  Let’s just remember briefly that towards the beginning of the 2nd women’s movement most feminists got involved unconditionally with the with women’s issues without pecuniary safety nets. These dynamics were, however, soon handed over to state women’s policy, which, at that time, caused huge controversies, and thus lead to the development of professional feminism (e.g. in the field of realpolitik and more slowly on the university level). Feminism was, however, not completely merged in state women’s policies. This rather resulted in the first rift and was also caused by the decomposition of this new (or 2nd) women’s movement, which took place as a result of a conflict surrounding the ’true’ sexual and, thus, free personal and social identity. This development went hand in hand with the building of women’s spaces (such as women’s bookstores, women’s centers, women’s shelters) that were later subsumed under the term “women’s projects”. Interestingly, women-identified females primarily sponsored these women’s spaces that were based on self-determination, autonomy and last but not least existed due to self-exploitation. The slogan ’The Personal is Political’ was turned into an official statement for the excluded: Small but many attempts to free oneself from structures based on male-bonding. But, over the years, (I am leaving political analyses of the era of the western welfare state etc. out now) self-organized, anti-hierarchical politically motivated projects have more and more turned into social work with standards of professionalization and paid employees (respectively employees who had to be paid). In other words, a shift from comrade to colleague took place. This made the projects increasingly dependent on state subsidies.  On the one hand women’s liberation and the necessity to support oneself economically (from a feminist perspective from the left: Autonomy through paid labor) – and; on the other hand; the integration into the logic of work and capital and, and as a result, the complete assimilation to regulations formulated by institutions that deploy funds and also playing to the needs of middle-class life (that, of course, can  be attributed to getting older) and its consumerism. These dialectics have transformed the calling of political feminism into femi-social professions. (To put it a bit pathetically).  Professionalism and career have become /factors that are tightly knit with the respective project’s successful social-, team-, and organization management. During this phase the first signs of a tendency towards the disciplining, economization, and capitalization of women’s projects could already be observed. We have, in the meantime, arrived at the schizophrenic requirements of Neoliberalism: Ranging from project quality management/standards, from individual self-improvement/regulation on the one hand to voluntary social (civic) work, unpaid internships or precarious employment on the other hand. Catchphrases such as quality criteria, structural, processual and result effectivity; self-empowerment, power techniques, enterprising self are symptoms and manifestations of a regulating ideology that does want to reflect on itself and, therefore, dismisses everything as ideological and, thereby, as unreal that does not correspond to its economic rationality. Ethical, political or even feminist values, stubbornness, formal arrangement and criticism have increasingly been replaced by economic efficiency criteria.  

One of the essential maxims of the women’s movement – autonomy- was discursively expropriated and turned into a category of the Neoliberal Self only dedicated to the optimization of its interests, and de/regulated. In abstract terms the shift can also be redrawn with regard to the postmodern ’I’ – the genealogy in the context of feminist-theoretical reflections of the second FB. (Now very cursorical) The struggle against oppression and exploitation was aimed against the female status as object (equal feminism) and against the subjectification of woman (difference feminism). At this historical moment the male ‘art of reason as deceit’ is unfolding and declares the death of the subject –on the basis of the beheading of the master man-. Feminist theory has, in so far, willingly claimed the deconstruction of the subject for itself which as a concept of ’new’ femininity should not be exhausted by an adaption of a fixed, genuine, quasi natural woman/subject (deconstruction feminism). With the discursive change to the complete elimination of the subject woman to a solely written and assigned body (over the course of its simultaneous dematerialization), the subject woman (and, thereby, the feminist subject) has been dismissed for the benefit of a never fixed, but always self-determinable identity concept (construction respectively post-feminism). 

This is, obviously, only an abbreviated and last but not least subjective description. I also want to add that talking about the subject woman and the subject feminism here I have never –neither over the course of my feminist life nor in political theory- drawn upon a homogeneous, homologous (and either a hegemonic and universal), un/conscious normatively constituted female subject or identity. I only know women who differ from each other. There has never been ’the woman’ but 100 million women. The desire for a common policy has only concerned the level of (worldwide) structural similarities in relation to phenomena of exclusion, oppression, exploitation and alienation. I, therefore, consider the self-understanding of the followers of the construct as avant-garde (classical western belief in progress) , strangely arrogant and think that it ignores the contradictions of all, still unrealized, feminist political claims. In addition to that, I have experienced, as university lecturer and mediator in different educational contexts, how deeply young women are unsettled by the anti-sexing verdict. They have already lost ground and their connection with the world due to such a high level of political correctness and often remain speechless before they know who they are and what they want (i.e. become adults).

