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WHO CARES?
NEOLIBERALISM, INFORMAL LABOUR,

AND LIFE-MAKING

Koga briga?
Neoliberalizam, neformalni rad i proizvodnja života

ABSTRACT: In this paper we develop a Marxist-feminist intervention into the 
phenomena of informal labour and life-making through a social reproduction 
lens. In order to approach these issues in a more consistent manner, we structure 
the argumentation in two parts. After taking a few necessary theoretical and 
methodological notes on neoliberal abolition of society and on Social Reproduction 
Theory, in the second part of the paper we elaborate the problem of informal labour 
and we link it to the recent crisis of care work. We assert that this “care crisis” 
arises from the neoliberal need for a reconfiguration of reproduction, deepened by 
reassigning the responsibility of care from welfare state to personal initiative and 
charity. Suggested thematic inclination of the paper evokes the concept of ideological 
formalization of family as a fundamentally “anti-social unit” and critically 
approaches the ideology of “familialisation”. When it comes to the matter of context 
and method, we depart from the premise that economic liberalism, grounded in 
individualist premises, represents an ideological expression of capitalism, and that 
family as a system for governing social reproduction within households depends not 
only upon naturalisation, but also upon individuation.
KEY WORDS: neoliberalism, reproduction, informal labour, care crisis, abolition 

of family

APSTRAKT: Polazeći od teorije socijalne reprodukcije, u ovom radu izvodimo 
marksističko-feminističku intervenciju posvećenu fenomenima neformalnog rada 
i proizvodnje života. Kako bismo ovim pitanjima pristupili čim konzistentnije, 
argumentaciju strukturiramo u dva dijela. Nakon nekoliko nužnih teorijsko-
metodoloških napomena o neoliberalnom ukidanju društva i teoriji društvene 
reprodukcije, u drugom dijelu rada detaljnije elaboriramo problem neformalnog 
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rada i povezujemo ga s trenutnom krizom skrbnog rada. Tvrdimo da ova “kriza 
skrbi” slijedi iz neoliberalne potrebe za rekonfiguracijom reprodukcije koja se sve 
više produbljuje uslijed prebacivanja odgovornosti za skrb s države na privatnu 
inicijativu i dobročinstvo. Predložena tematska inklinacija rada evocira koncept 
ideološke formalizacije obitelji kao fundamentalno “antisocijalne jedinice” i kritički 
pristupa “obiteljaškoj” ideologiji. Kada je riječ o kontekstu i metodi, polazimo od 
premise da ekonomski liberalizam, temeljen na individualističkim premisama, 
predstavlja ideološki izraz kapitalizma, te da obitelj kao sustav upravljanja 
društvenom reprodukcijom unutar kućanstava ne ovisi samo o naturalizaciji, nego 
i individuaciji.
KLJUČNE RIJEČI: neoliberalizam, reprodukcija, neformalni rad, kriza skrbnog 

rada, ukidanje obitelji

1. Neoliberal abolition of society and the role of 
reproduction

One of the more brilliantly formulated principles of neoliberalism is definitely 
the one found in the iconic statement of Margaret Thatcher: “There is no such 
thing [as society]! There are individual men and women and there are families 
[...]” (1987). By referencing the idea of Friedrich Hayek that “society” is simply 
a “spontaneous order” which should promote entrepreneurialism and personal 
responsibility (Hayek, 1998:101–102), Thatcher, almost programmatically, 
signals that every form of social solidarity or social roles of the state should be 
abolished in favour of individualism, private initiative and conservative family 
merits. In the same interview she goes on to say that “our lives will depend upon 
how much each of us is prepared to take responsibility for ourselves” (Thatcher, 
1987), which solidifies the way to neoliberal understanding of self-care and care 
for others as private and personal responsibilities.

