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Preface and Acknowledgements

This book is both a review of some of the exciting case studies and ethno-
graphies of waged work in the service sector that have appeared in the last
two decades or so and a synthesis of some of my own work in the area. Its
focus is on jobs that demand the co-presence of the provider and the pur-
chaser of a service, jobs in which the embodied identities of workers are on
display and affect the exchange in ways that are uncommon in manufactur-
ing employment. Embodied performances are an essential element of every-
day interactions in service sector workplaces. It is a book about the associations
of the body with deference, shame, disgust and dirt, as well as with beauty,
health and fitness, adornment and decoration and the ways in which these
characteristics and attributes become associated with differently gendered,
raced and classed bodies, and so are rewarded or penalized in different ways
within the labour markets of advanced industrial nations. The main, although
not sole, focus is workplaces in Great Britain, although there are also exam-
ples drawn from US labour markets and workplaces. Furthermore, global
migration means that even the most local of workplaces in a particular
nation-state may include employees from a wide range of countries. It is a
book about socioeconomic change, as well as migration, about the growth of
low-status and often precarious forms of work and their distribution across
what geographers term spatial divisions of labour: the places where work
takes place and the connections across space that produce their specificities.

I want the book to be useful as a source for students and their teachers: it
provides a set of case studies that can be dipped into as well as, or instead of,
being read in its entirety. The first three chapters, however, are essential read-
ing as they lay out the empirical and theoretical bones of the argument about
the significance of interactive service employment. In the chapters that follow
I discuss a range of case studies or ethnographies of different types of what I
define as high-touch interactive work. In these chapters I explore not only the
findings of the different studies but also discuss how they were carried out.
This focus on methods should help those contemplating their own research
on particular types of work as well as provide some ammunition to answer
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those critics of qualitative methods who argue that case-study approaches are
‘too anecdotal’ or ‘not representative’. The bibliography is large, providing
details of a large number of studies which should lead to yet more.

Many of my discussions about service sector employment have taken
place in lectures and classes for a course on the geographies of work and
employment that I have taught over the last decade in Cambridge, London
and Oxford. I am grateful to all the students who have taken the course or
done their doctoral work with me, sharing their experiences of the labour
market as both researchers and temporary employees. Their working lives
and the range of jobs held in vacations were often much more varied than
mine and helped me think harder about what happens in daily life at work.
Four Oxford students — Ian Ashpole, James Cohen, Kat Hardy-King and
Laura Putt — read the book just before their finals in summer 2008 and
Sarah McDowell did the final proofreading. Special thanks to them. I should
also like to thank old and new colleagues for making each of the depart-
ments that I have worked in both enjoyable and distinctive environments,
each with its own particular working culture.

Some of the chapters are partly based on revised versions of articles that
I have previously published and draw on work supported variously by the
Economic and Social Research Council, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation
and the British Academy. I thank these funding bodies for their support. The
work in a hospital and a hotel that is part of the subject matter of chapters
7 and 8 was undertaken with Adina Batnitzky and Sarah Dyer and I am
extremely grateful to them not only for their input into the research but their
willingness for me to include aspects of it here. Particular thanks are due to
the Leverhulme Trust who granted me a two-year Major Research Fellowship
between October 2006 and 2008. That award gave me the space and time
to read and think and then to write this book. Two anonymous reviewers
read the manuscript at a crucial stage and their tough but invaluable com-
ments have made this a better book. If I knew who you were, I would thank
you in person. Finally, Neil Brenner, editor of the series and Jacqueline Scott,
at Wiley-Blackwell, were always supportive at just the right times.

The author and publisher would like to acknowledge the editors and pub-
lishers for permission to reproduce here in revised versions sections from
papers in the following journals: Antipode 2006, 38 (4), pp. 825-50; Economic
Geography 2007, 82 (1), pp. 1-28 and Progress in Human Geography 2008, 28 (2),
pp. 145—63. While every effort has been made to contact copyright holders for
permission, the publishers would be grateful to hear from anyone who is not
acknowledged and will correct this if a second edition of the book appears.

Linda McDowell
Oxford



Service Employment
and the Commoditization

of the Body

It is illiberal and servile to get the living with hand and sweat of the body.
William Alley, The Poore Man’s Library, 1571

Work is no less valuable for the opportunity it and the human relations con-
nected with it provide for a very considerable discharge of libidinal component
impulses, narcissistic, aggressive and even erotic, than because it is indispensable
for subsistence and justifies existence in a society.

Sigmund Freud, Cuwilization and Its Discontents, 1930

Introduction: Narratives of Change

This is a book about bodies at work. It is about who does what sort of waged
work in the contemporary service economies that dominate the western world.
Its aim is to explore who does what, where, with whom, for whom and to
whom, and with what consequences for the financial rewards and social status
that accrue to different workers. Its focus 1s on the social division of labour, on
the ways in which class, gender and ethnicity, as well as age, looks and weight,
are key attributes in explaining who is employed in what sorts of work in the
first decades of the new millennium. The types of work discussed are those
where both the worker and the consumer are present and, in the main, where
the service provided is used up at the time of the exchange. Through the lens
of the workplace, the emphasis is on the sorts of embodied interactions that
take place in everyday exchanges between the three sets of actors involved in
these exchanges: workers, managers and clients/customers. As a consequence,
the book is about a smaller and more local spatial scale than geographers are
used to. Traditionally, economic geographers’ scale of analysis is local or
regional labour markets, although there is also a strong geography of the firm.
Sociologists are more typically analysts of workplace interactions, yet they too
often ignore the significance of the local, neglecting to ask what is specific and

Working Bodies: Interactive Service Employment and Workplace Identities  Linda McDowell
© 2009 Linda McDowell ISBN: 978-1-405-15977-7



2 Commoditization of the Body

different about the places they study. The aim here is to bring a geographical
and sociological perspective together. Although the focus is the workplace — be
it an individual home, the street, a shop or a hospital — through this lens, the
changing national and international spatial divisions of labour that produce
increasingly diverse workforces in the cities of western economies are also
revealed. The examples are drawn in the main from UK workplaces, as well
as from the USA, but the workers whose identities are at the heart of the book
are extremely varied in their national origins.

