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Introduction
The word “precarity” derives from the Latin prex and 

precis, meaning request or prayer. The Latin precarius, used 
both as a religious and juridical term, meant “obtained 
by prayer”, as a favor, in an asymmetrical relationship 
of dependency, and thus was always revocable, with no 
guarantee of lasting over time. Through an extension of its 
original meaning, “precarious” has come to mean something 
that is uncertain or insecure [1]. Since the end of the 1980s, 
the term precarity has been used to describe the new 
social insecurity experienced by many in “precarious work”, 
meaning work that is “uncertain, unstable, and insecure, 
and in which employees bear the risks of work (as opposed 
to business or the government) and receive limited social 
benefits and statutory entitlements” [2]. A political debate 
on precarity has gained ground in anti-globalization and 
anti-neoliberal social movements in the new millennium. In 
2001, the so-called EuroMayDay movement, clearly echoing 
Marx’s “proletariat”, began using the term precariat to 
describe groups of individuals who find themselves in a state 
of precarity. Precarity has thus emerged as a polemical word 
used by social movements to contrast and critique the rise of 
rhetoric in which flexibility has been promoted as a freedom 
enjoyed by both corporations and the individuals who work 
for them [3]. 

This paper does not discuss the opportuneness of 
considering those who are affected by precarity as a class 
[4], nor does it offer a political or economic analysis of the 
phenomenon. Precarity is considered here as a condition, 
involving not only work but more generally the condition of 
living with insecurity, uncertainty and possible exploitation as 
well as social suffering that affects most of the population. 
Precarity may also be considered as “a regime, a hegemonic 
mode of being governed and governing ourselves” [5]. It is 
not only an economic condition, but “it is structural in many 
senses and permeates the affective environment too” [3].

This paper first explores how this regime of precarity 
legitimizes itself and what the discourses are that explain 
its present dominance in our societies and, second, the 
consequences of the resulting uncertain and insecure social 
landscape on care of the self and care of others, in particular 
within those professions with a clear vocation towards care 
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environment. The uncaring rules of contemporary public management and their competitive spirit produce a sense of 
widespread precarity. This paper explores the effects of this sense of precarity on subjectivities, specifically in relation to 
those operating in domains with a caring mission, such as social work or university education and research, where burnout, 
depression and exhaustion, due to trying to comply with new rules, often occurs. However, it is also possible to find other 
reactions, such as cynicism, which, when directed not towards those who expect care but towards the organization itself, 
may be a form of resistance that signals an alternative approach to care of the self in the face of systemic neoliberal 
imperatives. These alternative tendencies in relation to care of the self suggest not only the relevance, from a care 
ethics perspective, of referring to Michel Foucault’s interpretation of neoliberalism, but also of his reflections on the link 
between the classical tradition of care of the self and care of others. Given the deleterious effects of neoliberalism on 
care of the self and of others, care ethicists in particular need to be aware of options emerging to express care of the self 
and of others more appropriately.

Keywords
Precarity, Care ethics, Care of the self, Care for others, Academy, Social work



Citation: Casalini B (2019) Care of the Self and Subjectivity in Precarious Neoliberal Societies. Insights Anthropol 3(1):134-139

Casalini. Insights Anthropol 2019, 3(1):134-139 Open Access |  Page 135 |

Regulating through Insecurity
According to Foucault, neoliberalism should be consid-

ered as a particular governmental practice or art to regulate 
the conduct of individuals, which induces them to do what 
is expected, involving a specific “rationality of government” 
or “art of governing” or “governmentality” [6,20]. This pecu-
liar “rationality of government” is a recent phenomenon and 
does not aim at controlling a territory but rather at governing 
a population. It is thus linked to biopolitics, which, according 
to Foucault, has two distinct aspects involving either anato-
mo-politics that characterizes disciplinary institutions and a 
disciplinary society or biopower that acts on the population 
as a whole through the application of security technologies 
[6,20]. With the shift from liberalism to neoliberalism, disci-
plinary institutions have not disappeared but have become 
less important. There has been a shift from a disciplined soci-
ety to a “control society” or, better, according to Byung-Chul 
Han [12], to an “achievement society” (Leistung Gesellschaft).

If according to nineteenth-century liberalism, the 
State had to limit itself through allowing space for the self-
regulatory mechanisms of market exchange, in contemporary 
neoliberalism the market legitimizes the very existence of the 
State [6]. The neoliberal State must govern in an active way 
to create a specific juridical framework and the conditions 
for what is perceived as facilitating the correct functioning of 
market competition, including privatizing social risk costs, that 
is, privatizing social security. The most effective way to achieve 
this latter goal is to produce individuals or subjectivities able 
to adapt to a competitive market environment in which there 
are no longer horizontal relationships of exchange, but only 
competition involving winners and losers.

