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HOUSE ORGAN

Letter from Rome. Aflter five years of publication our sister journal in
Rome has changed its name to Ecologia Politica. “*CNS’ is retained as
a sub-title,” cditor Giovanna Ricoveri wriles in the introduction of the
current issue of EP, “to indicate continuity with the past [which means
that] we reject the slogan ‘ecology is neither left nor right but up front.’
Instcad we think that both EP and CNS are points of reference for a red-
green-feminist alliance.

“The change of title reflects an underlying change over time with
regard to the cultural roots of the journal. At the beginning, our roots
were in the socialist tradition generally, and the themes of ‘eco-
Marxism,” ‘second contradiction of capitalism,’ and ‘conditions of
production’ in particular. With each subsequent issue, the journal
broadened its perspective to include themes such as ‘anti-utilitarianism’
(c.g., the critique of development by Serge Latouche and others) and
the conclusions of radical environmentalism (such as the ‘monocultures
of the mind’ of Vandana Shiva and the ecofeminism of Mary Mellor).

“The title change also reflects a break with the premise we adopted
when we launched the journal in March, 1991. We said at the time that
we wanted to privilege translations from CNS (U.S.) and our sister
journals. We justificd this position in terms of the political situation at
the time: the fall of the Berlin Wall, the end of ‘real’ socialism, and the
resulting need (o rethink socio-economic and political analysis on the
left. We now think that translations and original material from Italy
should get equal emphasis. We believe that to recategorize social
analysis requires us to probe and lay bear the social contradictions
created by present crisis of the planet, by which we mean the crisis of
resources (of nature and conditions of production) and the social crisis
(mass unemployment and social exclusion).

“The new Italian center-left government, the economics of which
coincides with that of the Bank of Italy and the Maastricht Treat, offers
us the chance to take a step forward. The environmental politics of this
government is necessarily ‘greenwashing’ (not true environmentalism
at all), despite the fact that the Greens are in the government. We, the
critical left, believe that the new political situation holds out new.
opportunities as well as new responsibilities, at least at the level of
analysis, if not yet of organizing (which may in fact be impossible for

CNS 7 (4), December, 1996 1
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BRIEFS

Capitalism and Reproduction*
By Mariarosa Dalla Costa

The sphere of reproduction today reveals all the original
sins of the capitalist mode of production. Reproduction
must be vicwed, of course, from a planetary perspective,
with special attention paid to the changes that are taking
place in the lower social strata in advanced capitalism, as
well as to the increasing proportion of the Third World
population. We live in a planetary economy, and capitalist
accumulation still draws its life blood for its continuous
valorization from waged and unwaged labor, the latter
consisting first of all of the labor involved in social
reproduction in the advanced as well as the Third World
countrics.!

We find that social “misery” or “unhappiness,” which Marx
considered to be the “goal of the political economy,”? has largely been
realized everywhere. How incredible it now seems, Marxist analysis
apart, to claim that capitalist development in some way brings a
generalized well-being to the planet.

Social reproduction today is more beset and overwhelmed than ever

by the laws of capilalist accumulation: the continual and progressive
expropriation (from the “primitive” expropriation of the land as a means

*Paper presented at a seminar on Women’s Unpaid Labor and the World
System, organized by the Japan Foundation, April 8, 1994, Tokyo, as part
of the Foundation's “‘European Women's Study for Environmental Issues.”
Translated from ltalian by Julian Bees. .

IM. Dalla Costa, The Power of Women and the Subversion of the
Community (London: Falling Wall Press, 1972).

2K, Marx, “Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts (1844)" in Early
Writings (London: Penguin, 1975), p. 286.
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of production, which dates from the 16th century in England, to the
cxpropriation, then as now, of all the individual and collective rights
that cnsurc subsistence); the continual division of society into
conflictual hierarchies (of class, sex, race, and nationality, which pit the
frecc waged worker against the unfree unwaged worker, against the
uncmployed worker, and the slave laborer); the constant production of
inequality and uncertainty (with the woman as reproducer facing an even
more uncerlain fate compared with the waged worker and, if she is also
a member of a race or nation that is discriminated against, who suffers
yet deeper discrimination); the continual polarization of the production
ol wealth (which is more and more concentrated) and the production of
poverty (which is increasingly widespread).