In the new millennium in the economies of the western world, it may seem
as if we have entered a new era or at least have been passing through a
period of significant change since ‘around 1973’: the date that David Harvey
(1989) identified as the start of the transformation from the old Fordist model
of economic organization to a new condition of postmodernity. Since then,
growing numbers of individuals have become part of the social relations of
waged work, and many seem to be working in new types of work under dif-
ferent conditions compared to workers in a former era, especially those in
manufacturing industries. Change 1s the key motif of contemporary discus-
sions of waged work. In both the popular and academic literatures about
waged work and the labour market titles that indicate a radical change with
the past are common. The ‘new capitalism’ (Sennett 2006), the rise of “post-
Fordism’ (Amin 1994), in a period of ‘liquid modernity’ (Bauman 2000) are
all part of the titles of books purporting to describe the changes that are
evident in what some have identified as a ‘new’ economy (Carnoy 2000;
Jensen and Westenholz 2004). ‘One of the most striking things about much
of contemporary theorizing about work and identity is the epochalist terms
in which it is framed’, in which the ‘logic of dichotomization establishes the
available terms in advance’ (Du Gay 2004: 147).

The statistical picture of labour market change seems to confirm these claims
about transformation: from the Fordist manufacturing economy of the past, to
a post-Fordist, post-modern or post-industrial service economy of the present.
There has been a remarkable shift in the types of work most people in the UK
perform (and in the USA, France, Germany and other western economies),
as well as in the types of people who fill the expanding jobs. The most signifi-
cant change has been the growing dominance of service employment: almost
three quarters of all employees in the UK currently work in services. Half-way
through the twentieth century, more than half of all workers were employed in
the manufacture of goods; half a century later, the sons and daughters of these
workers do quite different types of work. Less than 15 per cent of British work-
ers are now employed in manufacturing. This shift has been captured in terms
such as ‘deindustrialization’ (Gregory and Urry 1986), the ‘end of manufactur-
ing’, even, for some commentators, ‘farewell to the working class’ (Gorz 1982),
as it seemed to these analysts almost inconceivable that working in shops or
cafés, providing massages, cleaning houses and teaching children was ‘work’ in
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the old sense of producing material products through the application of brute
strength and heroic effort, typically by men. Other commentators have seen
the rise of service employment in more optimistic terms, welcoming the intro-
duction of less stressful or dangerous working conditions, improved pay and
opportunities for social mobility for a better-educated population (Wright
Mills 1953; Bell 1973; Gartner and Reissman 1974). By the new millennium
the optimistic scenario had shifted into a different register as it became clear
that the service sector includes poorly paid, as well as well paid, jobs and that
for many the anticipated social mobility would never materialize. To narratives
of loss and nostalgia for the golden age of manufacturing — a period from about
the end of the Second World War until the 1970s — a new narrative of precari-
ous and insecure work was added (Sennett 1998, 2006).

Associated with this apparent transformation of the labour market and
adding to the claim of many that older forms of working-class solidarity are
dead, there has been a marked feminization of the labour force in Western
Europe and the USA. Rising numbers of women have entered the social
relations of waged work over the last fifty years, many of them in the service
sector and many on different terms and conditions than those that typified
masculine forms of attachment to the labour market. Many women are
employed on a part-time basis, especially in the UK, and tend to work in
different sorts of workplaces than the factories, shipyards and car plants that
typified male work in the Fordist era. Women are more likely, for example,
to work in other people’s homes or in small, often unorganized, workplaces.
And as well as growing numbers of women, economic migrants — people
born outside the nation-state where they labour — are filling a growing
number of jobs in service economies. Thus, labour forces are becoming
increasingly diverse in their social characteristics.

At the same time as waged work is changing, and often becoming more
precarious, it has become a more central part of more and more people’s
everyday lives in almost all countries in the global economy, apart from the
former communist countries where participation rates fell in the 1990s.
Participation rates in the UK labour market, for example, are higher than
at any previous period. In 2008, 75 per cent of all people of working age in
the UK were employed: one of the highest participation rates in Europe.
Two decades earlier, British sociologist Ray Pahl (1988) argued that employ-
ment — the nature, distribution and rewards for waged work — was one of
the most significant and urgent issues for social scientists to address. He sug-
gested then that a range of questions about work remained unresolved as
‘confusion and ambiguities about its meaning, nature and purpose in our
lives are widespread’ (p. 1). His argument is even more relevant now, despite
a huge expansion of academic analyses of waged work. As the economist
Francis Green (2006: 1) argued, ‘almost everyone gets to do it. Work itself is
a major and defining part of most people’s lives. It takes up a large proportion
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of their time on this earth and profoundly moulds their life experiences.’
Developing an understanding of how labour markets work, how people are
divided between and segmented into particular jobs, and what this means for
their self-identity and standard of living, is an even more significant task as
the new millennium advances and the place of waged work in most people’s
lives continues to expand.