 Due to the tight scope of this paper, it would be impossible to comprehensively 
elaborate all the problems of the Thatcherian hoax about the sanctity of private 
initiative or the neoliberal concept of individual responsibility. However, we will 
attempt to undertake one Marxist-feminist intervention into the phenomenon 
of informal labour and life-making through a social reproduction lens. In 
order to approach these issues in a more consistent manner, we will structure 
the argumentation in two parts. After taking a few necessary theoretical and 
methodological notes on neoliberalism and Social Reproduction Theory (SRT), 
in the second part of the paper we will elaborate the problem of informal labour 
and link it to the recent crisis of care work. We assert that this “care crisis” arises 
from the neoliberal need for a reconfiguration of reproduction, deepened by 
reassigning the responsibility of care from welfare state to personal initiative and 
charity. “The point is”, as critically emphasized by Emma Dowling, “that helping 
others must be voluntary and informed by an ethics of charity or other forms 
of moral obligation, such as those conferred by kinship. What it must not be is 
public – that is, organised, managed and funded collectively [...]” (2021:9).
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Suggested thematic inclination of the paper may evoke the concept of 
ideological formalization of family as a fundamentally “anti-social unit”, as 
formulated by Michèle Barrett and Mary McIntosh at the height of Thatcherian 
politics (Barrett and McIntosh, 2015). When it comes to the matter of context 
and method, we depart from the premise that economic liberalism, grounded 
in individualist premises, represents an ideological expression of capitalism 
(Losurdo, 2011; Landa, 2012:19), and that family as a system for governing 
social reproduction within households depends not only upon naturalisation, 
but also upon individuation (Weeks, 2021). Equally, we find the phenomenon 
of “reprivatisation” of key importance for the analysis of the issue of informal 
labour, since it explains the neoliberal processes of reducing and abolishing 
social-welfare services (Fraser, 2013:68).

When we talk about neoliberalism or neoliberal political economy, we are 
usually referring to financialized, predatory, and technocratic form of capitalism 
witnessed in the past forty years, striving to remove social obligations of the 
state and democratic administrative procedures.2 It also advocates free and non-
regulated market while focusing on redefining the shape and roles of the state 
(Mirowski, 2013: 436). Wendy Brown treats neoliberalism in a Foucauldian way, 
that is, as a governing rationality through which everything is “economized” in a 
very specific way: “human beings become market actors and nothing but, every 
field of activity is seen as a market, and every entity (whether public or private, 
whether person, business, or state) is governed as a firm” (2015).

While analysing the relationship between neoliberalism and social 
reproduction, we should take into account that it simultaneously affects three 
spheres: the macro (world market and world policies), the meso (institutions: 
state, market, family) and the micro (individual) (Bakker and Gill, 2006: 50). 
It also relies on the “free choice ideology”, which suggests that everything 
is possible with enough individual effort and personal entrepreneurial 
engagement (Čakardić, 2017). Neoliberalism sees the individual as a locus of 
endless possibilities for actualizing the entrepreneurial spirit and as a multi-use 
bundle of human capital. It counts with the interests of the individual always 
changing in accordance with the market and its values. This is the foundation 
of entrepreneurial individualism and a position in which the individual self 
is supposedly always tuned for personal metamorphoses, improvement and 
innovation.3 By analysing Thatcher’s economic reform in Great Britain, David 
Harvey concludes that the process of neoliberalisation necessitates a big amount 

2 Here we should remind that, in contrast to neoliberal political economy, classical 
neoliberalism comprises doctrines and philosophies arising in the 1930s and 1940s among 
European liberal economists who attempted to revive and restore central ideas of classical 
liberalism. In 1947 the Mont Pèlerin Society was founded in Switzerland and gathered liberal 
intellectuals from a dozen countries, most notably Walter Eucken, Friedrich A. von Hayek, 
Milton Friedman, Wilhelm Ropke, Ludwig von Mises, Karl Popper (cf. Mirowski and Plehwe, 
2009). 

