Introduction

Eileen Boris and Rhacel Salazar Parrefias

ONE OF THE MOST STRIKING FEATURES of contemporary global capltallsm 1s the
heightened commodificatlon of Intimacy that pervades soclal life* We not
only seek to buy love, but also express devotlon through goods and depend on
services to fulfill obligations or display closeness to others. So did nineteenth-
century Victorlans in Britaln, the United States, and throughout the British
Emplre. Our historlcal moment 1s distingulshed by both the intensification
of commodificatlon and the subsequent crowding out of Indigenous and al-
ternative ways of belng, But the monetization of dally life and the privatiza-
tlon of public goods still generate resistance Inthe broadest sense. People seek
solace and Joy on thelr own terms and develop collectlve challenges to thelr
understanding of the good life.

Agalnst the colonlzatlon of the Intimate, this volume focuses on the pro-
liferatlon of labors, both pald and unpald, that sustalns the day-to-day work
that Individuals and socletles require to survive—and flourish. It moves us
through the expanding service economy into the crevices of what appears as
most private and thus most hidden, even 1f such locatlons reflect cultural defi-
nitlons of the shameful or personal. It reveals acts of love and work for money
to be Interconnected. That 1s, the essays In this collectlon examine the soclal
constructlon of commodified intlmacles, or, nore preclsely, the Intersectlons
of money and Intlmacy In everyday life, by locking at the ways that Intlmacy
as a materlal, affective, psychologlcal, and embodied state characterizes such
labors. Intlmacy occurs In a soclal context; 1t 1s accordingly shaped by, even
as it shapes, relatlons of race, class, gender, and sexuality. And the work of

Intlmacy constltutes intlmate labors.
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Butwhat Intellectual work does the linking of intimate and labor perform?
The Jolning of such terms denles the separation of home from work, work from
labor, and productive from nonproductive labor that has characterized capl-
tallst globallzation. Intlmate labor encompasses a range of actlvitles, including
bodily and household upkeep, personal and famlily malntenance, and sexual
conttact or lalson. It entalls touch, whether of children or customers, bodily
or emotlonal closeness or personal famillarity, such as sexual Intercourse and
bathing another, or close observatlon of another and knowledge of personal
Information, such as watching elderly pecple or advising tralnees. Such work
occurs n homes, hospitals, hotels, streets, and other public as well as private
locatlons. It exlsts along a contlnuum of service and carlng labor, from high-
end nursing to low-end housekeeping, and includes sex, domestic, and care
work. Againsta scholarship that conslders nurses, nannles, home aldes, clean-
ers, prostltutes, and hostesses apart from each other, we explore Intimate labor
as a useful category of analysls to understand gender, raclal, class, and other
power relatlons 1n the context of global economlc transformatlons.

Through the category of “Intimate labor,” we conslder varlous occupations—
usually subsumed under the often discretely examlined categorles of care, do-
mestlc, and sex work—as sharing common attributes. Each of these labors
forges Interdependent relatlons, represents work assummed to be the unpald
responsibility of women, and, consequently, 1s usually consldered to be a non-
market actlvity or an activity of low economlic value that should be done by
lower classes or raclal outsiders. These activities promaote the physical, intel-
lectual, affective, and other emotional needs of strangers, friends, family, sex
partners, children, and elderly, 111, or disabled people. They comprise tasks
for dally life, including household maintenance (cookling, cleaning, washing,
shopping) and personal existence (bathing, feeding, turning over, ambula-
tlon), They rely on clean sheets and swept rooms. They Involve bodily and
psychic Intimacy: manlpulating genitalla, wiping noses, lifting torsos, and
feeding mouths, but also listening, talking, helding, and just belng there. The
presence of dirt, bodles, and intlmacy, however, helps to stigmatize such work
and those who perform 1t.