Over the last two decades the expansion of employment has also become
a central part of the reforming agenda of central and local governments.
The British state, under New Labour governments since 1997, has endeav-
oured to increase the proportion of the national population that is economi-
cally active. In common with other western governments, albeit to different
degrees, the adoption of a series of neoliberal employment policies has
resulted in cuts in state provision and benefits for the workless and a cor-
respondingly greater emphasis on the responsibilities of individuals to pro-
vide for themselves rather than rely on state support (Herod 2000; McDowell
2004; Peck 2000). Growing numbers of citizens in these countries — and in
countries where systems of state support for the workless have never been
well developed — are now expected to provide for themselves though labour
market participation and are doing so by entering into the social relations of
waged work in unprecedented numbers. The UK and the US are among
the most ‘liberal’ economies, where the dependence on deregulated markets
and workfare policies distinguish them from mainland Western European
economies and from the Scandinavian countries (Esping Andersen 1990, 1999;
Perrons et al. 2006), which provide greater protection for the majority of
workers. In the UK and the USA ‘workfare’ programmes have replaced
parts of older forms of welfare provision (Peck 2000; Sunley, Martin and
Nativel 2001) which time-limit access to benefits as well as enrol the workless
onto ‘job ready’ programmes. In the UK there is also a move to reduce the
eligibility for benefits of long-term sick and incapacitated claimants: an issue
that is particularly important in parts of the country where men previously
worked in heavy primary or manufacturing occupations (Fothergill and
Wilson 2007). Young unskilled men and women, not only in these regions
but across the UK economy, are also ‘encouraged’ into work through
schemes designed for their age group. Single parents — the majority of whom
are women — are a further target group for raising participation rates which
currently are well below those of other women workers.

For the more affluent and highly skilled groups in the population, apart
from men over 50 whose participation rates are falling, employment par-
ticipation rates have continued to rise in the last two decades. As they do,
time becomes more precious for waged workers, exacerbating the transfer
into the market of many of the services previously provided within the
home. This is one of the most significant changes in the way in which con-
sumer services are provided in advanced capitalist economies. Rather than
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the rise of a self-service economy, identified by Gershuny (1978), in which
households serviced their own needs in the home through the purchase of
consumer durables, more and more services have become part of the mar-
ket. As well as rising attendances at cinemas and in other leisure spaces,
dual-income middle-class families, for example, increasingly buy childcare,
house cleaning, dog walking and a whole gamut of other services that
enable their complex lives to function more smoothly. The demand for
these low-waged jobs in turn draws less affluent individuals — typically,
women — into the labour market (Sassen 2001), often re-cutting class and
gender relations, as I shall illustrate in the case-study chapters. Working-
class employees in these low-wage ‘servicing’ jobs increasingly work in
intimate contact with the bodies of the middle class in ways that are more
reminiscent of earlier periods of industrial history than the immediate
Fordist past (Panitch and Leys 2000).

The initial response by labour economists, geographers and sociologists to
manufacturing decline in the 1970s and 1980s was to focus on the causes
and consequences of deindustrialization, rather than analyses of the causes
and consequences of this growing commoditization of services. A range of
studies addressing, for example, questions about declining wage rates and
the loss of the middle of the income distribution (Bluestone and Harrison
1982), diminishing union membership (Martin, Sunley and Wills 1994,
1996), male job loss and regional inequalities (Gregory and Urry 1986;
Massey 1984; Massey and Meegan 1982) dominated the agenda of labour
market studies. Some argued that the decline of manufacturing heralded the
‘end of work’ (Rifkin 1995), whereas others suggested that the rise of a con-
sumer economy was leading to a reduction of the significance of employ-
ment in the social construction of identity, as people increasingly constructed
their sense of self-worth primarily through consumption rather than through
work (Bauman 1998): perhaps surprising claims as governments pushed
through workfare programmes.

More recent studies of economic change and its labour market correlates,
however, have focused explicitly on service sector employment growth and
its meaning for workplace identities as well as for national economic growth.
The dominant emphasis in this literature has tended to be an optimistic one:
a ‘new’ knowledge economy (Carnoy 2000; Rodrigues 2005) was identified
based on the production of ‘weightless’ goods and services such as financial
commodities, legal expertise and new forms of scientific innovations in an
economy that is ‘living on air’ (Coyle 1997; Leadbetter 1999). In this weight-
less economy, an increasingly specialist and well-educated workforce,
employed in new clean environments, facilitates successful competition with
newly industrializing countries in a globalized world, permanently connected
by the internet (Castells 2001). National economies are linked into a global
‘space of flows’ connected by new technologies that facilitate the flows of
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information and capital (Castells 1996). But there is also another narrative
of change that has not caught the attention of theorists or the media to the
same extent. This story emphasizes the less successful and less glamorous
side of service sector growth, recognizing the steady expansion of poorly
paid, low-wage jobs, increasingly undertaken by women or by economic
migrants but also by less-well educated or low-skilled men, especially young
men. These are the workers who stepped into the gap to provide daily serv-
ices to keep the households of work-rich but time-poor households running
smoothly, as well as to care for the elderly and service the growing leisure
demands of the majority. Here too a story of regret is evident, as commenta-
tors (Sennett 1998) mourned the loss of permanent, well-paid work for men,
replaced by new forms of more precarious attachment (Vosko 2001) to the
labour market in which employers have little loyalty to their workforce,
which is both disposable and replaceable.