3 It is worth of mentioning the distinction between liberal and neoliberal conception of 
individualism. While liberalism insists on the concept of a coherent individual self as its 
foundation, neoliberalism sees the individual self tuned so as to be always ready for personal 
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of “creative destruction”, not only in terms of previously built institutional 
frameworks and powers, but also in terms of labour division, social relations, 
care work, forms of living, and everyday reproductive activities (2005:3).

However, even if the Thatcherian individualism understood as a freedom 
of personal choice may seem appealing on the surface, an individual in and of 
themselves cannot replace society. On the categorical level, an individual is a 
mere abstraction without flesh and blood, a metaphysical idea that owes its real 
form to specific political and legal relations of power. To use more Hegelian 
terms, the abstract manifestation of the individual actualizes its subjectivity 
only through self-consciousness, but its concrete manifestation is shaped by 
its relations to others, which result in the consciousness of the individual of its 
own freedom within the social order. Thus, society cannot exist without some 
form of relation – political, ideological, productive, sexual – between at least two 
individual subjects.

Social reproduction and anti-social family

The contemporary sociality is based on social relations inherent to a 
particular mode of production, within which people are allocated certain roles 
and positions according to their class. In the capitalist mode of production, social 
relations are necessarily based on exploitation and are riddled with conflict. In 
order for the class relations thus established to survive in a bourgeois society, they, 
as well as the productive capacities they utilize, must be reproduced. One of the 
key units that ensures the reproduction of social relations and productive forces 
within capitalism – beside a series of public services that are being systematically 
suffocated in neoliberalism – is family. This somewhat unromantic fact about 
family, which was already alluded to by Friedrich Engels (2010), as well as 
multiple subsequent traditions of SRT4 and the wide struggles for the abolition 

reshaping in accordance with the market values. It is what Philip Mirowski calls “everyday 
neoliberalism” (2013).

4 Marxist-feminist approaches to the issue of social reproduction vary, and it is impossible to 
claim that there is one comprehensive theory. The discussions on domestic labour and wages 
for housework, articulated in the 1970s, represent only one approach to the problem of social 
reproduction. Starting with the essay “The Political Economy of Women’s Liberation” by 
Margaret Benston (1969), the text “L’ennemi principal” by Christine Delphy (1980), and finally 
the “Donne e sovversione sociale” by Mariarosa Dalla Costa from 1971 (Dalla Costa and 
James, 1975), a period of more systematic and thorough feminist research into the theory of 
social reproduction began, which became even more fruitful in the recent versions of unitary 
theory (cf. Vogel 2013; Arruzza 2013; Bhattacharya 2017; Gimenez 2018; Ferguson 2020; Jaffe 
2020). In parallel, the queer theory of social reproduction was sharpened by the respective 
scholars (Gleeson, 2019; Doyle Griffiths, 2021; Raha, 2021, Zazanis, 2021). However, it is 
important to note that the idea of social reproduction and wages for housework had been 
proposed well before, most importantly in the struggles of the welfare rights movement, led 
mainly by welfare mothers (most of them African American) in the 1960s United States and 
the “unsupported mothers” in England (Toupin, 2018:41). Some of these ideas were first 
articulated in Claudia Jones’ seminal 1949 essay, “To End the Neglect of the Problems of the 
Negro Woman”, where she coined the idea of triple oppression of working-class black women 
(1949). Also, cf. my thesis on “early Social Reproduction Theory” in which I detect initial 
premises of the SRT already in the texts and speeches of socialists and feminists such as Clara 
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of white, nuclear, bourgeois family (Lewis, 2022: 36–74), reveals the specific 
role allocated to the family, namely that of a focal point for social reproduction, 
which absorbs the problems that arise and accumulate in society. But what are 
we exactly referring to when we talk about the SRT? Why is it a necessary tool 
for an analysis of informal labour within neoliberalism?