Put polemically, the goal would neither be women’s liberation from men nor women’s liberation towards women but women’s liberation from woman. (Whereby we are again coming back to men? Or fantasy figures that are only, by chance, sexist, racist etc. and they have, of course, chosen to be like that themselves). 

The whole story could be summed up as the shift from subject (what, literally, also means the ’inferior’) to individual (what literally means the ’undividable’). This is, in my opinion, tightly linked with the governmental concept that is in the process of realization. It is, thus, reflected in a mirror-like manner. (It would be necessary here to initiate a comprehensive examination of the congruency or the negative dialectics of this current reflection in relation to the development of trans/gender- and gender mainstreaming theorems and practices; today I can only invite you to initiate such a project with a few key words). 

Neoliberalism can be briefly outlined, /as a /form of governance that is ruled by self-governance in terms of economic efficiency which has constructed a language of self-fulfilment. This ’political rational’ aims at the ’economization of welfare’. 

This form of governing of ’acting on the basis of activities’  (Foucault) does not result in the suppression of subjectivities but aims at the self/production of a subjectivity that ’voluntarily’ attaches itself to governmental objectives. Today the freedom of engaging in activities turns into a constraint and, thus, you become an instrument of a form of self/control that is simultaneously the process of an ‘innovative’ subjectification. It’s everyone’s own fault if she lacks autonomy, initiative, flexibility, dynamics, mobility, and adaptability. The individual has become an active product that has to / represent itself. It is assumed that everyone works on him/herself, and this concept has become identical with ’training for the job’. The proponents of Neoliberalism confuse options of selection and consumable identities with freedom. Today you cannot, so to speak, refuse ’autonomy’. On the contrary, a form of self-evolvement is indulged in that requires and aims at distinction. ‘I’ can only find my place as a competitor –in participatory teams, of course, where everyone empowers each other to give the best-.  

Terms such as alienation, criticism, solidarity, exploitation, oppression, differences, victimization – have all given way to a concept of self-deduced and induced activities by means of continual self-improvement where Being and Representation are identical-. The isolated ones are, in a way, left to their own devices so that they are free to do what has been imposed on them. The seeming self-fulfilment is the counterpart: I recently saw a talk show where young, healthy, and, in no way, physically impaired women praised their breast implants / because men would consider them to be sexy and, thus, themselves more valued by men.  

This image of humanity enormously affects the gender issue. Where structural superiority and inferiority are negated, and responsibility is imposed on/integrated into the individual, the gender issue does not seem to be an issue at all and feminist options are re-formulated into individual flexibilities. 

The pressure to increasingly professionalize single individuals and projects through continual coaching and advanced trainings serves the general career principle as life-fulfilment.  Who refuses to play that game, and who does not accept it as a worthy concept of work and life – and who is not, to a high extent, dependent on pre-structured social acknowledgement rituals (and, therefore, e.g. works for a non-profit organization)- or does that person not want to play that game? ’Professional’ originates from ’to profess, to declare oneself’ – the pressure to professionalize, thus, results in the continuous emphasis on continuous public commitment to paid labor.  Secularized remnants of the connection between profession and calling are invoked, which are supposed to assist in climbing to heaven quickly and are target-oriented. The Latin word ‘vocatus’ (vocation, calling) was later replaced by ‘career’, which etymologically originates from ‘path’ (interestingly, also the stem word ‘carrus’, car’). Is this, perhaps, about those who publicly confess their professional (non/existing) activities and are put under stress to continually “sort out the mess again“ (proverb). The individual cannot play along here. She does not confess to believing in the comprehensive availability of her life’s desires and energies – anyhow not o n l y if her efforts lead to an exchange ratio. 

The link between work and life has already filled the ranks of thousands of libraries: especially today due to lack of work, precarious employment, debates on basic income. Ora et labora. (Work is: Hardship, the postponement of death, identity, subject, necessity, Protestant, product, pretending; has become immaterial; is boring, is running out, self sacrificing, reproductive, exploitation, leisure time, slavery, capitalist, private, must be found, public, productive, relationship, alienation, voluntary, surplus value, of no value, thinking, sex, sports, food, culture, violence, conscience, money). 