What unites these three narratives — of deindustrialization, the ‘new’
knowledge economy and the rise of precarious work — is the rhetoric of radi-
cal change or transformation. Western economies seemed to be being sig-
nificantly restructured as new ways of working in new forms of employment
replace the older certainties of full-time waged work, often for a single
employer over a lifetime. I argue in the next chapter of this book, however,
that the rise of service employment is neither new nor a significant transfor-
mation, or rather not a transformation that can be explained solely by
studying the economy in isolation. Instead, I want to argue that what we are
witnessing i3 the commodification of many of the types of work that were
previously undertaken mainly in private homes and for love’ — in the sense
of not for wages. Because participants in these activities — the care of chil-
dren, sexual relations, caring for elderly bodies, meeting leisure needs — were
not financially recompensed, they were not recognized as work and so
excluded from economic analyses. If they had been included, then not only
would the definition of work have been widened but the attributes of both
work and workers would have been different. Women performing caring
labour in the home would have been included in this wider definition of
work and so the apparently radical change captured in the dominant narra-
tives would have seemed less remarkable. Here, instead of a narrative of
transformation, I want to emphasize continuity. In part, I do this through
the use of quotations at each chapter head from earlier eras in British labour
market history which remain entirely relevant today. In this way the connec-
tions between the types of work and employment that dominated what are
now regarded as past eras are connected to the continuing changes in the
post-millennium labour market. Servicing the bodily needs of others has
always taken up the time of large numbers of workers and typically it has
been regarded as low-status work, and constructed as particularly suitable
for women.
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Servicing Work as Waged Employment

While I shall argue that continuity is the key defining characteristic of all
those forms of service sector work that involve caring for the bodily needs
of others, there undoubtedly has been a significant shift in the nature and
location of these types of work. In the long decades of the postwar years of
economic growth and relative prosperity, notwithstanding manufacturing
decline, these forms of embodied work have moved from the private into the
public arena (provided both by the market and the state) and into the cash
nexus. The rise in women’s labour market participation rates and their
increasing inability, or unwillingness, to provide the range of services in the
home that other family members once took for granted has exacerbated this
shift. In affluent societies, an increasing array of activities, including sex,
food, healthcare, advice, exercise, childcare and music making, that was
provided for ‘love’ (in the sense of financially unrewarded) within the family
or local community, has become part of market exchange.

The movement of these services into the cash economy and women’s
greater involvement in the social relations of employment, has had a signifi-
cant impact on women’s sense of self-identity, as well as on the location
of their key social relationships. For all workers, the workplace is an arena
of social relations, a place in which peers, superiors, subordinates, managers
and bosses interact. These sets of relations are not merely the rational
exchange of labour power for wages, as economists argue, but also provide
an outlet for emotions and the development of social relationships: aspects
of the employment relation more typically analysed by sociologists and psy-
chologists. People experience anger and frustration at work, as well as sat-
isfaction in a job well done. People make friends at work, sometimes fall in
love, and provide and receive emotional support, as the quotation from
Freud at the head of this chapter makes clear. Work is about sociability.
But what has changed in the twenty-first century is the growing significance
of social relations in the workplace in women’s lives. Two generations ago,
for most women, socializing took place in the home, among family, kin and
neighbours, and in the local community, perhaps through participation in
voluntary work or through membership of clubs and groups based on
mutual interests. As the traditional saying made clear, ‘a woman’s place is
in the home’. In 2008 the majority of women are in waged employment
and so are able to construct an alternative set of social networks. Indeed, as
the US sociologist Arlie Hochschild (1997) found in her study of a large
Midwest workplace, women employees not only valued their workplace
relationships but regarded them as more significant than their home lives
for friendship and emotional support. As the subtitle of her study — when
‘work becomes home and home becomes work’ — indicates, for these women
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life had changed as emotional satisfaction was sought and found in the
workplace rather than or as well as at home. This change affects others too,
not only at home, but in communal and voluntary patterns of participation.
As Robert Putnam (2000) noted, many Americans are now condemned to
go ‘bowling alone’.

As well as social and emotional relationships with other workers, increas-
ingly, participation in waged work in Britain, the USA and in other service-
dominated economies involves the establishment of social relationships,
albeit typically transitory, with customers. The most common forms of
waged work now undertaken in the UK involve a service exchange between
employees and customers — what Robin Leidner (1993) termed ‘interactive
work’. In the service sector, the production of consumer services typically
depends on the co-presence of workers and purchasers — waiters serve res-
taurant customers, the hairdresser is only able to cut and style hair when the
client is there, teachers need an audience for their classes, doctors a body to
practise on. Further, the service is used up at the moment of exchange: a
meal is over when customers leave, a haircut completed, a lecture finished,
an operation over.

The recognition that service employment involves social interactions in
spaces where the service provider and service purchaser are co-present is con-
nected to a second shift in the last half-century: that is the huge expansion in
the range and patterns of consumption in modern economies as an increas-
ingly wide range of goods and services are for sale. As well as the typical
goods of an expanding consumer economy — cars, fridges, clothes, an ever-
wider range of electronic gadgets — there has been a remarkable expansion
in consumer services, from eating out, through travel, to all sorts of care for
the body and the soul, from massage to counselling. The economy as a whole
has become one in which the provision and sale of services is the key motor
of development as well as one in which a great deal of that emotional
solace as well as bodily care that was previously provided in the private arena
is now for sale. In these consumer-driven, service-dominated economies, indi-
viduals’ bodies — as the producer and objects of exchange — have become
absolutely central in a way that differs from the embodied labour power driv-
ing manufacturing industries. The physical attributes of the body providing
a service are part of the exchange that occurs at the point of sale. A well-
groomed, preferably slim body, produced through exercise, adornment and
self-improvement, whether temporary through the application of cosmetics
or more permanently through radical interventions such as surgery, is seen
as an essential requirement of many, if not most, forms of employment.
While this is not a new phenomenon — all types of work depend on a range of
embodied attributes and visceral emotions ranging from physical strength
through distaste and disgust to empathy and affection — it is significant in
the extent to which it draws in ever-greater numbers of workers, including
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men, into forms of employment that depend on visible, interactive and
embodied exchanges in which the physical shape of bodies, their adornment
and workers” emotions matter in workplace performances.