As Marx writes in Capital: “Finally, the law which always holds
the relative surplus production or industrial reserve army in equilibrium
with the extent and energy of accumulation rivets the worker (o capital
more firmly than the wedges of Hephaestus held Prometheus to the
rock. It makes an accumulation of misery a necessary condition,
corresponding to the accumulation of wealth. Accumulation of wealth
at onc pole is, therefore, at the same time accumulation of misery, the
torment of labor, slavery, ignorance, brutalization and moral degradation
at the opposite pole, i.c., on the side of the class that produces its own
product as capital.”® This is true, not only for the population
overwhelmed by the Industrial Revolution of the 19th century. It is
cven more accurate today, now that capital accumulation passes through
faclory, plantation, dam, minc, and even carpet weaving workshops
where it is by no means rare for children to be working in conditions of
slavery.

Indecd, capitalist accumulation spreads through the world by
extracling labor for production and reproduction in conditions of
stratification which end in the re-establishment of slavery. According to
a recent estimate, over 200 million people are working in conditions of
slavery in the world (oday.4

Those economic forces, supported by political power, unfolded
during the period of primitive accumulation in Europe with the aim of
destroying the individual’s value in relationship to his/her community,
in order to turn him/her into an isolated and valueless individual, a mere
container for laborpower which s/he is obliged to sell to survive,
continuc (o mark human reproduction on a planctary scale. The

3K. Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume One (London:
Penguin, 1976), p. 799.
The Economist, January 6, 1990.
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indifference shown by capital towards the reproduction of laborpower in
the first phase of its history was only very partially, and today
increasingly precariously, redeemed centuries later by the creation of the
Welfare State. Currently, the task being set by the directives of the
major financial agencies, the International Monetary Fund and the
World Bank, is to re-draw the boundarics of welfare and economic
policies as a whole in both the advanced and the developing countries.®
(The cconomic, social welfare and social insurance measures recently
introduced in Italy correspond precisely to the various “structural
adjustment” plans being applied in many Third World countries.) The
result is that increasingly large sectors of world population are destined
lo extinction because they are believed (o be redundant or inappropriate
to the valorization requirements of capital.

Just as at the end of the 1400s, when the bloody Iegislation against
the expropriated led to the mass hanging, torturing, branding, and
chaining of the poor,® so today the surplus or inadequately disciplined
population of the planet is exterminated through death by cold and
hunger in eastern Europe and various countries of the advanced West
(“more coffins less cradles in Russia™);? death by hunger and epidemic
in Africa, Latin America and elsewhere; death caused by formally
declared war, by genocide authorized directly or indirectly, by military
and police repression. The other variant of extinction is an individual or
collective decision for suicide because there is no possibility to survive.
(Itis significant that, according to the Italian press reports in 1993-94,
many cases of suicide in Italy are due to unemployment or to the fact
that the only work available is to join a criminal gang, while, in India,
the “tribal people™ in the Narmada valley have declared a readiness to die
by drowning if work continues on dam which will destroy their habitat
and, hence, the basis of their survival and cultural identity).®

The most recent and monstrous twist to this campaign of
extinction comes from the extreme example of resistance offered by
those who sell parts of their body, useless container for a laborpower
that is no longer salable. (In Italy, where the sale of organs is banned,

SM. Dalla Costa and G.P. Dalla Costa, eds., Donne e politiche del debito.
Condizione e lavoro femminile nella crisi del debito internazionale (Milan:
Franco Angeli, 1993 [English edition in preparation with Zed Books]).
SKarl Marx, 1976, op. cit., Chapter 28.

"La Repubblica, February 16, 1994, :

8The protest over the Narmada dam has received extensive coverage in
international publications and the international media. For a critical
interpretation of the proliferation of dams in the world, see Vandana Shiva,
Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Survival In India (London: Zed, 1990).



press and TV reports in 1993-94 mentioned instances in which people
said cxplicitly that they were willing to break the ban in exchange for
moncy or a job.) For those impoverished and expropriated by capitalist
expansion in the Third World, however, this is already a common way
for obtaining money. Press reports mention criminal organizations
which traffic in organs and supply perfectly lcgal terminals such as
clinics. This trade flourishes thanks to kidnapping, often of women and
children, and false adoption. An inquiry was recently opened at the
Europecan Parliament on the issue,? and various women’s networks are
trying to throw light on and block these crimes. But this is where
capitalist development, founded on the negation of the individual’s
value, celebrates its triumph; the individual owner of redundant or, in
any case, supcerfluous laborpower is literally cut to picces in order (o re-
build the bodies of those who can pay for the right to live to the
criminal or non-criminal scclors of capital which profit from it.