The actor in a neoliberal market society is no longer 
engaged simply in market exchange (as in Adam Smith’s 
theory), but becomes instead what Foucault calls an 
“entrepreneurial self”, a term coined by the Chicago School 
of Economics. According to this economic vision, each person 
has human capital which he or she only has to invest [6]. This 
human capital can be constituted by whatever an individual 
has in terms of personal qualities, including knowledge, 
affective and emotional capacities, creative faculties, sexual 
appeal, beauty and other relevant features. Everybody can 
derive a profit from his or her human capital, since it is just a 
matter of continuously investing in oneself and never ceasing 
to improve oneself in order to win the race for success, with 
everyone called on to participate.

This vision has had many far-reaching consequences on 
the lives of neoliberal individuals. The first, as is clear from 
the work of Chicago School economist Gary Becker, involves 
an extension of the field in which economic analysis is 
considered relevant, with few areas remaining immune from 
and untouched by work time and economic reasoning. It is 
no accident that Becker included the family, and decisions 
on whether to have children, how many, which school to 
send them to, and so on, within the sphere of economic 
behavior, which had otherwise been considered outside the 
rationalizing calculus of the economic actor [21]. In explaining 
the human capital theory of the Chicago School of Economics, 

of others.

In line with Michel Foucault’s analysis of neoliberalism 
[6], I consider that neoliberalism operates not through 
guaranteeing security but through deliberately fostering 
insecurity to produce individuals who must demonstrate 
risk-taking ability [7]. Neoliberal individuals cannot be 
described simply as sovereign, unrelated and egoistical, 
acting on the basis of a prudential and calculating rationality; 
instead neoliberalism works to explicitly undermine care 
ethics [8-10] precisely because it sets out to profit from 
affective relationships, the provision of care, and the very 
real vulnerability and dependency experienced by so many 
individuals. As Puig de la Bellacasa states: “Calls for care are 
everywhere, from marketing of green products, by which 
companies compete to show how much they care, to the 
purchase of recycled items, by which consumers show that we 
care” and “neoliberal governance has made of caring for the 
self a pervasive order of individualized biopolitical morality” 
[10]. The neoliberal world is one that produces insecurity and, 
at the same time, calls on every individual to take care of his 
or her vulnerability and precarity and to achieve resilience, 
that is, a capacity to endure periodic, inevitable moments of 
crisis while remaining ever capable of springing back after 
each setback.

What I contend, therefore, is that neoliberalism requires 
a “self-care” [11] that, while not inevitably excluding care 
of others, necessitates an instrumental approach to care, 
which renders genuine self-care and care of others virtually 
impossible, at least for most persons.

Some contemporary literature on academic and social 
work conditions helps illustrate how the reality of uncaring 
rules within countries heavily influenced by neoliberalism pro-
duce societies characterized with burnout [12], fatigue, isola-
tion and depression, in which care is as desperately needed as 
it appears to be impracticable. As care ethics reveals [8], real 
care for oneself and others needs time, a sense of limits, an 
orientation not towards future achievements but towards the 
present, a recognition of the importance of ordinary everyday 
life, attention to the concrete other and the specific context 
in which one has to operate, and a capacity to slow down, 
listen and think. These care values clash with the logic of new 
public management, and it is this clash that lies at the core of 
the present organizational malaise in academia as well as in 
social work and in other care-oriented professions. However, 
it is noteworthy that, along with a sense of precariousness, 
fatigue, exhaustion and depression [13,14] the response in 
some cases has also involved widespread cynicism among 
professionals (whether social workers or academics and re-
searchers) towards institutions and present assessment poli-
cies, which could be interpreted both as a form of care of the 
self and as a form of resistance [15-18]. This suggests that 
care ethics, in responding to the neoliberal appropriation of 
the concept of “care”, needs to develop a more complete pic-
ture of what care of the self entails in its relationship with 
care of others. In this direction, Foucault’s attempt later in his 
career to work on care of the self and the practice of critique 
as a practice of freedom needs to be revalued and taken more 
seriously than hitherto by care ethicists [19].
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politics that makes it possible to avoid the bureaucratic 
norms of the old welfare state. All that each person is now 
required to offer is the value of his or her human capital. 
There is no need to expect from an individual any behavioral 
or ideological conformity, only that he or she competes in the 
economic arena. There is no need for normalization, insofar 
as each individual shares the internal logic of valorization 
concerning one’s own human capital. Rather than submitting 
to norms that one must interiorize or laws that one must 
fear, what is required instead is rational and orderly conduct 
[22]. The neoliberal individual is extremely easy to govern; 
all that is needed is to change the environment. Consider, 
for example, the effects of the new assessment processes 
introduced into the neoliberal Academy concerning the 
behavior of researchers, for example, regarding the so-called 
“impact factor”. The behavioral changes occurring among 
contemporary academic researchers result from simple 
adaptation to new rules necessary to survive in the system. 
The neoliberal individual is invited to think of himself or 
herself as free, but in fact is dependent on the imperatives 
of the neoliberal social environment, which is presented as 
unavoidable if economic growth is to be fostered. In this 
environment, as Michel Feher [23] underlines, the individual 
must guard against the loss of market value for his or her 
human capital, and this entails a relentless drive towards self-
assessment and investment in oneself.