Characterlstics that soclologlst Paula England and economist Nancy Fol-
bre attribute to care work apply to the broader arena of Intimate labor: “The
worker provides a service to someone with whom he or she 1s In personal
(usually face-to-face) contact”; “the worker responds to a need or deslre that is

directly expressed by the reclplent”, and, perhaps to alesser extent, the service
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“develops the human capabilities of the reciplent.”® These criterla seemingly
exclude hotel housekeepers and private household servants, but the lines be-
tween tending people and tending their homes are fluld. Home health aides
spend a good portion of thelr time cleaning, cooking, and stralghtening up,
tasks that are essentlal to enabling an elderly or disabled person to remaln at
home in dignity. The hotel housekeeper, who has “to get on my knees to clean
the bathroom” and provide additlonal “creature comforts” for guests, pro-
duces pleasure and comfort even If she works when the recelver Is not present
and provides indirect care. In sum, the labors of cleaners and housekeepers
revolve around the intlmate and the bodlly, belonging to those Intlmate la-
bors assoclated with unpald tasks done for the househeld and its members by

wives, mothers, daughters, and previously slaves.

What Is Intimate Labor?

These chapters capture a wide range of Intlmate labors and complicate the
space-time contlnuum under which such work occurs. They include fleeting
encounters and durable tles. Regardless of temporallty, these labors all rely
on the malntenance of preclse soclal relatlons between employers and em-
ployees or customers and providers. Brief encounters under the rubric of in-
timate labor might comprlse nall manicuring, bill collection, street prostitu-
tlon, and sperm denatlon. Intimate labors that depend on durable relatlons
mlight Include varlous forms of sex work, such as bar hostessing and escort
service; child and elderly care; domestic work; and varlous forms of health
care. Through ethnography and history, scholars are determining if a job Is a
form of Intlmate labor rather than merely drawing a line without considering
case studles of actual labor,

The category “Intlmate labor” places In a contlnuuim the discretely exam-
Ined categorles of care, sex, and domestlc work These forms of labor are qulite
varled and diverse. In our discussion, care work entalls not only the tending of
the elderly or the sick as described by Mar{a de la Luz Ibarra or the watching of
children as discussed by Ellen Reese but also the care of transgender subjects.
As Jane Ward luminates, care work can embrace the “gender labor” of feml-
nine partners who belster the masculinity of thelr transge nder female-to-male
partners with thelr performances of femininity. Likewlse, sex work comes In
diverse forms and would Include the labor of sexually titillating customers
1n hostess clubs, as seen by Rhacel Salazar Parrefas,; the street work of trans-

gender sex workers, as presented by Beckl Ross; fleeting encounters between
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working-class prostitutes and thelr customers, as recorded by Kimberly Kay
Hoang and Ellzabeth Bernsteln; but also the purchase of the girlfriend experl-
ence, also analyzed by Bernsteln, Lastly, domestlc work entalls not only clean-
Ing but also varlous forms of care work that are performed Inside the home, as
Ibarraand Elleen Borls and Jennifer Kleln suggest. Even domestic labor makes
soclal relatlons that involve forms of intimacy; as Seemin Qaywm and Raka Ray
found for Kolkata and New York and Premilla Nadasen, for Atlanta. Notably,
there are porous boundarles between these varlous work categorles. Sex work-
ers do a great deal of care work, and likewlse domestlc workers provide care.
Attentlveness appears as a key to understanding intlmate labor, but this
does not necessarily entall face-to-face Interactlons. The work of tending en-
colmpasses a wide range of actlvitles from taking care of one’s reproductive
needs—for Instance, the provislon of children through adoptlon or the giving
of an orgasm vla sex—to tending to bodily care—from the provision of a manl-
cure by a working professlonal, as Millann Kang shows here, to the glving of
a sponge bath to an elderly patlent. It Includes the upkeep of homes as well as
people. Tending need not entall face-to-face encounters because technologlcal
advancements facllitate communication across time and space. Attentlveness
could entail tending to the materlals and objects that Improve the quallty of our
lives, Arlel Ducey magnificently polnts to this in her description of the ways
hospltal workers ensure the comfort of thelr patlents by adjusting equipment,
regulating the hot water tap, and supplylng them with adequate tolletrles,
Intimate labor stands alongslde other conceptions. In this velume, Doro-
thy Sue Cobble speaks about “personal service workers” Interchangeably with
“Intlmate workers” Intlmate labor might not lnvolve face-to-face Imteractlon,
though many types of personal service work do entail intimate labor. At the
same tlme, not all types of Interactlve service occupations would fall under
the rubrlc of what we mean by “intlmate labor.” A fast-food worker, a stamp
dispenser at a post office, or a conclerge 1n a hotel need not do intimate labor,
However, bill collectors could arguably be categorized as intimate laborers be-
cause thelr work requires them to know Intlmate detalls about another person
that could be embarrassing to that person If known to others. Bullding from
Vivlana Zellzer's theorlzatlons on the purchase of Intlmacy, Intlmate labor
would lead to “knowledge and attentlon that are not widely avallable to third
persons.”® The knowledge generated by Intimate labor would include “such el-
elments as shared secrets, Interpersonal rituals, bodily Information, awareness