During the cra of primitive accumulation, when the free waged
worker was being shaped in England, the law still authorized slavery,'®
trcaling (he vagabonds, created by the feudal lords’ violent and illegal
cxpropriation of the land, as “voluntary” perpetrators of the crime of
vagabondage and ordaining that, if anyone should refuse to work, he
would be “condemned as a slave to the person who denounced him as an
idler.”!! But, il this reduction of the poor to slavery remained on a
rclatively limited scale in England, not that much later, capital launched
slavery on a much vaster scale, emptying Africa of the equivalent of
Europe’s population at that time through the slave trade (o the
Amecricas and the Caribbean.

But slavery, far from disappearing, has remained as onec of
capitalism’s unmentioned, concealed constants. The poverty imposed on
a large part of the planet by the major financial agencies chains entire
families to work in conditions of slavery so that they can pay their
creditors. Workers are made to work in conditions of slavery in
livestock farms, plantations and mines; children are made to work in
conditions of slavery in carpet workshops; women arc kidnapped or
fooled into working in the sex industry. But these arc only some
cxamples. It is significant that the problem of slavery was raised by the
Non-Government Organizations at their Forum in Vienna on June 10-
12 that preceded the UN’s World Conference on Human Rights on Junc
14-25, 1993.

9La Republica, September 16, 1993.
10K arl Marx. 1976, Book 1. op. cit., Chapter 28.
Wibid.. p. 897.
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Again, in the period of primitive accumulation, with the birth of
frec waged labor after the great expropriations, there was the greatest
case of sexual genocide in history, the great witch hunts, which, with a
series of other measures directed expressly against women, contributed
in a fundamental way (o forging the unfree, non-waged woman worker
in the production and reproduction of laborpower.!? Deprived of the
trades and means of production and subsistence typical of the earlier
cconomy, and largely excluded from craftwork or access to the new jobs
that manufacturing was offering, the woman was essentially faced with
two options for survival: marriage or prostitution. Even for women
who had found some form of work external to the home, prostitution at
that time was also a way of supplementing low family income or the
low wages paid to women. Over and above the various regimes and
meanings it has gone through in different eras and social contexts, it is
interesting that, in that period prostitution first became a trade exercised
by women at the mass level, one can say that during the manufacturing
period the individual proletarian woman was born fundamentally to be a
prostitute.'3

From this insoluble contradiction in the woman’s condition as an
unwaged worker in a wage cconomy'* sprouted the conditions for mass
prostitution in that period — and also the conditions on which the same
phenomenon is based today, but on a vaster scale, in order to generate
profits for one of the most flourishing industries at the world level, the
sex industry. This led the World Coalitions against Trafficking in
Women to present the first World Convention against Sexual
Exploitation in Brussels (May 1993). The women in the Coalition also
agreed to work for the UN’s adoption of the convention and its
ratification by the national governments.

Internationally, the sexual exploitation of women by organized
crime is increasingly alarming. In Italy, these organizations have
already brought many women from Africa and castern Europe to work
as prostitutes. The tricks used to cover up exploitation by prostitution
— for example, wife salcs by catalogue or “sexual tourism” in exotic
destinations — are legion and well-known. According to the Coalition’s
charges, various countrics already accept forms of “sexual tourism™ as a

125, Federici, “The Great Witch-Hunt,” The Maine Scholar 1, 1, 1988.

131.. Fortunati, L'arcano della riproduzione. Casalinghe, prostitue, operai e
capitale (Venice: Marsilio, 1981) and L. Fonunali, Sesso come valore d'uso
per il valore in L. Fortunate and S. Federici, /I grande Calibano. Storia del
corpe sociale ribelle nella prima fase del capitale (Milan: Franco Angeli,
1984) p. 209.