Social Reproduction Theory is all about life-making. Its core tenet is the 
fact that the accumulation of surplus value is not possible without informal and 
unpaid labour that generates healthy labour power either through maintenance 
of direct producers, or by taking care of non-labouring members of the 
subordinate classes (children, the elderly and the unemployed), or through 
generational renewal of workers and their lives (birth taken for granted as the 
biological reproduction of new labour force) (Vogel, 2013:150). In recent times 
SRT has been used as a characteristic Marxist-feminist tool, a theoretical and 
critical framework, and a political strategy for tackling the relationship between 
oppression and exploitation, as well as waged and unwaged labour. It departs from 
Marx’s understanding of reproduction within the capitalist mode of production 
(Čakardić, 2020) but expounds on Marx’s theoretical sketch and redirects the 
analysis from the logic of capital toward labour power (Jaffe, 2020:6–7). It poses 
the question formulated in the words of Tithi Bhattacharya: “If worker’s labor 
produces all the wealth in society, who then produces the worker?” (2017:1). 
Thus, SRT locates “hidden” processes that enable production, and it seeks to 
investigate the existential conditions of the worker and analyses the phenomena 
of life-making and produced gender reality. Nancy Fraser sums up this issue in 
the following paragraph:

Non-waged social-reproductive activity is necessary to the existence 
of waged work, the accumulation of surplus value and the functioning 
of capitalism as such. None of those things could exist in the absence 
of housework, child-rearing, schooling, affective care and a host of 
other activities which serve to produce new generations of workers and 
replenish existing ones, as well as to maintain social bonds and shared 
understandings. Social reproduction is an indispensable background 
condition for the possibility of economic production in a capitalist society 
(2016).

In addition, SRT sharpens the analytical blades we use to make the 
existing theories of labour more thorough, to better understand the historical 
phenomenon of gendered and racial division of labour, and to grasp the issue 
of class and class struggle more precisely. Capitalist societies have separated 
the social reproduction labour from that of economic production and have 
“remunerated ‘reproductive’ activities in the coin of ‘love’ and ‘virtue’, while 
compensating ‘productive labour’ in that of money” (Ibid.). Since capital 
needs socially reproductive labour to produce and reproduce labour force, it 
is determined to secure the appropriate amount of this very valuable resource 

Zetkin, Rosa Luxemburg, Nadezhda Krupskaya, and Alexandra Kollontai and analyse them 
along the unitary tradition of SRT and “autonomist feminism” usually associated with the 
Wages for Housework campaign (Čakardić, 2020).
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at the lowest possible cost. Neoliberalism does this by informally assigning the 
responsibility for social reproduction to women, families and communities. 
This way, it degrades reproduction to the forms that are most suitable for the 
maximization of capitalist profit.

As noted by the proponents of the Wages for Housework Campaign of the 
1970s, family is still one of the most fundamental units of social reproduction 
and life-making, of heterosexual religion and private property, which 
simultaneously produces coercion and violence to further strengthen its basic 
economic role (Dalla Costa, 2008). By the same token, it secures the unpaid care 
work for family members, domestic labour, and what Silvia Federici called “a 
labour of love” (2012:15). Despite the fact that family represents an “ideological 
mystification and a political project” (Seymour, 2022), that not all families are 
the same, that the idea of men as “providers” is undergoing a serious crisis, 
and that not all families are even heterosexual, the legal and political project 
of “familialisation” has never been stronger. This is not to be ascribed simply 
to religion or traditionalist conservatism, but to “the morals of the market”, as 
expressed by Jessica Whyte. What she means by that concept is a radical re-
rolling back of the social and the neoliberal practice of outsourcing the burden 
of social responsibility to families (2019). It is precisely in that context that the 
Thatcherian hoax about the primacy of family and individualism over society, 
about the abolition of social responsibility, should be examined.