This sort of work is more personal, centred within a set of direct contacts
and social relations between providers and purchasers, than work in the
manufacturing sector, where workers — the producers of goods — rarely
have any contact with the eventual purchasers of what they make. In the
service sector, the personal embodied attributes of workers enter into the
exchange process in a direct way. When we ask for a waiter’s advice about
what to choose to eat, or consult a stylist about what might suit us, we
evaluate their advice not just on the basis of the technical information that
they might give us but also on the basis of what we think about them:
whether we find them sympathetic or trustworthy, whether they are person-
able, friendly, standoffish, even aggressive, whether we admire or resent
their youthful good looks or their facial piercings and fashionable dress.
And so transactions in the service sector depend not only on a cash exchange
but also on a personal interaction in which the embodied attributes of both
provider and clients enter into the relationship, however momentary or
transitory it might be. The embodied attributes of workers are part of the
service — their height, weight, looks, attitudes are part of the exchange, as
well as part of the reason why some workers get hired and others do not
for particular sorts of interactive work. The exchange is also an emotional
one in which the tastes, predilections and attitudes of both parties to the
exchange are part of what is going on in the workplace, which is more
likely to be a shop or a café, a nursing home or a childminder’s house than
a factory, shipyard or machine shop. These two concepts — embodiment
and emotions — are central to understanding service employment.

Many of these expanding forms of interactive employment, for both
women and men, increasingly involve working on the body. They involve
servicing the bodies of consumers, clients and patients — in healthcare, in
gyms, massage parlours and hair salons. As I have already noted, they also
demand that employees work on their own bodies in self-~improvement pro-
grammes to produce an idealized version of a slender, toned, deodorized,
youthful-looking (and white) body — the type of body that is most highly
valued in the new consumer-based economies of western cities. Images of
these idealized bodies are ubiquitous. Where once representations of toned,
white, often semi-clothed women were the typical images used to sell a range
of products, in the twenty-first century there is greater gender equality in
advertising. Men’s bodies are also now used to sell products. Images of mus-
cled men have escaped the covers of men’s health and sports magazines, for
example, and joined the more waif-like figures of the young men used to sell
fashion. The male body is now an object of admiration, to be looked at and
admired not only by straight women and gay men but also by heterosexual
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men (Simpson 1994) and so the male body has become a mainstream
consumer icon, using to sell a wide range of good and services. Thus, bodies
sell objects and services as well as perform services. And the bodies of those
selling services are also expected to conform to these idealized images of
masculinity and femininity that feature in advertisements. Men, as well as
women, have to pay greater attention to issues about style and bodily pres-
entation, to looking appropriate for work, to dressing for success and to
maintaining the body. The ambiguity of the book’s title is deliberate —
‘working bodies’ refers both to workers themselves going about their daily
tasks in the labour market and to the work that they do on their own and
others’ bodies as part of the labour process.

The significance of embodiment is not new. All work depends on embodi-
ment: a fleshy person has to turn up every day, whether to a coal face or an
office. But the new emphasis on interactive embodiment is also restructuring
class and status distinctions, as well as gender divisions of labour. There has
long been a set of class distinctions in Britain based on the mind-body
dichotomy and a belief that manual labour, embodied physical labour
demanding brute strength, was a less valued way of earning a living than the
application of thought. The shift from ‘brawn’ to ‘brain’ jobs, for example,
is celebrated in the contemporary vision of a knowledge-based economy,
where the trivial daily tasks of servicing the population are ignored. This
mind-body: non-manual-manual distinction also maps — or used to — in
large part on to gender divisions, although both brawn and brain typically
are associated with a dichotomized version of masculinity. The apparently
entirely cerebral demands of white collar or scientific work have long been
associated with masculine attributes such as the capacity for logical thought
and rational behaviour and, of course, this type of work positions the
labourer in the middle class, dividing this worker from lower-status workers
who rely on their bodily strength. But as feminists have argued, the disem-
bodied rational middle-class male worker with no emotional needs or
dependents, who apparently epitomized the Protestant ethic that initially
ensured the industrial revolution and its bureaucratic management was an
Anglo-Saxon affair, is more akin to an angel than a living man. Christine di
Stefano (1990) once memorably commented that this idealized masculine
being should be brought down to earth and given a pair of pants. All forms
of employment, even the apparently least physical in terms of the energy
expended, depend on an embodied, gendered worker applying effort in
exchange for income. The types of hard manual labour that were dominant
for so many centuries have, however, all but disappeared and far more
people in the UK are now employed as care workers than as miners.
Yet, paradoxically, as I demonstrate throughout this book, the significance
of embodiment — of working by hand and sweat of the body — has increased.
What has changed is the association of bodily labour with masculinity.
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At the bottom end of the labour market, ‘feminine’ attributes of care and
empathy are now constructed as ideal job attributes in interactive embodied
work and it is men who may find that their embodied attributes are a
disadvantage.