14M. Dalla Costa, 1972, op. cit.



planned component in national income. Thanks to individual women
and NGOs, studies of the direct government responsibility in forcing

women to serve as prostitutes for soldiers during World War II have
also begun.

Woman’s condition in capitalism is born with violence (just as the
free worker is born with violence); it is forged on the witches’ pyres,
and il is maintained with violence.!® Within the current context of the
population’s reproduction, the woman continues to suffer violence as
the subject of poverty at the world level (since her unpaid responsibility
for the home makes her the weak contracting party in the external labor
markel), but because of her lack of economic resources, she also suffers
a further violence of being sucked increasingly into organized
prostitution. The warlike visage that development increasingly assumes
simply worsens woman’s condition still furthcr and magnifics the
practice and mentality of violence against women.!® A paradigmatic
casc is the war rapc exercized as cthnic rape in the war in ex-
Yugoslavia.

I have mentioned only some of the social macro-operations which
allowed the capitalist system to “take off’ during the period of primitive
accumulation. Bul just as important were a series of other operations
left unmentioned here for the sake of brevity,!” but which could also be
illustrated today as aspects of the continual reproduction on a world
scalc of the class relationship on which capitalist development rests: the
perpetuation of the stratification of workers in society based on their
separation and imposed through the sexual division of labor.

The above considerations are designed to lead to one fundamental
theses: capitalist development has always been unsustainable because of
its human impact. To understand this point, all one needs to do is to
take the viewpoint of those who have been and continue to be killed by
it. A presupposition of capitalism’s birth was the sacrifice of a large
part of humanity, mass exterminations, the production of hunger and
miscry, slavery, violence and terror. Its continuation requires the same
presuppositions. Particularly from the woman’s viewpoint, capitalist
development has always been unsustainable because it places her in an

I3G.F. Dalla Costa, Un lavoro d'amore La violenza fisica componente
essenziale del “trattamento” maschile nei confornti delle donee (Milan:
Angeli, 1978 [English cdition in preparation with Zed Books]).
16Currently, there is a wide-ranging dcbate on the issue. See, A. Michel’s,
“La donna a repentaglio nel sistema di guerra,” Bozze 2, April-March,
1987, for a good reference point.

I7K. Marx, 1976, Book I, op. cit., Chapters 26-33.

116




unsustainable contradiction, by being an unwaged worker in a wage
economy and, hence, for that reason, denied the right to an autonomous
existence. And if we look at the subsistence economics — continually
besieged, undermined and overwhelmed by capitalist development — we
sce that development continually deprives women of the land and water
which for them are fundamental means of production and subsistence in
sustaining the entire community.

The expropriation of land leaped to the world’s attention in
January, 1994, with the revolt of the indigenous people in Chiapas,
Mexico. The media could hardly avoid reporting this revolt because of
the role played by Mexico’s alignment with the Western powers
through the agreement for the North American Free Trade Agreement.
The perversity of producing wealth by expropriation and the production
of miscry was there for all to see. But it is also significant that the
dramatic consequences of expropriation of the land led those involved to
draw up the Women's Action Agenda 21, in Miami in November,
1991, to make a forceful appeal for women to be guaranteed land and
access to food.'8 At the same time, the process of capitalist expansion
— in this case, with the Green Revolution — led many people to
practice the selective abortion of female fetuses and girl-child infanticide
in some arcas of the Third World — from sexual genocide to preventive
annihilation.'?

The question of unsustainable development has become topical
fairly recently with the emergence of evidence of various environmental
disasters and forms of harm inflicted on the ecosystem. The Earth, the
water running in its veins, and the air surrounding it have come to be
seen as an ccosystem, a living organism of which humans are a part,
the same humans whose lives depend on the life and equilibrium of the
ecosystem, compared to the idea of Nature as the “other” of Humanity
— a nature to be dominated and whose elements are to be appropriated
as though they were potential commodities waiting in a warehouse.
After five centuries of expropriation and domination, the Earth is
returning to the limelight. In the past it was sectioned, fenced in, and
denied to the free producers. Now, the Earth is itself being expropriated
of its reproductive powers — tuned topsy-turvy, vivisectioned, and
made a commodily. But these extreme operations (like the “banking”
and patenting of the genetic codes of living species) belong to a single

18“Women’s Action Agenda 21,” in World Women® Congress for a Healthy
Planer (Official Report, 812, November 1991, Miami, Florida, United
Nations, New York, N.Y).