I have recently encountered a quote, which is relevant in this context, on the ambiguous meaning of the German word ‘arbeit’ in English: “English is advantaged because it has two different terms for the different aspects of the German word ’arbeit’. ‘Work’ creates utility values and is determined qualitatively; in contrast to labor which creates values and is measured quantitatively.“ (Guess who I have taken this from .. Karl Marx: Capital. A Critique of Political Economy Vol. I. (1867) (MEW 23, S. 61) Marx links the ’double character’ of ’arbeit’ always with overspending: The abstract and general aspect produces the value of goods – and, thereby, the exchange value and, thereof, is quantitative; the concrete and useful aspect produces the utility value and is, thereof, qualitative. Nowadays, it is suggested that quality growth exists where management and standardization focus on quantity optimization. Tendency: Utility value changes into exchange value (as consumption value). A system that primarily focuses on the maintenance of individual wealth cannot, in principle, bear the distinct aspect of loss. Overspending is only accepted as a guarantee for the performance of worthwhile effectivity. The unproductive aspect of overspending (according to G. Bataille: Aufhebung der Ökonomie), the waste of time, material, and energies without calculation, without exchange in return and wasteful consumption, that cannot be used as a means of production, thus, cannot be integrated into the economic rationale. Parties, art, luxury consumption are forms of a waste of riches, i.e. no appropriated production. The fundamental concept here, is that people do not only live to work but also live for the sheer end in itself. The homogenous system of co-operative production and the re-investment of surplus value into the production of more wealth is confronted with heterogeneous sovereignty that ecstatically spends its abundance. 

However, in times of Neoliberal ideology (based on the disguise of the governmental equation of state control with self-control) a work-life balance that does not admit any superfluous time is praised; the individual does not only have to ask him/herself which tasks they should ideally fulfil during their working hours but also which tasks they ‘want’ to finish off efficiently during their leisure time. The controlled individual takes charge of herself ’voluntarily; the themes of waste have disappeared in the topology of intermittent applicability of ’human resources’. (And only discharges itself into ’consum – ergo sum’ and purchasable leisure activities.) 

One opportunity to meaningfully escape from this purpose rationality– and this is my thesis- is to overspend oneself in unpaid political work. According to Hannah Arendt (in active life or in professional life) political activism has turned into a profession. As is generally known Arendt criticizes the glorification of work in our culture.  Her differentiation of human activities into work- production-trade relegates work to the field of necessities, thus to the necessities of survival. And not, as we are used to, confusing the meaning of life with work. ‘The victory of the Animal laborans’ has led to the loss of a successful human existence since we are using up our powers in the production process in order to spend them on consumption.  This form of void self-centeredness –leads to global alienation and loneliness; and has lost and forgotten the political as the, based on verbal activities, excellent ability to be free. Individual and private freedom is preferred over political freedom, as part of and through actions that help to shape the world. Thereby we have been deprived of the radical spirit of the official-political dimensions of our existence. However, voluntary and, in this sense unpaid labor, is cancelled out as work and has turned into joint, thus pluralist actions. Political actions are not based on a predictable production of perfection. It lacks any purposeful rationality; it is its own purpose. The ecstatic overspending (Batailles) can be, in this sense, compared with this ex-centric understanding of the political, of purposeless activities – that do not refer to the subjective self but to joint speech and actions of the “others” in relation to global reference. This form of selflessness – in contrast with today’s necessary self-improvement- may seem to be luxurious (who can afford it can invest time without receiving any money for it; an arrogant draft). But you do not need to be wealthy in order to be able to want the seemingly redundant- different form of wealth. The potential draft is that you might prolong typical female self-exploitation and precarious employment /is not about abstract exchange but about a gift beyond usability. This ideal is, so to speak, an attempt to present a mise-en-scene, an immanent transcendence; a place that is situated outside of the belief in the subjugation to the pre-given, and is therefore possible because we have organized ourselves autonomously from paid work. According to H.Arendt the labor society condemns to history- and inexperience. A part of gaining experiences is the meeting of several people who speak with each other, a ‘We’ of different ones. The social non-acknowledgement of such political projects whose actual worth and wealth would, in this sense, be: In reference to e a c h  o t h e r, a form of critical judgement and distancing from the system. Not only to support our own advancement but to support the existence of such spaces for debate (an honorary post instead of ambition) might be what E.Said argues when he writes that only the connection with political realities enables intellectuals to set truth against dominance. “ Without connection with the world there can be no place / for......intellectuals from where  and in whose direction they talk.“ Likewise, you think of the necessity of real or metaphorical exile, which only makes the necessary multitude of visions for plurality possible. (ib. See above.)

Because criticism and self-criticism will remain, they can save us from agreeing with that which is unacceptable in everyday life. Critical practice has not become utopian; it makes changes unavoidable. 

The neoliberal mission is to de-contextualize and to individualize; our mission is to re-contextualize and to re-politicize. 

