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Part One 

Let’s start with the problem of definition. Independent worker, freelancer, solo 

business, one-man/woman enterprise. What is the right term? The first 

question to deal with is the classification of independent work. Does it belong 

to the universe of the firm or to that of work? The birthdate of the freelancers’ 

movement can be dated to the moment when independent work ceased 

viewing itself as a company, a business. If we consider the independent worker 

as a company, we identify a person as a business unit. Its goal, its mission in 

the world is to compete with other businesses, be efficient, grow, be 

successful, combining flexibility and innovation, customer care and financial 

leverage. The first thing a one man/woman business must learn is how to do a 

business plan. Hence comes the adoption of an individualistic/egotistical 

ideology and mentality. Other people with the same job become competitors 

and represent a permanent risk. We can describe the freelancers’ movement 

as a long process of self-consciousness, a long way people working 

independently go through in order to clarify their position in the world, their 

social identity, their social function. On the other hand, if one views his own 

existence as a worker, as a person economically dependent from the market, 

one finds out that people with the same job should consider themselves 

colleagues, not only competitors, and tries to take advantage of any 

opportunity of mutual assistance.  

This way the egotistical mentality is replaced by a different more solidarity 

oriented mind-set. That’s the first step. 

 

Part Two 

The second step is to understand what kind of independent work one belongs 

to. Considering the history of the capitalist society in the 20th century, 

independent work existed in a multitude of branches and jobs, millions of 

people already worked independently in the epoch of mass production. They 
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can be divided into two main categories: craftsmen and professionals, that is, 

handicraft work and intellectual work. The craftsman’s work, except personal 

services, has been more and more industrialized, the professional activities 

and in particular the ‘liberal’ professions (lawyers, doctors, journalists etc.) 

have continued to be practiced by individuals. They are recognized by the 

State and in some countries are organized into special associations 

(Professional Orders) with such particular privileges as minimum fees, private 

pension funds, control of access to the profession. They developed a specific 

ideology of “professionalism”, very important in developing the self-

consciousness of the middle class. They developed a specific professional 

ethics, considering themselves a special social group with a public function, an 

élite of general interest. They never considered themselves as workers or 

members of a working-class but as the core of the middle class, champions of 

the middle class values. This situation of the professional work began to 

change with the growth of industrialization and the increase of the ‘technical 

professions’ (engineers and so on) that, however, were rapidly incorporated 

into the system of the old ‘liberal’ professions (engineers built  their own 

Orders etc.). The main difference was that ‘technical professions’ were 

practiced mostly within industrial companies or service companies by salaried 

employees, the so-called white collars and to a much lesser extent by 

independent workers. This development occurred in the1920s and 1930s. At 

the same time the word ‘freelancer’ (mercenary) began to gain traction as a 

definition of specific professional independent activities, especially used by 

journalists. 

 

Part Three 

If we are agreed that a freelancer must be classified as independent worker, 

the first distinction to be made is that between the traditional worker and the 

freelancer, between a wage earner and a freelancer, between an employee of a 

private or public-owned company and an independent worker. There are ten 

major points of difference: the space of work, the time of work, the form of 

payment, the ownership of the means of production, the relationship to 
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hierarchy, the perception of the community, the right to social protection,  the 

training and the building of human capital, the use of technology.  

 

Part Four 

Another fundamental aspect of the question is how  independent work changed 

over the last forty years. Outsourcing, new technologies (digital technologies), 

need of flexibility, new lifestyles caused the emergence of a great number of 

“new jobs”, especially in the technical professions, creative professions, as well 

as personal services. These all are ‘unregulated’ professions, very different 

from the afore mentioned regulated liberal and technical professions. They 

don’t require a specific formal educational career. This ‘second generation 

independent work’, as it is usually called, is typical of the post-Fordist system 

of production. It results from the increasing tendency of large companies to 

concentrate themselves on the core business, contracting out an important 

number of functions to other firms or to independent professionals (iPros). The 

explosion of the digital economy opened up enormous opportunities for self-

employment. People gained direct access to knowledge and to market, built 

networks using Internet. Independent work was both a popular choice and a 

necessity for people laid off as a result of companies’ downsizing policies. The 

number of independent workers increased continuously (15% of the workforce 

in the UK today, 54 mln people in the U.S., 5.6 mln people in Italy, among 

them 1.8 mln professionals) but their earnings after the financial crisis of 2008 

collapsed. To give but one example, after the crisis in the UK employees of the 

public sector lost 2% of their income, freelancers 22%. 

 

Part Five 

The freelancers’ movement took the form of unionisation first in the U.S., 

thanks to the initiative of a Jewish labor lawyer of Brooklyn, Sara Horowitz, 

who in 1995 started the blog “Working Today”. The response by the public 

were so encouraging that three years later she founded the Freelancers Union 

(www.freelancersunion.org). Nowadays more than 240,000 people are 

members of FU in the States. Sara and the FU showed a great ability to collect 
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funds by the most important private Foundations (Ford, Rockefeller, 

McArthur…), enabling the Union to establish an insurance company for the 

coverage of the risks of sickness and injury. The general condition of the self 

employed, deprived of social protection, is particularly hard in the US, very 

little mitigated by the introduction of the Obamacare. The second issue that 

made the FU popular among the self employed is the problem of the delays in 

payments and the so called “wage theft” (people who don’t get paid for the 

work they have done). The proposal of FU is to involve public authorities in 

legal actions against companies which do not respect the terms of the payment 

or refuse to pay the subcontractor at all. 

The development of the freelancers’ unionisation is less fast in Europe. It is still 

in an ambiguous stage, the prevailing form of organization of the interests of 

the self employed being the association of professionals. Few have typical 

union character. The movement is gathering momentum among the 

unregulated professions, in the world of creative jobs, in the digital economy, 

in the non public education, in the cultural activities, and in the sector of 

services to firms. The worsening of the working conditions of the self employed 

during the crisis is one of the main drivers of the process of self-consciousness. 

At the same time the traditional organizations of the liberal professions, hit by 

the economic crisis and by the changing structure of the organization of such 

professions as big lawyer’s companies, big medical bureaus replacing the 

single lawyer or doctor find increasing difficult to protect their members, 

especially their younger ones. Looking at the development of the European 

Forum of Independent Professionals (EFIP, www.efip.org), a sort of 

coordinating committee of the European associations of self employed, last 

year looms as the starting point of a new phase of self-consciousness by the 

independent workers. The number of associations member of EFIP doubled. A 

positive role in such direction comes from the share economy, in particular 

from the expansion of coworking spaces all over the world where self-

employed often find a spirit of community and recognize in people running the 

same business not only a world of competition but also a world of self-help.   
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In turn the new spirit of initiative put pressure on politics, increasingly the 

associations of self-employed try to made themselves heard by governments 

on issues concerning independent work. A recent example in Italy is the 

campaign against some new fiscal rules contained in the Renzi government’s 

“Jobs Act”. As a form of protest and pressure the Italian self-employed made 

use of social networks (tweet bombings), live performances (flash mob) and 

street actions (see www.actainrete.it). 
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