of personal vulnerability and shared memory of embarrassing situations.”™
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Some forms of labor clearly fall under the rubric of Intimate labor more
than others. Why would a bill collector 1n Indla, as described by Kalindi Vora
1n this volume, engage In Intimate labor while, let us say, a conclerge in a five-
star hotel in San Francisco, as described by soclologlst Rachel Sherman, would
not necessarlly do so?” A sex worker Is clearly an Intlmate laborer because,
after all, intlmacy is a euphemlsm for sexual Intercourse ® Likewlse, a domes-
tlc worker because of access to the Intlimate space of the home and knowledge
of 1ts inhablitants’ habits would be an intimate laborer. But what makes a nail
salon worker an Intimate laborer? And how do the labor of forelgn adoption
and the constructlon of good and bad motherhood, as considered by Laura
Briggs, advance the formulation of intimate labor?

Intimate labor Involves tending to the Intlmate needs of Individuals inside
and outslde thelr home. Our Intimate needs would Include not Just sexual
gratification but also our bodily upkeep, care for loved ones, creating and
sustalning soclal and emotlonal tles, and health and hyglene malntenance.
Meeting one’s Intlmate needs would include not only child care but also the
bearlng of children for others, as Briggs astutely polnts out in this volume.
Under this definltlon, work that is as wide ranglng as prostltutlon, nail salon
work, surrogate mothering, and housecleaning would be consldered Intlmate
labor. Intlmate labor also refers to work that exposes personal Information
that would leave one vulnerable if others had access to such knowledge. Such
work would arguably include bill collectlon, domestic work, elder care, varl-

ous forms of therapy, and prostitution.

Doing Intimate Labor

Our formulation of intlmate labor builds from a rich feminist literature on
women’s work, Enhanclng our conception of intimate laber are previous dis-
cusslons on the labor processes of reproductlve labor and emotlonal labor®
[ this sectlon, we situate our discusslon of Intimate labor in feminist discus-
slons of women’s work. We wish to distinguish what we mean by Intimate la-
bor from emotlonal labor, a concept that many of cur contributors draw from
when explaining specific Intimate labor processes, and reproductive labor, a
categorythat one would argue also encompasses the provislon of sex, care, and
domestlc work, which are the three types of discretely examined occupatlonal
categorles that we wish to bring together in this volume. By distingulshing
intlmate laber from these other forms of laber 1dentified in the literature, we
wish to further contaln our definitlon of intimate labor. Moreover, we wish to
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clarify that not all forms of Interactlve service occupatlons would be forms of
Intlmate labor.

The process of intimate labor 1s not uniform. As we noted eatller, Intimate
laborin some cases entalls face-to-face labor, and 1n other cases It does not. In
thls volume, our contributors Introduce various labors constituted as intimate
labor Including for example the work of “gender labor” Identified by Ward
and “entertalnment work” highlighted by Parrefias, which refers to the labor
of sexually titillating customers via song, dance, and conversatlon in hostess
clubs. These examples show that Intlmate labor manifests in different forms,
requires differemnt labor responsibilitles, and entalls diverse labor processes.

In many situations, Intimate laber would entall emotlonal labor but not
always. Colned by the soclologlst Arlle Hochschild, the term emotional labor
refers to a form of face-to-face labor In which one displays certaln emetlons
to Induce particular feelings 1n the client or customer.® Emotlonal labor relles
on the manlpulation of cne’s emotlons. Varlous Intimate laborers do emo-
tlonal labor, including bill collectors who must act stern or empathetlc so as
to pressure customers to pay thelr bills, hostesses and high-class prostitutes
who mmust display emotions of joy and love to helghten feellngs of speclalness
among customers, and domestlc workers who must suppress thelr emotlons
50 as not to make thelr employers uncomfertable.