Theorizing Embodied Work

As the significance of service work has increased, there have been noticeable
changes in the ways in which work and employment are theorized. It is
abundantly clear in service occupations that labour is unlike other com-
modities: men and women enter their place of work as a set of living beings,
opinionated, awkward, obstinate or deferential, embedded in sets of social
relationships of kin and friendship. These characteristics as well as their age,
ethnicity and gender, affect the ways in which they go about earning their
living. At the same time, social exchanges and interactions with customers
and clients affect as well as are affected by the attributes and identities of
workers, influencing the ways in which people and the types of jobs that
they do are differentially ranked and rewarded in the labour market. As a
consequence, new ideas about the social construction of identity at work and
workplace performances have become a part of theoretical debates about
the changing nature of work.

Challenging Pahl’s insistence on employment and the division of labour
as the key issue for sociological analysis at the end of the twentieth century,
Bryan Turner (1996), also a sociologist, made a counterclaim. He sug-
gested that the body or embodiment was #ie crucial issue for sociologists as
the new millennium approached. He argued that the body had become the
key issue in social theory as contemporary consumer societies emphasize
‘pleasure, desire, difference and playfulness’ (p. 2). Like Bauman, Turner
suggested that consumption rather than production was not only the new
motor of the economy but also the critical site for the social construction
of self-identity. But until relatively recently, sociologists of the body and
sexuality ignored the labour market as a site of embodied performance,
concentrating instead on leisure spaces and other sites of consumption in
contemporary societies. However, they noted that in these locations work
on the body became a central part both of self-production and mainte-
nance. Desirable body shapes were achievable not only through self-
improvement (dieting and exercising in the main) but also through new
forms of surgical intervention as bodies are trimmed, tucked, reshaped and
remade. Indeed, such is the ability to alter and transform the materiality
of the body that Giddens (1991), Shilling (1993) and others have argued
that it has become a significant site of uncertainty in the postmodern
world, raising anxieties about the connection between embodiment and
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identity, as bodies become both mutable and, increasingly, virtual. I return
to the significance of virtual bodies in the concluding chapter.

In feminist theory, the body and bodily emotions have also become a
more central focus of scholarship in the last fifteen years or so. Indeed, as
Fonow and Cook (2005: 2012) argued:

Today it is hard to imagine a time when we did not know that bodies and
their location mattered or that rationalities were gendered.... From the begin-
ning, feminists challenged the artificial separation of reason (mind) and emo-
tion (body), and they have come to view emotion as both a legitimate source
of knowledge and a product of culture that is as open to analysis as any other
culturally inscribed phenomenon. The significance and legitimacy of emotions
as a topic of inquiry, as a source of theoretical insight, and as a signal of rup-
ture in social relations is now well established in feminist circles.

The huge growth of work on embodiment was not anticipated, in part
because feminists tended to resent the fleshy body, fearful of making it a
central part of their theorizing in case it seemed as if biology was destiny.
Instead, the initial aim of feminist scholarship was to decentre the signifi-
cance of the material body, decoupling sex from gender and arguing that
gender was a social construct rather than a reflection of biology. As Fonow
and Cook (2005: 2012) note, ‘it did not occur to us to view the physical itself
as a social construct’. Theorizing the body as a social construct has, however,
become central to more recent work, in which the body is seen not only as
an object of analysis but also as a social category of inquiry. Feminists now
talk about disciplining the body, sexing the body, writing the body as bodies
are theorized as sites of culturally inscribed and disputed meanings, experi-
ences and feelings that are both the source of theoretical insights and subjects
of analysis. The body — at work, as an object of work and the role of emo-
tions as a central element of work — has become a key part of feminist analy-
ses of labour market change in service economies. Thus, in feminist analyses
of employment, claims about the significance of employment change and
about the importance of the body have been brought together to provide
new understandings of work and employment.

If sociologists of sexuality and the body forgot, or at best under-emphasized,
the social relations of employment, then theorists of work and employment
tended to forget the labouring body and its sexual desires and fantasies.
Apart from work by feminist economists, sociologists and geographers about
embodiment, bodies, especially female bodies, were ignored by mainstream
labour market theorists or at best relegated to the borders of their respective
disciplines on the grounds that it was ‘about women’. However, for more
than two decades, feminist theorists have addressed questions about the sig-
nificance of emotions at work and latterly questions more directly concerned
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with bodily performances and their relationship to emotions and affective
relations in the workplace. In her book Bodies at Work (2006), which provides
an excellent review of some of the recent sociological work about embodi-
ment, Carol Wolkowitz showed how by crossing conventional boundaries
between the sociology of work and the sociology of the body, a richer under-
standing of the nature of contemporary labour market change is possible.
Wolkowitz built on decades of feminist theorizing that has challenged con-
ventional analysts who ignored embodied differences between workers. Arlie
Hochschild’s The Managed Heart (1983) is now a classic text for all studies of
how emotions are part of a commercial exchange and since then there have
been numerous other excellent studies of emotional labour and embodied
work — the two are not always coterminous, as I shall show in the case stud-
ies that follow — in sites ranging from massage parlours to the operating
theatre, from call centres to university seminar rooms.