19y Shiva, op. cit.
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process whosc logic of exploitation and domination has brought the
planct to such devastation in human and environmental terms as to
provoke disquicting questions as (o the future possibilities and
modalitics of human reproduction.

But cnvironmental destruction is united with the destruction
wreaked on an increasingly large proportion of humanity. The
destruction wrcaked on the human groups is necessary for the
perpetuation of capitalist development today, just as it was at its
origins. To stop subscribing to this general destruction, and hence to
approach the problem of “sustainable development,” means, above all,
lo take into account the struggles that are moving against capitalist
development in the metropolises and the rural areas. It also means
deflying hegemonic practices, so as to set capitalist development behind
us by claborating a different approach (o knowledge.

In interpreting various anli-capitalist struggles and movements, a
global vision must be maintained of the many different parts of socicty
rebelling in various forms and contexts throughout the planet. To give
priority to some and ignore others would mean adopting the same logic
of scparation and counterposition which is the soul of capitalist
development. The cancellation and annihilation of a part of humanity
cannot be given as a forcgone conclusion. In the metropolises and the
advanced capitalist countries in general, many no longer have the waged
job which, in their own context, is the source of subsistence. At the
same (ime, the welfare measures representing the complex of individual
and collective rights that contribute to ensuring survival are being cut
back. Human rcproduction has already reached its limits: the woman’s
reproductive encrgy is increasingly dried out like a spring whose water
has been spread over (0o much land.20

Reproduction is crushed by the general intensification of labor, by
the over-extension of the working day, amid cuts in resources whereby
the lack of waged work, 100, becomes a stress-laden scarch for work
and/or illegal employment, added to the laborious work of reproduction.
I'have no space to give a more extensive description of the complex
phenomena that have led (o the drastic reduction in the birthrate in the
advanced countrics, particularly in Italy (where the index of: fertility rate
is 1.26, and where the population shows zero growth). But it should
also be remembered that women'’s refusal to function as machines for
reproducing laborpower, demanding instead to reproduce themselves and
others as social individuals, has represented a major moment of

207hid,
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women’s resistance and struggle.2! The contradiction in women’s
condition — whereby women are at a disadvantage in searching for
financial autonomy through waged work outside the home, since they
also remain primarily responsible for the production and reproduction of
laborpower — has exploded in all its unsustainability. Women in the
advanced countries have fewer and fewer children. In general, humanity
in the advanced countries is less and less desirous of reproducing itself.

But women'’s great refusal in countries like Italy at the same time
demands an answer to the overall question we are discussing: it demands
a new type of developnient in which human reproduction is not built on
an unsustainable sacrifice by women as part of a conception and
structure of life, which is nothing but labor time within an intolerable
sexual hierarchy. The “wage” struggle, in both its direct and indirect
aspects, does not concern solely “advanced” areas as something distinct
from “rural” ones, for there are very few situations in which survival
rests solely on the land. To sustain the community, the wage economy
is most often interwoven with resources lypical of a subsistence
cconomy, whose overall conditions are continually under pressure from
the political and economic decisions of the major financial agencics
such as the IMF and the World Bank.22 Today, it would thus be a fatal
error not to defend the wage level and guarantees for the income — in
moncy, goods and services — that it is working humanity’s right to
demand, since the wealth and power of capitalist sociely has been
accumulated on the basis of five centuries of its labor. At the same
time, land, water and forests must remain available for those whose
subsistence depends on them, and to whom capilalist expropriation
offers only extinction. As different scctors of humankind seck and
demand a different kind of development, the strength to sustain this
demand grows to the cxtent that everyone refuses their own extinction
and the extinction of others.

