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Geographies of emotional and care labour
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ABSTRACT

Recent years have witnessed shifts in the social organisation of emotional and care labour,

especially as they intersect with new global trends in migratory patterns and international

mobility, the restructuring of social reproduction and public—private divides, as well as the

flexibilization of labour markets and a resurgence of unpaid labour such as volunteer work.

With a focus on emotions and affect as a central epistemological and methodological

orientation, this essay aims to draw connections between three distinct but related bodies of

feminist scholarship: social reproduction theory, studies of emotional labour, and emotional

geographies. The paper frames these approaches relative to the project of understanding the

spatial dimensions of forms of emotional and care labour in neoliberal times.
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Introduction

This essay introduces an article collection on the geographies
of emotional and care labour,1 and builds on various calls
to consider how emotions are significant sites of enquiry to

better understand the social world (i.e., Ahmed, 2004; Anderson
and Smith, 2001; Hochschild, 2012). In framing this collection we
have chosen to highlight connections between three distinct but
related bodies of feminist scholarship: social reproduction theory,
studies of emotional labour, and emotional geographies. Writing
over half a century ago, Jean–Paul Sartre (1960 pp 33–38) argued
that focusing on emotions brings attention to the unpredictable,
disorganised and symbolic aspects of human lives that are often
marginalised by traditional methods of enquiry. Taking emotions
seriously in the study of social, political, and economic life can
therefore be used as a theoretical and methodological tool for
destabilising the binaries inherited from the Enlightenment.

Nonetheless, much contemporary social sciences and huma-
nities scholarship ignores or downplays the importance of emo-
tions to the benefit of an epistemological and methodological
preference for rationality. This commitment goes hand in hand
with a modernist, capitalist, and colonial enterprise that separates
and prioritises inquiries into the public over the private,
emphasises the agency of some bodies over others, and privileges
sight and the visual over the senses of touch, olfaction, and taste
(Irigaray, 1985; Laporte, 2002). The essays in the collection
associated with this paper highlight that emotions are an active
part of social worlds, especially when these worlds are understood
as fundamentally produced and reproduced through forms of
emotional and care labour. Accordingly, the collection places
these forms of world-making activity front-and-centre as crucial
sites of enquiry into the workings of local and global political
economies.

Theorising social reproduction
Initially developed by Marxist Feminists in the 1970s and 1980s
to respond to the marginalisation of women and domestic labour
in studies of political economy, the theory of social reproduction
is undergoing a renaissance today (Andrucki et al., 2017; Bhat-
tacharya 2017; Furgeson et al., 2016; Katz, 2017). To paraphrase
Tithi Bhattacharya (2017), the theory of social reproduction asks:
what labour produces the commodity of labour power? (p 1).
Emerging from a critique of gender blind Marxist theory, social
reproduction challenges the narrowness of an exclusive focus on
production and highlights “naturalised” forms of unwaged and/or
under-valued feminised labour that performs the essential task of
reproducing, on a daily and generational basis, the labour force
upon which capital depends (Furgeson et al. 2016). As geographer
Cindy Katz points out, under capitalism, this is necessarily a
differentiated labour force, and, therefore, social reproduction
also includes the “cultural forms and practices” that “maintain
these differences and make them make sense” (Katz, 2017 p 1).

Such research makes visible the multitude of forms of gen-
dered, raced, classed and even non-human labour, which produce
value in, for, and against neoliberal capitalism (Bhattacharya
2017; Furgeson et al., 2016; Katz, 2017; McKeithen and Naslund,
2017). Under capitalism, spaces and times of bodily reproduction,
like “eating, drinking and procreating,” are only partially under-
stood as “free” activities (Bhattacharya, 2017 p 11). Taking place
outside of the formal wage economy, “absolute control over the
time of reproduction” cannot be fully accounted for and exercised
by an instituted capitalist system (Bhattacharya, 2017 p 11). We
therefore concur with Bhattacharya (2017) that “much more
theoretical attention needs to be paid to the relationship between
the physical body in all its acts…and the social relationships of
capital that such a body finds itself in” (p 11).

This is especially the case under conditions of neoliberal glo-
balisation. If domestic labour was essential to the reproduction of
a territorialised form of capital in the halcyon days of the nation
state, then the transnationalization of social reproduction has
been no less essential to “vagabond capitalism” in the 21st century
(Katz, 2001). As V. Spike Peterson (2002) suggests, the global
political economy can be understood as “three interacting, over-
lapping and co-existing economies–reproductive, productive, and
virtual” (p 5). Within this triad, forms of reproductive labour–be
they paid or unpaid, public or private, territorialised or
not–constitute a key entry point to investigate myriad forms of
economic and ideological asymmetries. These include gender
ordering, racialization and exploitation, and ableism through
processes that join the personal to the political and the local to the
global through circuits of capitalist reproduction, consumption,
and production. In this collection, we maintain that emotions and
their relations to space and place help to understand how all those
who produce and reproduce social worlds negotiate contradictory
imperatives of compliance and resistance, oppression and
enjoyment, valuation and devaluation that accompany such
processes.