The morals of the market presuppose radical abolition of social roles 
of the state, reassigning them to the family as the supposedly only unit that 
is accountable for subsistence of its members. Therefore, its moral role is to 
secure a shelter, a safe space, an isolated “anti-social” island that is supposed to 
protect us from all social crises and economic insecurity.  Exactly in that line of 
argumentation Richard Seymour notes:

When society is either hostile or indifferent, when public provision 
is etiolated, when institutions of solidarity are shrivelled and demoralised, 
the anti-social family can provide a range of services: free transport, help 
with spiralling debt, financial support against unemployment, care in the 
event of illness, or shelter against racism (2022).

The family thus becomes a shelter expected to accomplish immeasurable 
effort, and to do it all out of love, because this is understood as a naturally given 
and necessary moral sacrifice. Neoliberalism, according to our conclusions 
derived from the discussion in the first part of the paper, literally turns home 
into a physical shelter that allows the worker to rest before the next day’s 
labour, a place that gives them a roof above the head and a bed to rest when 
rest is needed (Bhattacharya, 2013–2014). Rather than having the state and 
the employers ensure socially conscious and sustainable housing, available and 
free public transport, public healthcare and education, as well as community 
services and decent wages and pensions, the morals of the market takes on the 
role of a mediator between the state and the family and charges the family with 
all the duties of the state, therefore making the family responsible for all the 
consequences of social crises, bad living conditions and poverty.



Ankica Čakardić, Who Cares? Neoliberalism, Informal Labour, and Life-Making 509

However, the socially reproductive capacities of the family are not infinite. 
We are continuously witnessing not only economic crises, but reproductive 
crises as well, systemic exploitations of individual and collective abilities for 
regeneration of people and relations between them, as well as a systemic “care 
crisis”. “In that case,” writes Fraser, “the logic of economic production overrides 
that of social reproduction, destabilizing the very processes on which capital 
depends – compromising the social capacities, both domestic and public, that 
are needed to sustain accumulation over the long term” (2016). Furthermore, 
it appears that the ongoing global pandemic brutally reinforced the care crisis 
and underscored the fact that the economy of the so-called “essential work” 
disproportionately exploits women (Mezzadri, 2022), especially women of colour 
(Powell 2020), and makes life intolerable and unhealthy for millions of people 
(Kisner, 2021).

2. Informal labour and “care crisis”

The last report of the European Parliament Member Katalin Cseh, published 
on 15th February 2022 with 524 favourable, 33 opposing, and 143 abstained votes, 
explored the crisis that urban areas face in post-pandemic times.5 It determined 
that 80% of care work for family members in the European Union is done 
informally (Cseh, 2021). Informal care workers are people providing continuous 
care for a partner, relative or friend who needs assistance with personal care and 
everyday tasks (Dowling, 2021:84). In other words, they are not paid professional 
caretakers or medical nurses, but what takes place is rather a “welfare mix” 
resonant of the 1990s (Evers and Winterberger, 1990). This “mix” pertains to 
the neoliberal idea of “public-private partnership”, which demands that families 
and “volunteers” take care of others “out of love”, religious or moral grounds, 
and to do so in their own free time and at their own expense.6 Furthermore, the 
numbers of informal care workers are undoubtedly rising due to a combination 
of increasing need for them and the neoliberal reconfiguration of reproduction.

The increase of informal care workers has been more pronounced since the 
2008 crisis, when the toxic cocktail of austerity policies and recession significantly 
destabilized the material and social rights of workers and the unemployed, and 

5 Katalin Cseh was elected as a Momentum Movement Member of the European Parliament 
(MEP) in the 2019 parliamentary election. In the European Parliament, she is one of the 
eight vice-chairs of the Renew Europe political group.