Inexplainingthe process of performing emotlonal labor, Hochschild draws
from the work of Kenstantin Stanislavskl to distingulsh “surface acting” and
“deep actlng.” In “surface acting,” one merely pretends to be the character. For
Instance, a domestlc worker would pretend to feel grateful that her employer
offered a hand-me-down of furniture instead of a ralse at the end of the year.
In contrast, in “deep acting,” one embodies the tralts and emotlons of his or
her character, becomling the actual character. In this scenarlo, the domestic
worker would feel genulnely happy to have recelved old furnlture instead of
a salary Increase. According to Hochschild, emotlonal labor often results in
“emotlonal dissonance” for workers unable to feel the emotlons they must dis-
play but who have no cholce but to felgn them.™ Those suffering from emo-
tlonal dissonance are more likely to be persons in low-status occupations who
are without “status shlelds” agalnst the poor treatmemnt they may experlence at
work from those with greater access to money, power, authorlty, or status in
soclety. Thus, domestlc workers, street prostitutes, and bill collectors are those
more likely to sufer from emotlonal dissonance. Hochschild’s notlon and dis-

cusslon of emotlonal labor gleans insight into the labor process of intlmate
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workers, as thelr performance of thelr work often relles on the manipulation
and control of thelr emotions. However, emotional labor 15 not a prerequisite
or requirement In Intlmate labor. In many cases, intlmate laborers need not
regulate thelr emotlons. Sperm donors, considered by Rene Almeling in this
volume, and surrogate mothers do not engage In emotlonal labor, though thelr
Jobs may Involve emotlonal labor that would occur in private and not public
spaces. Lastly, emotlonal labor 1s not always the central marker that defines
the experlence of Intlmate laborers. Emotlonal laber may be an aspect of the
Job for, let us say, a housecleaner or a nall salon worker, but it need not be a
slgnificant aspect that defines the job.

Another way to characterlze Intlmate labor is to define 1t as work that 1n-
volves embodied and affective Interactlons in the service of soclal repreduc-
tlon. According to soclologlst Evelyn Nakano Glenn, soclal reproduction en-
compasses the “array of activitles and relationships Involved 1n malntalning
people both on a dally basls and intergenerationally.” She defines reproductive
labor to Include “activitles such as purchasing household goods, preparing
and serving food, laundering and repairing clothlng, malntalning furnish-
Ings and appllances, soclalizing children, providing care and emotlonal sup-
port for adults, and malntaining kin and communlty tles.
mlist Isabella Bakker provides an even more expansive definitlon that Includes
the blological, Including “the conditions and seclal constructions of mothet-

My

Polltical econo-

hood™ labor force replication, Including “subslstence, education and traln-
1ng”, and “provisloning of carlng needs,” Including aspects “wholly privatized
within familles and kinship networks or soclalized to some degree through
state supports.”? Not all of this work entalls relatlon and emotlonal labor,
closeness or touch, but a considerable amount does. Soclal reproductlon refers
not only to the care of others butalso to the care of the self.

Care and domestlc work are clearly included inthe wide definltion offered
by Glenn, but not sex work. Bernsteln (in this velume) would expand our un-
derstanding of reproductive labor to include sex work, After all, reproduc-
tive labor refers to the labor needed to sustaln the productive labor force ™
In this age of late capltalisin, Bernsteln argues that overworked professlon-
als now pursue pald sexual llalsons not only for human connectlon but also
for emotlonal satisfactlon. What distingulshes reproductive labor from Intl-
mate labor? The 1dea of reproductive labor comes out of a political economlic
and Maixist traditlon that calls attentlon to the behind-the-scenes labor of

wolnen and the poor that became defined as unproductive of exchange value,
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Such Is hardly the case when the more affluent pay for children, as Briggs
shows, or those on welfare pay for child care, as Reese discusses. The Idea of
Intlmate labor more often focuses on the personal or the daily praxis of Intl-
macy, which, as we underscore 1n thils book, Is Increasingly commodified in
late capitalism.