Managing feelings as care work
In 2003, Arlie Russell Hochschild’s (1983) groundbreaking eth-
nography of US flight attendants was republished as a 20th
anniversary edition. This signalled renewed interest in her novel
concept of emotional labour, understood as the work of managing
or performing specific, gendered, and context dependent feelings.
For Hochschild, the work of performing compliance to certain
“feeling rules” is an integral part of the successful execution of
particular forms of paid labour. Attention to the production of
expectations about the presentation of certain kinds of emotions
in the course of performing gendered work “allows us to see how
institutions–such as corporations–control us not simply through
their surveillance of our behaviour, but through the surveillance
of our feelings” (Hochschild, 1983 p 228). What matters here is
not the “truth” of our feelings, per se, but our capacities or
incapacities to produce embodied manifestations of the emotions
deemed necessary to “get the job done”. In this way, Hochschild
emphasised emotions as both public and integral to the wage
labour relation. Furthermore, the occupations for which this was
true were also those that were on the rise in North America at the
dawn of our neoliberal age, such as professional and technical
workers, managers, service workers, domestic and sales workers,
as well as those employed in clerical and kindred occupations
(Hochschild, 1983 p 246).

More recently, Hochschild (2012 pp 11–21) examined how
tasks relating to intimacy and care have become increasingly
transnational and mediated by market-based actors, as exempli-
fied by the explosion of technology-driven personal services.
Analysing a range of intimate activities, including procuring care
for a family member, planning a wedding, or entering into a
commercial relationship with a surrogacy firm, she finds that
consumers nevertheless make sense of these labours as ontolo-
gically distant and unrelated to processes of identity formation.
The emotional labour that such consumers understand as central
to their own production and reproduction as subjects remains the
“naturalised” care of relationships not formally mediated by the
market (Hochschild, 2012 p 224).

Hochschild’s work has been broadly influential to studies of
emotional and care labour that transcend conventional spatial
containers such as the nation-state. This is the case for the field of
care work, where “the extensive internationalisation of domestic
services and its significance for the social relations of production
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and the division of labour” has been especially pronounced
(Yeates, 2005 p 227). Nicola Yeates (2005) examines the inner
workings of a “global domestic care regime” (p 229) in which the
personal relationship of care is situated in a global business of
care, and mediated through various gendered, racialized, eco-
nomic hierarchies. In this collection, we similarly do not consider
emotional and care labour as occurring in a vacuum. As with the
global restructuring of care work, forms of emotional labour, too,
are bound up with the particularities of place and economic
sector, among other things. For instance, care and migration
regimes are imbricated in any understanding of the global care
business, as much as they are grounded in specific national
contexts, themselves shaped by local cultural perceptions of care
work, family expectations, and ideas about nationhood and
responsibility thereto (Michel and Peng, 2012).

Emotion and care work as spatial practices
Feminist and cultural geographers have examined how emotions
are spatial practices that are not merely individual, and are
therefore enmeshed in power relations. Kay Anderson and Susan
Smith (2001) observe “there are moments where lives are so
explicitly lived through pain, bereavement, elation, anger, love
and so on that the power of emotional relations cannot be
ignored” (pp 7–8). However, far from existing in spatio-temporal
isolation, the existence of “emotionally heightened spaces”
underscores the broader truth that on some level, all social rela-
tions “are mediated by feelings and sensibility.” In this view,
emotions are intricate and active parts of social interactions.
Following Sara Ahmed’s (2004 pp 119–123) work, we maintain
that emotions are transmitted, transformed, and circulated
through affective economies, as a form of capital and a valued
component of social interactions that help justify decisions,
stances and takes on specific issues.

If emotions work in specific places and settings, this implies
that attention cannot focus solely on the nature and essence of
specific emotions. In emphasising the emotional dynamics of
social interactions and power relations, Ben Anderson (2009)
offers the concept of an “affective atmosphere” (pp 78). Affective
atmosphere designates the ways in which emotions surface (or
not) at specific moments because of a context in which specific
affective relations take place. As bodies affect and are affected by
each other, a look at emotions through their social dimensions
grounds their meaning and significance in specific material and
embodied realities that are both less-than-rational and more-
than-rational (Anderson, 2006 pp 733–735). In this collection, we
would therefore welcome social inquiries that focus on passions,
gut-level decisions and so forth, in their relation to questions of
rationality and decision-making.

This is especially important at this conjuncture, where the rise
of far-right populism in Europe and North America is sympto-
matic of a widespread instrumentalization of negative feelings of
middle and upper social classes to control the political discourse
of public feelings (Anjaria, 2009; Greven, 2016; Kim, 2012). We
reject any formulation or critique of populism that suggests the
mere fact of emotion is the problem (i.e., Bardella, cited in Smith,
2018). Rather, we see the work of populism as one that often
mobilises emotion in the service of nationalist, xenophobic, sexist,
racist, ableist and heterosexualist reactions to neoliberal globali-
sation. Furthermore, such visceral reactions must be understood
in the context of a dominant and relatively long standing neo-
liberal political rationality. This is a rationality that strives to
render social interactions and power relations as strictly technical
matters, stripped of public interest and ethical deliberation. In
contrast to these public–and publically vilified–displays of col-
lective emotional excess, the neoliberalization of emotional and

care labour has generally meant a denial of the status of emotion
and related areas of care and intimate life, as public concerns. As
Aihwa Ong (2006) puts it these are: “non-political and non-
ideological problems that need technical solutions” (p 3).