The question of human reproduction posed by women's rejection of
procreation is now turning into the demand for another type of
development. This demand seeks completely new horizons. The concept
of welfare is not enough. The demand is now for happiness, for a
formulation of development that opens up the satisfaction of the basic
needs on whose suppression capitalism was born and has grown. One of
those nceds is for time, as against a life consisting solely of labor;
another is the nceds for physical life/sexuality (above all, with one’s
own and other people’s bodies, with the body as a whole, not just the

2IM. Dalla Costa, 1972, op. cit.
22M. Dalla Costa and G.F. Dalla Costa, eds., op. cit.
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functions that make it more productive), as against the body as a mere
container for laborpower or a machine for reproducing laborpower. Yet
another need is the need for sociality/collectivity (not just with other
men and women, but with the various living beings with which can
now only be encountered after a laborious journey out of the city), as
against the scparation/isolation of individuals in the body of society and
living nature as a whole. And still another need is for public space (not
just the public parks and squares or the few other areas permitted to the
collcetivily), as against the enclosure, privatization, and continual
restriction of available space. Then there is the desire to find a
relationship with the totality of the Earth as a public space as well as
the need for play, indeterminacy, discovery, amazement, contemplation,
cmotion.....

Obviously, I am not trying (o “define” fundamental needs, only to
register some needs systematically frustrated by this mode of
production, which therefore has certainly not served human happiness.
But I think one must have the courage to pose happiness as a problem.
This requircs the reanalysis of the notion of development, in order to
think again “in the grand manner,” and to reject the fear that raising the
question of happiness may appear as too daring or as something too
subjcclive. Rigoberta Menchu tells how the mothers in her community
teach their girls from the start that the life facing them will be a life of
immense toil and suffering.?? But she also wondered why, and the why
reflects very precise, capitalist reasons: “We started to reflect on the
roots of the problem, and we came to the conclusion that its roots lay
in possession of the land. We did not have the best land, the landowners
did. And every time we clear new land, they try to take it from us or to
steal it in some way.”24 Rigoberla has raised the problem of how to
change this state of affairs; she has not cultivated the myth of human
unhappiness. And the Christian teaching she has used alongside the
Mayan (raditions, has offered various lessons, including that of the Old
Testament’s Judith.

In my view, it is no coincidence that, in these last 20 years, the
woman’s question, the question of the indigenous populations,?S and

23, Burgos, Mi chiamo Rigoberta Menchu (Florence: Giunti, 1990).
241hid., p. 144,

25As was stressed by the Working Group on Indigenous Peoples at the NGO
Forum in Vienna (June 10-12, 1993), these peoples have worked especially
hard during the last two decades to get their voice heard, to make progress
on questions concerning them (the question of land, above all), to obtain
greater respect for and a formalization of their rights in written form.
Significant stages in the process have been the Kari Oca Declaration, the

120




the question of the Earth have assumed growing importance, for they
are linked by an especially close synergy. The path toward a different
kind of development cannot ignore them. There is much knowledge still
lodged in civilizations which have not died but have managed to conceal
themselves, and their secrets have been maintained thanks to their
resistance to the will to annihilate them. The Earth encloses so many
powers, especially its power to reproduce itself and humanity as one of
its parts. Thesc powers have been discovered, preserved and enhanced
more by women’s knowledge than male science. It is crucial, then, that
this other knowledge — of women, of indigenous populations, and of
the Earth, whose “passiveness” is capable of regenerating life26 —
should {ind a way of emerging and being heard. This knowledge appears
now as a decisive force that can lift the increasingly deadly siege
capitalist development imposes on human reproduction.

Myth, Politics, and the
Global/Local Debate

By Ernest Garcia

Spanish sociologist Jestds Ibéiiez distinguishes two dimensions of
the social insertion of knowledge. One is a technical operation, denoted
and visible, pertaining to the mastery of nature or of human beings.
The second is a mythical operation, connoted and largely invisible,
pertaining to explanation, through which knowledge is self-justified and
justifies the social order producing it and which knowledge serves.!
This distinction is very relevant when we think about the relationship
between society and nature. In Western culture, nature is not only a
subject of science and ethics, it also possesses a pre-scientific and pre-

Land Charter of the Indigenous Pecoples, and the Convention of the
International Labour Organization on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples (ILO
Conv. No 169). This growing liaison and promotion of their demands was a
major factor in the speedy expressions of solidarity from the North
American indigenous populations during the rebellion of the indigenous
geople of Chiapas.

6V. Shiva, op. cit.

1J. Ibdiicz, Del algoritmo al sujeto: Perspectivas de la tnvestigacion social
(Madrid: Siglo XXI, 1985).
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