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open value systems that can distrib ute 
value fairly in contri bu tion- based systems.

Further, the great poten tial of this emer-
gent system argu ably lies in the four 
characteristics of its produc tion methods 
(Kostakis, Roos and Bauwens 2015). First, 
by avoid ing planned obsol es cence in the 
design of the product; second, by sharing 
its tech nical and scientific know ledge for 
open innov a tion; third, by mutu al-
iz ing phys ical infra struc tures for manu fac-
tur ing and relo c al iz ing produc tion through 
distrib uted micro factor ies/maker spaces; 
fourth, by using open supply chains and 
open account ing mech an isms for mutual 
coordin a tion of prod- user communit ies; 
an open source circu lar economy may 
emerge which could contrib ute to the fight 
against climate change and ecolo gical 
destruc tion. At the very least, this activ ity 
makes an import ant contri bu tion to the 
ongoing dialogue on the poten tial chal-
lenges for the incum bent system by provid-
ing a commons- oriented vision for radical 
change emer ging from the bottom.

See also Capitalocene and Chthulucene; 
Commons, the; Digital Citizenship; Digital 
Philosophy; Hacking Habitat; Resilience

Michel Bauwens and  
Vasilis Kostakis

PILL, THE (POSTHUMAN ICON)

We propose the oral contra cept ive pill as 
one of the posthu man icons of the twen ti-
eth century. It may be easy to forget in 
contem por ary times, where young women 
in the West have not lived with the fear  
of unwanted preg nan cies, but the classic 
metal strip supply ing three weeks of  
tiny white pills has had and still has a 
revolu tion ary impact on women’s lives all 
over the world. In fact, this small piece of 

commons. In short, the open product ive 
communit ies, which create and add value 
into the shared resource pools, are at the 
core of such an economy. Moreover, the 
entre pren eur ial coali tions, which create 
added value for the market, are around the 
digital commons. Further, the infra struc-
ture of cooper a tion is often managed and 
main tained by for- benefit asso ci ations, 
such as the free and open- source soft ware 
found a tions. Changing the rela tion ship 
between the creat ive communit ies and  
the market players is argu ably key for an 
altern at ive, sustain able model for the 
commons economy.

In this new altern at ive model, the 
extract ive nature of netarch ical capit al ism 
is replaced by ethical entre pren eur ial coali-
tions. The latter create live li hoods around 
the commons in ways that enable contrib-
ut ors and these firms to co- create commons. 
‘Open cooper at ives’ have been proposed  
as a generic concept for differ ent forms  
of ethical busi nesses that are mission- 
oriented, multi- stake holder governed,  
and are commit ted to the co- creation of 
commons (Bauwens and Kostakis 2014). 
Such post- corpor ate entre pren eur ial forms 
are also some times called ‘phyles’, i.e.  
busi ness eco- systems which sustain 
communit ies and their commons. Amongst 
the examples that can be cited are the 
Enspiral network based in New Zealand; 
the Las Indias community based in Spain; 
the Sensorica open scientific hard ware 
community based in Canada; Ethos in the 
UK; and Fora do Eixo in Brazil. These new 
coali tions are often marked by a desire  
to combine three char ac ter ist ics, i.e. the 
sharing of know ledge (open ness), the 
sustain ab il ity of their phys ical produc tion 
processes, and the fair ness of the reward 
systems. Therefore, these new forms of the 
commons economy are invent ing not only 
new prac tices which do not enclose know-
ledge (open busi ness models), but also 
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devote a substan tial part of her family 
fortune to subsid ize the bio- medical research 
neces sary to develop the first birth control 
pill. The research was carried out through-
out the 1950s by biolo gist Gregory Pincus 
and was even tu ally final ized, paten ted and 
sold under the name of Enovid.

From the very begin ning of its mass 
adop tion, the Pill became one of the major 
symbols of second- wave femin ist move-
ments in the West. The control of repro-
duc tion was seen as a vital means to restore 
women’s owner ship over their own bodies, 
to freely enjoy sexual rela tions, and to 
improve their social status. Liberal femin-
ist Betty Friedan – co- founder in 1966 of 
the National Organization of Women and 
author of The Feminine Mystique (1963) – 
was a passion ate campaigner for women’s 
access to free and full contra cept ive rights. 
Radical femin ist Shulamith Firestone, in 
The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist 
Revolution (1970), high lighted the role of 
repro duct ive freedom and the struggle for 
free contra cep tion in the liber a tion of 
women. Anticipating later devel op ments, 
Firestone argued that a shift of social 
prior it ies from repro duc tion to contra cep-
tion and the full devel op ment of repro-
duct ive tech no lo gies consti tuted the core 
elements of a femin ist revolu tion.