6 Since the institution of family underwent numerous transformations with the neoliberalisation 
of society, the male breadwinner model has been eroding for decades (Livingston, 2014), the 
role of the housewife lost its importance (Dowling, 2012:78) and it has been acknowledged 
that not all families are either nuclear or heterosexual (Seymour, 2022), neoliberalism 
introduced the “welfare mix” as a creative innovation that relies on voluntary work. Dowling 
notes: “The family may not be the only locale of unpaid reproductive labour, but the 
requirement of capitalism to draw on unpaid reproductive labour in different ways remains” 
(2021:78). As cuts in services reinvigorate the need for care, neighbourhoods, communities, 
NGOs, churches and charities pick up voluntary care work either in form of private initiatives 
or institutions.
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especially of the elderly, children and chronically ill. To illustrate the extent of the 
global need for care work, we are delivering a couple of recent facts and numbers. 
In 2015 there were an estimated 2.1 billion people worldwide in need of care 
work, predominantly children and the elderly (Dowling, 2021:4). By 2030, as 
reported by the International Labour Organisation, the total number is expected 
to reach 2.3 billion (ILO, 2018:xxix). Another consequence of the increasing 
erosion of social responsibilities of the state and the related commodification of 
reproductive labour is the growing number of the world’s population that cannot 
access care (Beneria, Berik and Floro, 2015:104).

However, the crisis of reproduction is not only reflected in the decreasing 
availability of care work for those who need it on an everyday basis, but at the 
same time number of the world’s population unable to satisfy basic need grows 
parallelly across societies. On the one hand, the Global North – after abolishing and 
commodifying medical, palliative and social services, and thereby mostly exploiting 
female migrant labour (Kofman and Raghuram, 2015; Parreñ as, 2015; Farris, 
2017:119–131) – is becoming increasingly reliant on informal and voluntary care 
work (Miranda, 2011), which includes religious volunteers as well (Muehlebach, 
2013; Krakowiak et al., 2016; Pusceddu, 2022). On the other hand, developing 
countries are faced with the disastrous situation, where a basic lack of health-care 
infrastructure, food security and safe housing daily destabilize social reproduction. 
Hence, capitalism does not only create class polarization and crisis of reproduction 
in societies, but also across societies, as has been pointed out by Marxist studies of 
imperialism already more than a century ago (Luxemburg, 2015).

Since we have opened the problem of the neoliberal reshaping of the social 
roles of the state, as well as the geopolitical fact that informal labour and life-
making become increasingly complicated due to the imperialist centre-periphery 
dynamics, we should not forget the already implied third factor of the care crisis 
– gender. The previously referenced report by Katalin Cseh notes that informal 
and unpaid labour in the EU is primarily performed by women. In fact, as much 
as 75% of its burden is carried by the female “informal caretakers”. The situation 
in other parts of the world is even more dire: women and girls do more than 
75% of unpaid care work in the world, they perform most chores in 89% of 
households, and 42% of women cannot secure paid jobs because they are busy 
with caregiving (Rodriguez, 2021).

As is common in the neoliberal discourse, which manipulatively reduces 
real life difficulties and political-economical struggles to “personal challenges”, 
in her report Cseh proposes financial measures and policies that should address 
the growing predicaments of female care work. Her suggestions may be read as 
drop in the sea of long-term structural and ideological problems which formalize 
and strengthen the idea of nuclear family as a shelter and assign women the role 
of informal care workers and life-makers responsible for all urgent emotional, 
palliative, social and financial issues of their family members. Cseh concludes that 
it is necessary to ensure additional financial support and part-time employment 
contracts to women that are staying at home to take care of their loved ones 
(Bauer-Babef, 2022). The policies suggested by Cseh correspond entirely to those 
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of neoliberal regimes, which, according to Fraser, promote state and corporate 
disinvestment from social welfare and externalise care work onto families and 
communities, all while diminishing their capacity to perform it (2016). The 
unequal distribution of unpaid care work between women and men represents 
an infringement on women’s rights and jeopardize their economic empowerment 
(United Nations, 2013). Unpaid care and domestic labour make a substantial 
contribution to countries’ economies, and the total value of unpaid care and 
domestic labour is estimated to be between 10% and 39% of gross domestic 
product (United Nations, 2016). The International Labor Organization found 
that if care work was valued the same as other work, it would represent a tenth of 
the world’s economic output (ILO, 2018). Unpaid carers meet the vast majority 
of care needs across the world. However, their unpaid care work remains mostly 
invisible, unrecognised and unaccounted for in decision-making. Estimates 
based on time-use survey data in 64 countries (representing 66.9 per cent of the 
world’s working-age population) show that 16.4 billion hours are spent in unpaid 
care work every day. This is equivalent to 2.0 billion people working 8 hours per 
day with no remuneration (Ibid).