Commodification of Intimacy

Intlmate labor remalns a primary soutce of livelthood, which women Increas-
Ingly galn by being pald for it in the marketplace rather than through perform-
Ing It within a heterosexual marrlage in exchange for support. The commodl-
ficatlon of Intimate labor ralses feminist contentlons over the relatlonship of
“care” and the economy. Some bemoan an Increasing commodification of the
Intlmate. Others, Including the authors In this volume, Insist that relatlons of
Intlmacy already involve the exchange of money. Contributors interrogate the
Intersectlons of commerce and Intimacy from multiple perspectives, mapplng
historlcal shifts in and the changlng nature of wommen's work; soclal meanings
of gender, race/ethnlclty, class, and sexuality in Intimate labor; implications
of Intlmate labor for worker empowerment and self-organlzation; and the po-
rous boundarles between the pald and unpald labor of women.

This volume goes beyond the usual debates on Intimate labor. We seek to
avold the binary trap of exploltation versus agency that plagues discusslons
on sex work and reject the duallstic formulation of domestlc work as elther
vlable employment or an antiquated relatlon of servitude better relegated to
precapitalist socletles or noncapltalist soclal relatlons. Some view the respon-
sibilitles of care work as belonglng 1n the private sphere and best performed
by family, especlally women. Others argue care work Is a potentlally reward-
Ing occupation for women. A similar split over the view of sex work as viable
employment or ts labellng as only oppression characterlzes conversatlons
regarding a range of sexual labors, It 1s perhaps even more contentlous than
comtentions over pald and unpald demestlc work.

A split between radlcal femlinlsts and sex-positlve feminlsts distingulshes
the scholarship on sex work ! Radical feminists view prostltutlon as a form of
vlolence agalnst women; the commodification of the female body becomes the
ultimate symboel of patrlarchal masculinity.!® They argue that elther economic
coerclon or psychological damage from rape or sexual abuse underlies the en-
trance of women Into prostitution.” Liberal feminists and/or sex-posltive fem-
Inlsts questlon the obliteratlon of agency by radlcal feminlsts as well as thelr
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conflation of sex with love, that 15, the viewthat commeodificatlon contaminates
the purlty of sex. In contrast, these activists and schelars acknowledge mul-
tiple meanings in sex work. Above all else, sex work becomes a form of labor in
which the worker sells not her body but her service.!* Some may disdain the job
of servicing sex, but others may find it rewarding. As Laura Agustin describes
such reactlons, some view that “they perform an art, a therapy or a rite” when
performing sex work, while others “feel selling sex 15 analogous to typing or
running a machine and see benefits from belng called sex workers.™*
Avolding these usual dichotonomles, the essays In this volume see intl-
mate labor as work situated in the labor market—both formal and informal—
and subject to market forces and Ideclogical views on gender, ethnlclty, race,
and sexuality, and structural constralmts. Two central themes underlle our
cross-disclplinary discusslon. One underscores the significance of the soclal,
cultural, political, and economic structures that shape the characterlstics and
dynamics of Intimate labor. These essays chart the history of intlmate labors
1n light of the rise and devolutlon of welfare states, women’s labor force par-
ticlpation, famlily formatlon, the expansion of sex work into new Industrles,
and development of lnstitutlons for young, elderly, 1ll, and disabled people.
[ntimate labor thus serves as a springboard not only for understanding wom-
en’s labor market actlvitles but also as a key lens for examining the Impact
of macrostructural forces of economic globalization and the neoliberal state.
By using the term neoliberalism, we refer to the rise of unfettered markets
brought by the deregulation of corporations and financial institutlons, priva-
tizatlon and the concomlitant decline of soclal welfare, and the imposition of
free trade policles. Cast In the name of Individuallsm, neoliberallsm has re-
sulted in the curbing of labor unlons, the diminishment of soclal programs,
and the loss of soclal democratic policles. As a number of these chapters un-
derscore, 1t has also Intensified the responsibllitles of women at home and on
the job, particularly through the compounding of thelr intlmate labor.
Simultaneously, larger macroeconomlc processes spur the formatlon
of “new” forms of Intlmate labor, The advent of “time-space compression”
helghtens the sex tourlsin Industry, and business travel forces the transfer of
care from unpald work within to pald work outside the home. Hence, this col-
lectlon situates intlmate labor processes in globallzatlon. It asks: what types of
Intlmate labor does the global clrculation of goods, ideas, and peoples encout-
age? What forms of lnequalitles do the practices and processes of Intlmate