Politically, the most import ant contri bu-
tion of the Pill was to mater i al ize and 
repres ent publicly the categor ical distinc-
tion and separ a tion of sexu al ity from 
repro duc tion. Instigating twen ti eth- century 
sexual liber a tion move ments in the West, 
the Pill de- natur al ized repro duc tion and 
enabled women to become hetero sexu ally 
active without the danger of unwel come 
preg nan cies. Moreover, as a form of contra-
cep tion it offered many advant ages over 
previ ous methods: it was conveni ent, highly 
effect ive, female- controlled, separ ated from 
the act of inter course, and it did not require 
the consent – or even aware ness – of a male 

tech no logy was so success ful that it is 
simply known as ‘the Pill’. For the first time 
in human history the Pill made it possible 
for women to separ ate sexu al ity from 
repro duc tion, allow ing them to find a 
sexual freedom that had never existed 
before. Without fear of unwanted preg nan-
cies, a large number of chil dren, or worse, 
death in child birth, women could now 
enjoy and explore sexu al ity in ways that 
were impossible before. Its inven tion in the 
1950s consequently helped push and shape 
the sexual revolu tion of the 1960s.

The oral contra cept ive pill, a combin a-
tion of oestro gen and proges ter one, cele-
b rated its fiftieth anniversary in 2010. 
Since its offi cial approval by the American 
Food and Drug Administration in 1960 
the Pill has achieved global endorse ment 
as the most widely used drug in the history 
of medi cine. And although there have been 
critiques of the Pill, it still caters to millions 
of women across the globe as a popular 
means of controlling fertil ity, regu lat ing 
menstru ation, detect ing or termin at ing 
preg nan cies and managing female meno-
pause.

The discov ery and devel op ment of the 
anti- concep tion pill and its subsequent 
adop tion was due to sustained efforts on  
the part of femin ists. Following up on the 
efforts of the first femin ist wave to achieve 
birth control at the end of the nine teenth 
century, for example by intro du cing the 
diaphragm, femin ists rein forced their 
search for safer and more reli able means of 
birth control after the Second World War. 
Pioneer of women’s repro duct ive rights, 
Margaret Sanger, helped found the Inter-
national Committee on Planned Parenthood 
as early as 1946, which was to evolve into the 
world’s largest non- govern mental inter na-
tional women’s health, family plan ning and 
birth control organ iz a tion. In the early 1950s, 
Sanger encour aged phil an throp ist, suffra-
gist and biolo gist Katharine McCormick to 
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bodies into insti tu tion al ized prac tices of 
both liber a tion and control (Warren 1994). 
Following Foucault’s bio- polit ical analysis 
of the manage ment of repro duc tion and 
sexu al ity in the 1980s (Foucault 2003, 2010), 
the radical femin ist claim of liber a tion via 
tech no logy was disputed. Throughout the 
1990s femin ist studies of science and tech-
no logy pointed out the dangers as well as the 
advant ages of working within bio- polit ical 
systems of hormonal, bio- chem ical and 
genetic manage ment of bodies in a social 
order based on discip lin ing and punish ing 
(Oudshoorn 1994; McNeil and Franklin 
1991; Haraway [1985] 1991; Roberts 2008).

Queer critiques of natur al ized and 
essen tial ized gender iden tit ies and norms 
radic al ized these critiques. On the one 
hand Preciado (2013) emphas ized the 
normal iz ing power of the Pill that builds 
upon and endorses the under ly ing 
hormonal and endo crino lo gical design of 
‘normal’ female bodies. In this frame work, 
the Pill is taken as a ‘chem ical panop ticon’, 
that is to say a micro- instance that reflects 
macro- power form a tions – such as 
medical- legal insti tu tions, the nation- 
states and global networks of bio- genetic 
capit al iz a tion of life (Cooper 2011). On the 
other hand, with the priv ilege of hind sight, 
it has become mani fest that the hiatus 
between repro duc tion and sexu al ity that 
was intro duced by the Pill in the 1960s 
marked not only a scientific change of 
paradigm, but also a profound frac ture 
within patri archal family power form a-
tions and the perpetu ation of compuls ory 
hetero sexu al ity. It was, there fore, a water-
shed moment for the femin ist move ment.

In the light of this rich and complex 
history, of all the advant ages and chal-
lenges it repres ents, as well as its huge 
impact upon the lives of millions, we 
wonder why the Pill is not more widely 
celeb rated as the icon of a posthu man ist 
subject posi tion that eman cip ates women 

sexual partner (Gordon 2007; Kline 2010; 
Oudshoorn 1994).

The isol a tion and synthesis of female 
sex hormones that led to the devel op ment 
of the contra cept ive pill also prepared the 
ground for modern repro duct ive tech   -
no lo gies such as in vitro fertil iz a tion. 
Moreover, by opening the possib il ity of 
moth er hood to single and lesbian women 
(Rich 1995), the Pill paved the way for the 
rejec tion of compuls ory hetero sexu al ity 
through the promo tion of altern at ive 
kinship systems outside the patri archal 
constraints of the nuclear family.