After considering these data, we should not be overly surprised when we 
realize that one of the logical consequences of such state of affairs was that, 
during the time of the pandemic and remote work, the gender gap related to 
care work and informal labour widened tremendously at the expense of women 
and took gender equality a step back (Deloitte, 2020). The pandemic delivered 
a series of blows to many women that were working from home, because they 
suddenly had to face a wider scope of work-related responsibilities. Also, the 
lines between work and free time were blurred, especially when it came to care 
of children and their remote schooling (OECD, 2021). The OECD’s survey, titled 
Risks that Matter, presents cross-national evidence indicating that, when schools 
and childcare facilities shut down during the pandemic, mothers took on the 
burden of additional unpaid care work and correspondingly experienced labour 
market penalties and stress (2020). It is with respect to this phenomenon that the 
recession accompanying the COVID-19 pandemic has frequently been labelled 
a “shecession”, implying a disproportionately negative effect it had on women. 
Alessandra Mezzadri notes that COVID-19 has reorganized world inequalities, 
revealed the centrality of social relations and confirmed the key reproductive role 
that informal – unpaid or poorly paid – labour relations may play in sustaining 
life during times of emergency (2022a). The state’s pressuposition in tackling 
the COVID-19 pandemic has been brutally clear, to paraphrase Thatcher again: 
there is no alternative to family.

In the past two years of the pandemic, female workers have felt increasingly 
exhausted at home. Deloitte’s 2022 survey of 5,000 women across 10 countries 
demonstrates that no less than 46% reported having felt burnt out and not being 
able to unwind at home (Deloitte, 2022).7 The same report indicates that more 
than half of women are more stressed nowadays than they were a year ago, and 

7 Survey examined 5,000 women across 10 countries and sectors between November 2021 and 
February 2022. Countries surveyed: Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, Germany, India, Japan, 
South Africa, The United Kingdom, and The United States.
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those who work flexible hours report poorer mental health. An example of this 
issue is the problem encountered with female scientists and teachers (UNESCO, 
2021). When working from home, they are suffering from typical neoliberal 
neuralgias, like having less time for research, writing and lecturing, constantly 
being interrupted while attempting to focus on delicate scientific work, and 
having disrupted, spontaneous and flexible working weeks.

Nevertheless, it is worth of mentioning that workers across the globe whose 
labour was deemed “essential” to social reproduction during the pandemic 
– including health workers, but also food, transport and logistics workers, 
among others –  were mostly exposed to the social and material uncertainties 
and were unable to shield and reorganize their labour as homework (Mezzadri 
2022a). “Moreover”, as stressed by Mezzadri, “it further amplifies gender, racial 
and mobility-based divisions within the working class, given the massive over-
representation of women, racialized and migrant workers in essential work” 
(Ibid). We should be reminded that hygiene has a racial and class history 
(Vergès, 2022: 90). By juxtaposing the “essential” character of that class’s work 
to capital’s systematic undervaluation of it, the pandemic testifies the inability of 
markets in labour power to recognise the real worth of work (Fraser, 2022: 164). 
COVID-19 also exacerbated the exclusion and marginalization of the disowned, 
the propertyless, the unhoused – in short, homeless (Lewis, 2022: 76).

