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New ethics in relation to work: a question of generation or of gender?

What is emerging, in terms of values and significances, in relation to the work reality as it appears today, very different from in the past, in the sense that regular work in the Fordian tradition (subordinate full-time work for an unspecified period of time) coexists with an ever-increasing number discontinuous, precarious – the names can be many – contractual forms?

This question must in my opinion be posed as an inevitable step towards comprehending everything that comes into play today, not only in relation to work but beyond; for instance to understand how the social relationships and the representation of the future have changed.

Furthermore, these  themes and problems are beginning to be the subject of studies and analyses, especially concerning the female component of young precarious workers (the adjective ‘young’ is here used to indicate an age bracket from 25 to 40). I am referring to the researches that are based, on a methodological level, on the primacy of stories told by the self-same workers, about their experiences. These researches and analyses have mainly been carried out by women, but also male readings are beginning to be accessible; they are motivated by an honest pursuit of exchange and based on a real need for understanding, in the face of a world in crisis and thus changing radically.

1. Insecurity and freedom.

In relation to those studies, one element must first of all be underscored; namely how these women relate to a condition of fragmentation of time, and to a different biographic linearity, in short to a generational horizon dominated by instability.

Yet, in their stories, the precarious condition is not just associated with a loss of rights and safety, or forms of “slavery” that cause anxiety and suffering, but also with a possibility to play one’s life and choices freely, and to get out of the cages of Twentieth-century employment. 

In this context I have found the considerations of Massimo Ceriani interesting; when listening to these women interviewed by him, he has observed that “life has invaded work” to them, and that this position, that he defines “keeping more worlds together” displaces many of his convictions, forcing him to look at his partial experience with work, that on the contrary has proceeded by separations: “time for work, time for life”.

And so separations and borders break down, and this – to quote Luisa Muraro – is by no means a welcome development, because life, where it is introduced, undermines, disorients, displaces and at the same time seeks ways to express itself in the best possible way, but it does not necessarily follow that reality becomes less complicated and complex.

2. Conflict and new forms of coalition. 

Another point that appears interesting to me is the way these young women experience the problem of solidarity at work and criticism of power relationships in a historical moment during which the trade union experience and its traditional forms of aggregation of workers faces a crisis. And thus, if some theorize the “precarious conflict” – that however often remains a mysterious object – and forms of coalition consisting of social networks, often through digital means and the web, the predominant impression nevertheless remains that, as far as these themes are concerned, one tends to focus on one’s own individual progress rather than on collective projects or on changing the world. In other words, these women seem to tend to focus on the smaller context, and while it is true that everyone shows great ability in finding a dimension of life and salvation for herself, this mainly tends to be limited to a closed, individual dimension, or at most to a sphere of  close relations.

3. The centrality (not only economic) of the family.

But also other things emerge from these tales, for instance the central role played by the family with respect to work itineraries. However, from this profile we seem to encounter an oscillation between those who only consider it in terms of economic or material support, and others who on the contrary see it as a priority context, in which their own professional choices (and thus, for instance, the desire and need to experiment with different activities) are shared and encouraged.

This, on the other hand, brings to mind  another and important historical change that has taken place: today it does not even cross anybody’s mind that a daughter’s position and fate in society is foregone. The idea that a woman may freely build her life and career is therefore by now a generally accepted fact. 

4. Work and the relationship with the future.

Finally, an interesting point that emerges from these researches appears, to me, to be the original way in which these women relate to the future: they often say they do not want to define projects, because it is too difficult in the situation they are facing; yet they do not relinquish their search for a “meaning”, for an investment in their desires of the present moment, that will eventually become the future.

I am thinking of stories told by women who,  in the face of the insecurity of their work and economy, do not hesitate to move to another city, to find a better one, where it is possible to live human relations of exchange; where one may travel to the nearby countryside, and come home with bags of excellent food. But I am also thinking of the case of a girl who wants to found a social cooperative, even if it means borrowing; or the other one who, even if her companion is unemployed, decides to start living together all the same, “no matter what happens….”. Or those young women who, in spite of their precarious jobs and in some cases sentimental relations, ultimately declare themselves determined to have children, to face the challenge of maternity, an aspect of their life they describe as fundamental.

5. The difference made by work.

These short notes certainly reveal elements of discontinuity or a break with the past, and with previous generations. Consequently, as to forms of coalition – a result that must also be related to the loss of a stable workplace that, let us not forget, has represented the humus of the development of the trade union phenomenon – and the relationship with the family, less conflict-ridden and more positively involved in the choice of work itineraries and, more general, of life.

Yet I do not believe these differences are so radical as to prevent one from recognizing the essential originality of the female experience in the relation with work, and the main challenges that it entails on an ethical level. 

And here I am above all basing my line of thought on the importance attributed by women of different social origins and  age, and in different locations,  to the primacy of freedom, to the question of the meaning of work and, thus, to a constant self-interrogation on what one wants and what one is doing in an attempt to keep life and work together. But I am also thinking of the priority of competence over competition, that we nevertheless encounter in the tales of these women. All aspects of work that we today, thanks to our research on female subjectivity, no longer interpret as shortcomings and inadequacies, but as an own, autonomous female culture. 

6. The subject (and object) of the law governing labor changes, and science must change accordingly.

Indeed – and this is exemplarily recognized in one of the most authoritative and recognized studies on the changing scenario of work - the introduction of women in the workplace has entailed the de-structuring of the Fordian patriarchal model and the shattering of the difference between the sexes. In other words, it has entailed the manifestation of new needs and desires in the relationship with work, transforming it, its symbolic representations, the ways it is conducted and, consequently, its contractual and juridical forms.

This actually poses another great problem, to which I am only alluding; namely how to assume the subjectivity of the process of formation of the juridical roles, or how to value the importance of these different experiences and representations, on the basis of the conviction that a good labor law is one that succeeds in going beyond a world characterized by the primacy of a persuasive and victorious capitalism, and in other words oriented towards the expression of new needs, desires, and values as they emerge in the female component of the workforce. 
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