The contributions gathered in this collection explore various
facets of the “technicalization,” “privatisation”, and “individua-
tion” of emotional and care labour as they unfold through specific
spatial processes. As such they provide unique windows into the
changing embodied realities and global political and economic
experiences of our time.

Article collection
The initial papers published in this thematic collection ask how
local and global processes create new challenges and opportu-
nities for those who participate in, or are the object(s) of, forms of
emotional and care labour. In so doing, they highlight emotions
and affect as a key epistemological and methodological orienta-
tion for understanding under-explored linkages between local and
intimate spatialities and broader political and economic pro-
cesses. Contributors have brought a diverse range of disciplinary
perspectives from Anthropology, Education, Labour Studies,
Political Economy, and Sociology. They bring us into contact with
different sites of enquiry, from urban informal settlements to
transnationalized families and institutional and quasi-
institutional settings. The result is a rich and nuanced portrayal
of what social reproduction and forms of emotional labour look
like in our neoliberal present, across a range of geographic,
political, social and economic circumstances.

Drawing on very different empirical case studies Wangui
Kimari (2018) who writes about youth activism and care work in
Kenya and Samantha Plummer (2018) who analyzes institutional
restructuring in the US, both show us the different ways in which
care work and affective relationships become sites through which
forms of physical and structural violence are challenged and
contested in neoliberal times. Kimari argues that the urban
informal settlement of Mathare, Nairobi is normalised as a space
of criminality, and therefore as a space not worthy of love or care.
Youth activists engaged in providing essential services are
therefore not simply providing “the reinstatement of basic rights”.
They are also, crucially, engaged in the work of reinserting “care
and emotion in environments where a normalised (and mili-
tarised) precarity has denied the legitimacy of these sentiments.”

Plummer’s study looks at changing feeling rules for care
workers in the wake of a corporate merger of Psychiatric Resi-
dential Treatment Facilities targeted towards “youth with emo-
tional and behavioural issues” in the US. This merger brought
increased neoliberal pressures for financial efficiency and
accountability to bear on the work of the care providers con-
cerned. However, in contrast to studies which find that these
types of pressures produce emotional exhaustion and “burnout”
Plummer’s study yields the interesting insight that “in the face of
value conflicts and increased coerciveness in the workplace rela-
tionships with service recipients can become more apparently
pleasurable and serve as sites of compensatory solace.”

Foregrounding parenting as both socially valuable and emo-
tionally fulfilling work, Tobin LeBlanc Haley (2017) shows how
the constellation of law, governance, and space works to constrain
the intimate lives of Mad women living in supported housing in
Ontario, Canada. In this case we see how certain forms of emo-
tional and care labour are effectively prohibited by a political,
economic, and spatial relation that simultaneously withholds legal
rights and the possibility of certain emotional relationships from
some women. As with Kimari and Plummer, LeBlanc Haley
shows how neoliberal techniques of management and surveillance
erode and undermine the intrinsic value of care and emotional
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connections. However, as all three papers underscore, making
these forms of labour and their embodied value visible and legible
is an essential part of the political project of thinking and acting
towards a different future.

Beginning from an understanding of migration as a “livelihood
strategy,” Oksana Schmulyar Gréen and Charlotte Melander
(2018) examine how Polish and Romanian migrant workers in
Sweden negotiate family obligations since the accession of their
countries to the European Union. In an empirically rich article,
they show how migrant mothers frame the experience of
separation from their children as more of a negative emotional
experience than do migrant fathers. Thus, within these transna-
tionally “split households” the division of caring responsibilities
for parents remains central to the reproduction of traditional
gender roles. However, such roles are not as important as, and are
rooted in a broader ideas surrounding “good parenthood”,
understood as a product of individual familial self-sufficiency.
“Good parenthood”, Gréen and Melander argue, allows parents to
justify and situate decision making about the care of children
within the transnationalized household through a complex con-
figuration of factors. These include the nature of the family
structure, the age and needs of children, as well as the reasons for
migration in the first place.

O’Keeffe’s (2018) contribution looks at the experiences of men
who teach young children in the Irish education system. For
O’Keeffe, these men’s experiences of gendered care work offer a
unique entry point into the social and spatial economies of
emotion. Drawing on interviews with male caregivers, she shows
how these men interpret themselves and their work in view of
broader social understandings of “men who perform emotional
labour”. Drawing on Sarah Ahmed’s work, O’Keeffe underscores
emotions as socially bifurcated between “signs of cultivation” and
“signs of weakness”. Emotions therefore create “a social presence
rather than a self-presence” and it is “through emotions, or how
we respond to objects and others, that boundaries are made.” The
example of men who care for young children therefore under-
scores the extent to which different forms of work come not only
with certain “feeling rules” à la Hochschild but also with complex
and shifting assumptions about which kinds of bodies are
appropriate to the emotional economies in question.
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