Feminists in general are alarmed every time women are pushed back into 
familial sphere, because they see the ideology of “familialisation” as jeopardizing 
women’s social and economic status. And feminists are rightfully outraged, 
because what might be the long-term consequence of the collective remote 
work? Firstly, flexible employment contracts and formal duties related to work 
will prompt women to spend more time at home and perform routine domestic 
labour. They will do the work they are paid for from their kitchens, spend an 
unknown number of hours a day replying to e-mails and all this under who knows 
what time dynamics. At the same time, they will have to take care of the children, 
elderly and chronically ill, and they will still have to do most of the unpaid 
reproductive labour like cooking, cleaning, shopping, ironing, washing the dishes 
and similar features. And as both history and experience mercilessly demonstrate, 
where women’s world is being confined to household and care work, they are 
inevitably becoming more dependent on their husbands and partners. Those are 
the exact conditions in which the rate of male violence against women festers. 
The pandemic has revealed and made that problem even worse (Vergès, 2022, 
85). Harassment and microaggressions against women have increased in recent 
years: 59% of women have experienced at least one non-inclusive behaviour in the 
past year, compared with 52% in the 2021, as demonstrated by already mentioned 
Delloite’s survey (2022). Bhattacharya stresses: “The real material need for food 
and shelter combined with the highly ideological expectation that women are 
responsible for meeting that need within the home, provide the conditions of 
possibility of gendered violence” (Bhattacharya, 2013–2014).

By simultaneously considering various issues generated by the problem 
of informal labour, care crisis and life-making, including the neoliberal role of 
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family as a “shelter”, instead of drawing a conclusion, we should rather pose a 
very alarming question: are there any progressive responses to the neoliberal 
abolition of the social roles of the state, as well as to the flourishing care 
crisis? The shortest possible answer would be the socialisation of reproductive 
labour. This Marxist-feminist, substantially anti-capitalist demand proposes 
the unification of various struggles from the bottom up. It encompasses the 
struggles for sustainable future, public and affordable healthcare, kindergartens, 
and nursing homes, for safe and socially conscious housing, for food security, for 
women’s labour and reproductive rights, for safety at work, reduction of working 
time, for campaigns to unionise service sector workers in for-profit nursing 
homes, hospitals and child-care centres. As Fraser puts it:

Taken together, these claims are tantamount to the demand for 
a massive reorganization of the relation between production and 
reproduction: for social arrangements that could enable people of every 
class, gender, sexuality and colour to combine social-reproductive 
activities with safe, interesting and well-remunerated work (2016).

If we took a step further and advocated a radical abolition of the Thatcherian 
idea of family, which is encoded in the morals of the market, where would 
that take us? Definitely not in the direction of abolishing close and intimate 
relationships, negating the importance of care for vulnerable family members, 
or destroying the concept of mutual life altogether. In fact, it would do the exact 
opposite. The idea of abolishing nuclear family calls for expanding, socializing, 
and denaturalising current forms of life-making, care work, and reproduction 
(Lewis, 2019, 2022; O’Brien, 2019; Weeks, 2021). Donna Haraway writes:

It is time to theorize an ‘unfamiliar’ unconscious, a different primal 
scene, where everything does not stem from the dramas of identity and 
reproduction. Ties through blood—including blood recast in the coin 
of genes and information— have been bloody enough already. I believe 
that there will be no racial or sexual peace, no livable nature, until we 
learn to produce humanity through something more and less than kinship 
(1997:226).

If we define family as a household unit that relies on kinship and in which 
women bare the moral responsibility for care and reproductive labour that could 
be socialized, then we should strive to abolish such nuclear family, expand the 
realm of free choice, and remove coercion from the familial co-dependence. This 
way we can explore new and different forms of living that may lead to greater 
emotional satisfaction and more sustainable alternatives to classical family and 
its morals of the market. One of the main goals in that direction is insisting on 
deprivatising care and, in words of Sophie Lewis, “imaging a world in which all 
people are cared for by many by default” (2022: 88). Abolition of nuclear family 
in neoliberalism is about creative, collective matter of building new forms of 
survival every day. As a simplistic alternative to family reform, the abolitionist 
project aims to, in the words of Barrett and McIntosh, “transform not the family 
– but the society that needs it” (Weeks, 2021).
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