labor engender and maintain? How do practices of imtimate labor reflect larger
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structural Inequalltles and cultural processes in natlonal and transnatlonal
comrtexts? Intimate labor emerges as a mechanlsm that malntalns and reflects
socloeconomlc Inequalities. These lnequalitles are displayed and negotlated
1n soclal interactlons In private spaces as well as public settings that are cen-
tral to the operation of global capltallsm, for instance alrports and buslness
hotels. How does the performance of services in these settings reflect inequl-
tles of race, class, ethnlclty, and gender? How are such Inequitles negotlated,
reslsted, and malntalned in the performance of intlmate labor?

Second, the essays In this volume advance the debate ameng femlinist the-
orlsts over the relatlonshlp between “care” and “economy.” For some, these
terms stand In for the “hostlle wotlds” of love and money, an lnscription of
separate sphere Ideclogy with gendered attrlbutes repackaged: Women give
care, men earn mmoney. These theorlsts lament an Increasing commodification
of aspects of life that normatively they contend should be beyond the market,
such as tending to dependents, usually defined as the frail, 11l, and young™
Philosopher Virginia Held typlfies such argument in regarding “caring work
as enabling those cared for to know that someone values them” and for “ex-
pressing soclal connectedness, . .. contributing to children’s development and
famlly satlsfaction, and . . . enabling soclal coheslon and well-belng,” all out-
slde of market norms. Likewlse economist Susan Himmelwelt defends carlng
labor as a speclal kind of work invelving relatlonship and emetlonal attach-
ment so that “much of the quallty of our lives would be lost If the Imposl-
tlon of lnappropriate forms of market ratlonality turned such work linto mere
labor” By such criterla, the attentiveness of a flight attendant, the touch of a
sex worker, or the comfort making of a mald would fall outside caring labor,
leaving the fleld to nursing and related health occupations, child and elder
care, and personal supportservices.

Others—and here we place ourselves—clalm that commodification already
has entered Into relations of care, while still others polnt out that relations of
Intlmacy already Inveolve the exchange of money. The wages of Intlmate labor
suffer from soclal expectations about what women should undertake out of
love, kinshlp, or obligation. As England and others have found, most “Interac-
tlve service work” occupatlons with care at thelr core pay less than jobs with
equivalent skill, sex composition, and educatlonal requirements, and care work
that evokes mothering has an even greater wage penalty. Additlonal factors
also lessen the wages of Intimacy: “the labor intensive nature of the weorlk, the

s

1nability of reciplents to pay, and the Intrinslc motlvation of some workers ™
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To express thelr findings in another way, when intlmacy becomes employ-
ment, It loses status as a labor of love and becomes regarded as unskilled work
that anyone can perform because women have undertaken such actlvitles
without payment. Call this the devaluation thesls: double devaluation because
of the lack of pay and the “nature” of the doers. Those who have performed
such pald Jobs are of lower status, often men and women of color and/or re-
cent Immligrants. Though such Jobs need not be women'’s or black or imml-
grant women’s work, historically they have been; Indeed, men who engage In
them experlence the costs of raclalized feminlzation. Characteristics of the
worker have contlnued to define the skill and value of the work.*

To navigate these debates, the authors 1n this volume seek to understand
what happens when Intlmate labor enters the marketplace and becomes pald
both In terms of working conditlons and the value of the worker herself. The
collectlon as a whole brings together research on raclalized and gendered
labors not usually thought about together, creating an interdisciplinary dia-
logue among scholars from wolnen’s studles, ethnlc studles, history, and hu-
manistic soclology. This interdisciplinary approach helps unpack the soclal,
cultural, political, 1declogical, and representatlonal definitions of work and
worker and shows how embodied 1dentlties based on gender, race, natlon, and
class shape the meaning of intimate labor. The followlng chapters define in-
timate labor; literrogate its significance and the meanings of the experlence
vls-a-vls market partlclpation and global economlc processes; evaluate rela-
tlons of race, class, gender, sexuallty, and citlzenship; consider popular rep-
resentatlons; and analyze challenges and struggles in organlzing those who
make thelr livings through touch, closeness, and personal attentlveness, an-

other name for care.
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