The radical sting of the Pill is that, by 
making it possible for women to choose 
whether to have chil dren or not, it facil it-
ated their rejec tion of tradi tional family 
struc tures (Diepenbrock 1998). Domestic 
life in the patri archal family presents clear 
disad vant ages for women by confin ing 
them to the role of care tak ing in the private 
sphere at the cost of exclu sion from the 
economic sphere. It isol ates men from the 
lives of their chil dren, and insti tutes a 
gendered economy that segreg ates repro-
duct ive labour and family life from wage 
labour (Labora Cuboniks 2015). The Pill 
supports a radical sexual polit ics for 
altern at ive family arrange ments. This has 
not escaped the atten tion of organ ized reli-
gions and conser vat ive polit ical parties, 
which have waged an all- out war against it. 
Up until today, the Pill is not easily avail-
able in Catholic coun tries or in coun tries 
with a strong Christian funda ment al ist 
pres ence.

The Pill’s detract ors have histor ic ally 
offered counter- argu ments to stress its 
mixed bless ings. In the 1970s eco- femin ists 
adhered to authen tic notions of female 
nature result ing in the rejec tion of any 
scientific manip u la tion of female bodies. 
This resist ance evolved into the idea that 
bio- chem ical contra cep tion is polit ic ally 
danger ous, because it inserts women’s 
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body, the foetus, in immun o lo gical terms. 
The placenta splits the subject from within, 
in a non- dialect ical process of internal 
differ en ti ations that predic ates the primacy 
of the ‘other within’. Yet, this highly signi-
fic ant config ur a tion has remained unrep-
res en ted within phallo- logo centric logic.

Therefore, I suggest moving placenta 
polit ics centre stage, but into a differ ent 
theor et ical direc tion. Firstly, placenta polit-
ics upholds an affirm at ive and non- aggress-
ive bio- polit ics that opposes the milit ary 
termin o logy and concepts that are custom-
ary in scientific discus sions of immun o logy. 
The immun iz a tion process is usually formu-
lated in terms of the indi vidual and collect-
ive bodies’ struggle for homeo static stabil ity 
and protec tion against external aggress ive 
forces. Secondly, this approach to immun o-
logy has been taken as an analogy for polit-
ics and governance. For instance, Esposito’s 
work on bio- polit ics (2008b) explores the 
immun o lo gical polit ical economy of hospit-
al ity and hostil ity. I find it disap point ing that 
what was origin ally a polit ics of life – bio- 
polit ics – which also included a reappraisal 
of the polit ics of dying and letting die, has 
become almost exclus ively focused on 
thanato- polit ics, to use Foucault’s term 
(1977). In contem por ary discus sions, this 
issue blends with necro- polit ics (Mbembe 
2003), that is to say exterm in a tion and 
extinc tion. Bio- polit ics should not posi tion 
life only on the horizon of death, but also as 
the gener at ive force of both human and 
non- human organ isms (Braidotti 2006b). In 
terms of the immun o lo gical debate this 
means that the ques tion is not that and how 
the organ ism is capable of self- preser va tion 
at the expense of some of its weak or 
diseased parts, but rather that in most cases 
it actu ally does not attack them. And I would 
like to add that, specific ally in preg nancy, 
the organ ism does usually not expel  
the foetal other, but rather hosts it and 
nurtures it.

from a natur al ized regime of subjug a tion. 
Why are other images so hastily embraced 
as posthu man icons, like the destruct ive 
image of the mush room cloud of a nuclear 
bomb, for instance, or the over- exposed 
mix of metal and wires in robot ics? Instead 
of these rather over bear ing images we 
suggest the humble Pill as one of the 
posthu man icons. The more modest 
‘wetware’ of the Pill should be recog nized 
for its revolu tion ary impact: it is a frontal 
attack on the natur al iz a tion of gender 
inequal it ies. The Pill test i fies to the visceral 
call that, if nature is unjust, then we must 
change nature (Xenofeminist Manifesto 
2015).

See also Bodies Politic; Geo-Hydro-Solar-
Bio-Techno Politics; Pregnant Posthuman; 
Xenofeminism; Placenta Politics.

Anneke Smelik and Elisa Fiore

PLACENTA POLITICS

Placenta polit ics is a term that I coined  
to indic ate the mater i al ist femin ist bio- 
polit ics of the rela tion between the mater-
ial mater nal body, the placenta and the 
foetus. I trans pose this mater nal- placental-
foetal connec tion into a nomadic frame so 
as to argue that it composes a gener at ive 
assemblage. The placental assemblage 
raises key issues of rela tion al ity, immunity 
and auto- immunity, which are best served 
by a neo- mater i al ist philo sophy of becom-
ing and affirm at ive ethics within a monistic 
under stand ing of matter. I draw on the 
work of French femin ist biolo gist Hélène 
Rouch (1987), who was inspired by the 
philo sopher Luce Irigaray (1985a, 1985b) 
and by Lacanian psycho ana lysis to propose 
the biolo gical entity of the placenta as a 
third party that redefines the rela tion ship 
between the mater nal body and the other 
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