It follows from this analysis that the neoliberal individual 
is rendered precarious or, more accurately, feels precarious 
no matter what his or her working conditions are, because of 
a dependency on a capacity to adjust, adapt to and follow the 
logic of the system with its competitive rules. As competition 
under the myth of so-called “meritocracy” becomes more 
acceptable and harsh, inequalities grow. In many Western 
countries today, an unprecedented level of inequality 
has been reached (the richest 1% owns half of the world’s 
wealth), in which wealth is derived mainly from speculative 
financial investment in a sort of rent capitalism that harks 
back to aspects of medieval feudalism. 

Thus, it is not accidental that almost the same symptoms 
of social suffering can be found both among those who have a 
more stable working situation and among those who are out 
of work or in an uncertain work situation, namely, depression, 
anxiety, and exhaustion, as well as a sense of solitude and, 
even more, of isolation. Depression, anxiety and a sense of 
isolation are caused by the continuous push to compete, 
which does not spare those who have a steady job, since 
they not only have to keep up with the rules of continuous 
assessment of the new public management philosophy 
that increasingly permeate both private enterprise and 
public institutions, but also cannot avoid feeling privileged, 
whatever their conditions, in comparison to those who have 
a less secure work status and thus cannot afford the luxury of 
complaining or refusing to follow the logic of the system. For 
many outside the market, the effect of rejecting competition 
can reach the point of preferring complete isolation, as in the 
well-known social phenomenon of hikikomoro, involving very 
young people who decide to leave school, refuse any kind of 
social contact and choose to retreat into the security of their 
bedrooms. 

Foucault uses the example of a mother in relation to the 
entrepreneurial self to show how important the mother’s 
role can be in increasing the value of the economic capital 
of her child, in terms of the quality of affection she gives to 
the child, whether she is able to breastfeed the child, and 
so on. This example is important, first, because it shows the 
nature of the relationship between a neoliberal individual 
and another person. Here, it is not a question of an egoistic 
and unrelated individual, but rather of an individual, a 
mother, who can even sacrifice herself if it helps to invest in 
her child’s human capital. The neoliberal individual is not in 
control of his or her life, since he or she must follow the laws 
of competition. To invest in oneself is not really an option but 
a systemic necessity, and failure to do so will inevitably result 
in an individual being cast out of society and finding himself 
or herself at its margins as a loser. The mother example is 
important, second, because it shows that all those individuals 
called on to do care work for others (mainly comprising 
women) need to apply a different attitude to their work. Care 
fundamentally now concerns improving and perfecting the 
care receiver, and such improvement must be susceptible to 
some form of measurement and achievement assessment. 
“Self-care” and care of others are not absent, but now need 
to be conceived as an investment and legitimized as an 
investment, that is, pursued in terms of profit or as a means 
to add value to one’s human capital.

Another consequence of the neoliberal vision of the 
individual is that he or she operates in an ‘economy of 
promise’, in which the future seems to be the only temporal 
dimension that receives full attention. This means that one is 
called on to invest in oneself, or to invest in those one cares 
for, in view of some possible reward or achievement not 
attainable now but which can be expected in the future. This 
expectation of future rewards generates a “cruel optimism”: 
as Lauren Berlant explains, “optimism is cruel when the 
object/scene that ignites a sense of possibility actually makes 
it impossible to attain the expansive transformation for which 
a person or a people risks striving” [3]. 