One of the most significant early developments in feminist theory that
drew attention to the ways in which the associations between emotions/
femininity and rationality/masculinity structured waged, as well as unwaged,
labour in the home, was the concept of the gender or gendered division of
labour. This concept allowed a forceful critique of the masculinist bias in
both employment itself and in theoretical explanations of its nature and
consequences that, as I indicated above, influenced the ways in which dein-
dustrialization and the expansion of service employment were analysed.
Feminist scholars pointed out that the gendered attributes of workers were
a key part of understanding whether and how people became waged labour-
ers and what rewards accrued to them once they did so. Through theoreti-
cal innovation and careful empirical work, the ways in which men and
women are unequal in their access to and rewards from waged work were
mvestigated. The gendered nature of the public and private spheres was
documented, showing how a set of ideological beliefs about women’s place
in the home and domestic sphere resulted both in their exclusion from the
labour market or/and their segregation into suitably female/feminine posi-
tions. Work fit for women was then regarded as less significant than either
waged work undertaken by men or than women’s unpaid labour within the
family. Male breadwinners were expected to provide for their dependents
through waged work and women through their unpaid labours in the home.
If women did enter the labour market, they were regarded as less skilled
and so paid a lower wage than men. As women workers self-evidently were
seen to rely on their ‘natural’ talents (variously defined as dexterity, empa-
thy, a caring heart) at work, then it was clear that they should not expect
equivalent rewards to men, whose skills had been honed by experience
or training. Thus women have laboured for most of the last hundred years or

so in explicitly ‘female sectors’ of the labour market for lower pay than men
(Bradley 1989). Even in 2008 in the UK, when women are more than half
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the university intake and are making inroads on many of the professions, a
gender pay gap between men and women working on a full-time basis still
exists: women earn just under 88 pence for every £1 that a man earns and
the gap is far wider for women who work on a less than full-time basis.

Feminist scholars have also shown how the sets of social attributes that are
mapped onto gendered bodies become crucial in constructing divisions of
labour and hierarchical evaluations of worth. Embodied characteristics such
as skin colour, weight or height, accent and stance map onto gender to
produce a finely graded set of evaluations that position workers as more or
less suitable to perform different types of work and different sets of tasks.
The production of this hierarchy of suitability is a key part of the case-study
chapters and I expand on its theoretical significance in chapter 3.

Place Matters

As well as gender divisions of labour, there is a visible spatial division of
labour. The social characteristics of workers and the types of work they do
vary across geographic space at different scales of analysis. There is now a
small but growing literature about the geographies of labour (Herod 2001;
Wills and Waterman 2001; Hale and Wills 2005) and the spaces and places in
which work takes place (Peck 1996; Castree et al. 2004), as well as commen-
taries addressed to other disciplines about why space matters (Castree 2007;
Herod et al. 2007; Ward 2007). In sociology, workplace-based studies have
always been more common than in other social science disciplines and there
is a long tradition of ethnographies and case studies of particular types of
jobs and occupations. Most of these studies, however, neglect the specificity
of place and tend to ignore questions about how workers are assembled, why
they differ from workers in other places doing the same sorts of work.
Indeed, sometimes (often for reasons of confidentiality) sociologists change
the name of their workplaces or move them to different cities (Cavendish
1982; Glucksmann, 2009), and so the specificities of local variations in the
supply and demand for labour and the difference it makes if a factory or
hospital is located in say Birmingham rather than in London cannot be
addressed. In the case-study chapters I include questions about the signifi-
cance of place: are workers from the immediate locality? If not, why not and
where are they from? What difference does place make to workplace practices?
Although interactive embodied work is by definition the most local of all
sorts of work — the provider and client must be co-present in the exchange
— 1t 1s not necessarily provided by local workers.

Clearly, however, because of co-presence, the very local scale matters in
service economies. All service exchanges take place somewhere — in the
home where wives and mothers provide for love the same sorts of services
that nannies, cooks and cleaners provide for remuneration in affluent or
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time-pressed households, and in numerous specialist locations, including
shops, factories, banks, universities and schools, parks, playgrounds, gyms
and gardens. Work for wages now also takes place in cars, on trains, in parks
and cafés, as new forms of technology enable workers to free themselves
from the fixed boundaries of their workplace. But paradoxically these same
technologies are mechanisms of social control as they enable employers to
increase their surveillance of employees and intrude into the spaces once
solely associated with leisure or with social relations based on affection and
mutual obligation rather than the cash nexus. Nannies working in the ‘pri-
vate’ spaces of the home, for example, may be subject to covert forms of
electronic surveillance; call centre workers and data processors may have
key strokes counted and in all sorts of workplaces CCTV cameras increas-
ingly monitor workers’ movements as well as deter or record potential
mtruders. The scale of the immediate workplace is the focus here, but even
this most local of foci demands the analysis of processes at a larger spatial
scale: the city as a whole, the region and the nation-state, as well as the
analysis of the changing pattern of connections between these different
scales, whether measured by flows of capital, goods, information or labour.
As I show in later chapters, workers in many of the most intimate forms of
embodied work are assembled across a broad spatial canvas, sometimes on
a global scale, although in ways that particular systems of national and local
regulation influence, so constructing new hierarchies of eligibility. The inter-
section of spatial processes at different scales produces in local labour mar-
kets the specificities of particular types of work and workplaces.

Location at this wider scale — within and between regions and within and
between nation-states — clearly affects what types of work people do, as not
only are there geographical differences in the distribution of particular types
of employment but also in the numbers of jobs available in particular parts
of the country, in different sized settlements or different countries. Individuals
searching for work in cities rather than in small towns or in the countryside
tend to have more options to consider, although correspondingly competi-
tion might be fiercer. And within local labour markets — whether defined as
a city, a rural hinterland or a region — there are distinct submarkets, open
to people with particular characteristics or skills. As geographer Ron Martin
(2001: 461) argued, a local labour market is:

A complex assemblage of segmented submarkets, each having its own geogra-
phies, its own employment and wage processes [subject to national regulation
and the minimum wage in the UK] ... an assemblage of non-competing sub-
markets which, nevertheless, are linked together to varying extents via direct
and indirect webs of local economic dependency.