The Hidden Injures of the Neoliberal Individ-
ual

Foucault’s interpretation of neoliberalism, and the 
contemporary revival of his interpretation, helps understand 
not only the peculiar role of the State both in creating an 
unregulated and flexible labor market and in privatizing social 
security and social reproduction (involving, for example, 
families obliged to mortgage their homes or otherwise take 
on debt to pay for social assistance or health care, or when 
young people must accept unpaid internships to have the 
chance of finding a job, as happens more often in a world 
of reduced welfare states and uncertain labor markets), 
but also, and importantly for this article, the psycho-social 
effects of neoliberalism on everyday life in terms of its role 
in producing a particular kind of subjectivity. In particular, 
Foucault’s analysis in his 1977-1978 Lectures on Biopolitics 
helps elucidate the collusion between certain forms of 
contemporary subjectivities and the new spirit of neoliberal 
capitalism. Neoliberalism aims at forcing individuals to enter 
the economic arena through a new individualizing social 
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surprising to find similar stories not only of “cruel optimism”, 
burnout, depression, self-exploitation, and a desire to give 
up and leave the job, but also of differing negative attitudes 
such as cynicism, associated with emotions that range from 
shame to rage. There is often shame in confessing one’s 
inability to keep up with the pace set by an organization 
and to overcome the contradictions between professional 
values and organizational imperatives, and a tendency for 
individualized anxieties and worries to develop in attributing 
such inability to personal bad choices or in pressure to further 
enhance oneself, one’s human capital and act accordingly. 
There is also in many cases a rising cynicism that may kindle 
rage and contempt.

Neoliberal culture itself, in its blending with rightwing 
populism, can be considered as feeding a widespread social 
cynicism, as with Donald Trump’s or Matteo Salvini’s rhetoric 
concerning women and immigrants. When synonymous with 
social insensibility and indifference, social cynicism may have 
dangerously corrosive effects on social bonds. Cynicism, 
however, does not always have a negative meaning. For 
the ancient Cynic philosophers, such as Diogenes the Cynic, 
cynicism was an extreme form of self-defense or care of the 
self that one had to bring into play whenever there was a risk 
of being overwhelmed by social meaninglessness.

Cynicism can be detrimental to the quality of care when 
it is directed towards those who are the receivers of care, as 
sometimes can happen, especially when there is too much job 
pressure. In some care work professions, such as child-care 
and care for the elderly, many recent episodes of violence can 
be linked at least in some measure to bad working conditions 
that create excessive stress on the care worker. Cynicism, 
however, is often also a form of resistance or dissidence 
towards institutions and organizations that have adopted 
new public management approaches under neoliberalism and 
whose internal bureaucratic and formalistic rules clash with 
the substantial ethical values that orient professional caring 
practices [17,18]. In this sense, cynicism may be seen as a type 
of shield that protects one from excessive work demands or 
from malaise produced by the clash between deontological 
values deeply rooted in the practice of caring work, and 
abstract and most often merely quantitative organizational 
objectives and assessment criteria. Cynicism could be seen as 
a way to cope with and survive stressful work settings and 
the conflicts that may arise in the different phases of care [8].

Cynics “may act as the voice of conscience for the organi-
zation, much as the Cynics did for their culture” [27]. Cynicism 
could thus be the first manifestation of a critique of neolib-
eral governance. In particular, in the caring professions, the 
care required for others leads the care-providing individual 
towards (and at the same time requires) a care of the self 
that is capable of resisting the power of organizational rou-
tines and of criticizing principles that are imposed from above 
on the care relationship itself. In these cases, the cynicism of 
the social worker or of the academic teacher [17,18], as two 
examples from professions otherwise very different, seems 
to embody the spirit of the classical Cynic way of life in which 
“the Cynic care of the self involves care for others as well” 
[28].

Exhaustion, burnout and fatigue are more often the result 
of a continuous push to speed up one’s lifestyle, hyperactivity 
and the disappearance of boundaries between living and 
working, indicating a discrepancy between the rhythms, 
speed and demands of the neoliberal environment and the 
physical capabilities of humans. Theresa Brennan coined the 
term “bioderegulation” to describe this gap [24]. Working 
longer hours and reducing our sleep hours has become 
mandatory. It is not unusual to read in the biographies of 
famous entrepreneurs, managers or successful people more 
generally that they sleep fewer than six hours a day. This 
implicitly suggests that one has to rationalize one’s conduct 
in a certain way if one wants to succeed, even if medical 
research indicates that, although sleep requirements may 
vary among individuals, in general healthy adults need to 
have at least seven to eight hours sleep per night to function 
properly. As Jonathan Crary claims: “The decline in the long-
term value of living labor provides no incentive for rest or 
health to be economic priorities, as recent debates around 
healthcare have shown. There are now very few significant 
interludes of human existence (with the colossal exception 
of sleep) that have not been penetrated and taken over as 
work time, consumption time, or marketing time” [24]. No 
matter how much one is pushed to care for oneself, the 
neoliberal urge to invest in oneself through consumption 
does not respond to humans needs and does not take human 
capabilities seriously. Neoliberal “self-care” is not based on 
ethics, nor inspired by moral values, but involves demands 
validated by science (be it from medicine or psychology or 
even sexology) or economics, and expects the individual to 
follow variously the dictums of medicine or psychology, or 
those of the market. It is a strategy for coping with present-
day precarity, as indicated by the flourishing contemporary 
self-help literature on this subject [25,26]. 

Care of the Self, Caring for Others and 
the Role of Cynicism in Neoliberal Caring 
Institutions

As shown in care ethics, good care for the other cannot 
occur when good care of the self is lacking. Insofar as 
precariousness, insecurity and competition lead to isolation 
and depression, they can threaten social bonds and drain 
capacities for social solidarity. In the rush to win the race, 
which often simply means the rush to survive, it is difficult 
to stop and help those who have fallen. However, it is worth 
considering what happens in such a scenario, as much 
empirical research literature has recently done, for those 
professions in which the provision of care is an unescapable 
professional duty, such as social work or academic teaching 
and where a gender component plays an important role. The 
academic world has become increasingly burdened with so-
called organizational housework, which includes not only 
the didactic side of academic work, dealing more directly 
with students (teaching, examining, thesis supervising, 
PhD research, and so on) but also the growing load of 
administrative and managerial tasks that professors have in 
the neoliberal university due to the processes of quantitative 
periodic assessments of their work.

All caring professions are under pressure, and it is not 
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be normalized, disciplined, technologized. The self, while it 
appears to be relating ethically, instead relies on the expert 
terms and “best practices” that are defined by the industry.

Care of the self, in its ethical meaning, is instead a practice 
of autonomous self-government and freedom; a repertory 
of practices through which the self recreates itself each 
day. It is not exercised in a solipsistic manner, since it is a 
relational practice implying care for others as well as for the 
self. It is a set of practices that stimulates critical questioning 
and thinking, and is skeptical of the idea that there can be 
ahistorical and necessary boundaries and constraints that 
cannot be criticized. While care ethics emphasizes care for 
others over care of the self, it is nevertheless also true that 
the moral qualities (attention, responsibility and reactivity) 
that Joan Tronto [8] regards as essential to care may be 
considered as implicitly linked to practices and exercises in 
relation to the self. Care ethics involves a self that refuses to 
find ready-made answers and principles to moral dilemmas 
and operates instead with a contextual morality open to the 
contingency of the encounter with the concrete other and 
the concrete care situation, through maintaining an open-
ended inner dialogue of the self with oneself and reinventing 
oneself each time in relation to the other (be it oneself, other 
human beings, non-human animals, the environment or the 
world) [31]. 

With 99% of the world’s population finding itself in 
precarious existential conditions, and often also in precarious 
economic and work conditions, this places individuals, and 
especially those whose work implies caring for others - such 
as academics and social workers -, near to personal crises 
that gives to the very word precarity a critical-transformative 
potential [32]. It is in trying to respond to this situation of 
crisis, in trying to care for oneself not only with the aim of 
surviving in a solipsistic manner but of living a complete life 
with others in conditions of contingency, that one finds critical 
resources in sentiments and attitudes, such as skepticism 
and cynicism, to challenge neoliberal discourses. Within this 
neoliberal climate, despite bad feelings concerning oneself 
including depression being so widespread and seemingly 
intrinsic to neoliberalism itself, it is possible to distance 
oneself from their medical interpretation, to “depathologize” 
them as suggested by Ann Cvetkovich [30], and view them 
as public feelings and as critical resources linked to political 
practices meant to change oneself, to operate on the self with 
the aim of transforming it. Thus, care of the self, as Foucault 
emphasizes in his late writings, presupposes a certain form 
of criticism aimed at enlarging our spaces of freedom. For 
care ethics, it is fundamental to examine the conditions that 
favor the emergence of this form of care of the self, in both 
its critique of neoliberal precarity and its endorsement of a 
caring democracy. 
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