These segmented submarkets are defined not only by the intersection of the
demand for workers with particular skill levels and the availability of different
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types of job, but also by the ability or willingness of potential employees to
travel to work. As the study of a declining labour market in Massachusetts
by Susan Hanson and Geraldine Pratt (1995) showed, women are less likely
than men to travel considerable distances to work as it makes the combina-
tion of employment and domestic responsibilities difficult. But this decision
to search for work locally restricts women’s options and deepens gender
segmentation.

The geography of employment — the spatial distribution of different forms
of work — affects people’s life chances as well as influencing the form of
social relations that develop in that area. This emphasis on the local nature
of labour markets is one of the distinctive contributions that geographers
have made to the analysis of work and employment. Here US geographers
Michael Storper and Dick Walker (1989: 47) explain the significance of the
local focus:

Local labour markets deserve special emphasis because of labour’s relative
day-by-day immobility which gives an irreducible role to place-bound homes
and communities.... It takes time and spatial propinquity for the central insti-
tutions of daily life — family, church, clubs, schools, sports teams, union locals,
etc. — to take shape.... Once established, these outlive individual participants
to benefit, and be sustained by, generations of workers. The result is a fabric
of distinctive, lasting local communities and cultures woven into the landscape
of labour.

This sense of place, based in a deep rootedness in the locality in which cus-
toms and local institutions are structured by the dominant form of work, has
been a key feature of twentieth-century economic development in many
industrial nations. In recent years, however, the significance of distinctive
place-based local labour markets has declined, as new forms of work and the
rise of mobile workers, as well as new connections across space as globalized
supply chains and transnational corporations become significant, have
affected the spatial scale at which workers are assembled. Its decline also
reflects the rise of the service economy. Compared to manufacturing econo-
mies, regional and local differences in labour market participation rates, as
well as in types of jobs, are less significant in service-dominated economies
such as the UK, as Walby (1986) recognized more than twenty years ago.
In Britain, women’s participation rates, as well as the sorts of jobs they
undertake, are regionally less distinctive than patterns of male employment
participation during the Fordist period. In service-based economies, in which
a high percentage of women are employed, the distribution of employment,
especially those consumer service jobs catering for immediate demands,
tends to be related to the distribution of the population. Thus, in most
British towns and cities there is a similar range of employment opportunities
in private consumer services such as hospitality, the retail sector, and leisure
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industries and in public services — in the health service, education and in
local government: their size is related to the size of the local population.
Well-paid and high-status producer service occupations in, for example,
high-tech industries and in finance, business and legal services are more
unevenly distributed. In these latter occupations, the southeast of England,
especially Greater London, accounts for a high proportion of the jobs in
these sectors (Allen 1992). This pattern is reflected in geographical variations
in income and wealth (Dorling et al. 2007). At the scale of the region, the
southeast is the most affluent, reflecting the dominance of the City of London
in the British economy (Hamnett 2003; Massey 2007). Those regions that
were previously reliant on older manufacturing industries, in the north of
England, Wales and Scotland, are among the least affluent. In the recession
that began at the end of 2008, however, in which the financial sector was
deeply implicated, the southeast region found itself hit hard by rising
unemployment.

The immediate locality, the residential neighbourhood, also has an impact
on everyday lives, living standards and employment opportunities. Many
services, such as schooling, are locally provided, with clear neighbourhood
differences in standards and levels of achievement that affect children’s aspi-
rations and values as well as future labour market opportunities. As Bauder
(2001, 2002) has argued, neighbourhood institutions play a powerful role in
inculcating sets of cultural values. In British cities there are marked spatial
variations in levels of income and wealth. Even in the most affluent British
cities, in inner areas and outer local authority estates, there are concentra-
tions of poor households. Parts of inner London, for example, especially in
the ecast, include some of the poorest districts in the country as a whole;
houscholds there are increasingly reliant on poorly paid ‘high-touch’ jobs
(Wills 2004; May et al. 2007) and are among the rising numbers of the
‘working poor’. Elsewhere in the city, in Kensington and Chelsea and in
Westminster, for example, some of the richest households in the UK live
largely separate lives. Where their lives do come into contact, however, is in
leisure spaces, where the working poor wait on the rich, and increasingly
frequently in the home as the children of the rich are cared for and dirt is
vanquished by the labours of the poor. One of the contradictions of the rise
of service employment, explored in more detail in chapter 4, is that despite
increasing spatial separation between the rich and the poor in many arenas
of daily life and in residential segregation (Dorling et al. 2007), in growing
numbers of homes they live/work in close contact.

Thus, as more and more people are drawn into waged labour, their con-
nections to each other, to the organizations in which they labour, to the
locality and to class segregation are changing. Employment, which was once
a local affair in which people tended to be employed in the immediate vicin-
ity in which they lived, often in locally owned firms, now links people across
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increasingly extended spaces, regions and nations, sometimes involving
physical movement across space of both labour and capital, but also linking
workers in particular locations into new networks of ownership. Changes to
British tax laws and a relatively unregulated labour market have made the
UK an attractive place for foreign investment, as well as a country where
the penalties for making workers redundant or for disinvesting are less oner-
ous than in many parts of the western world. The working class in the UK
as well as the new global working class is, therefore, increasingly complex
and diverse (Panitch and Leys 2000; Mason 2007). In the UK as a whole,
about 10 per cent of the population was born elsewhere. In London this
figure rises to 26 per cent of the population and to 30 per cent of all
employed people: migrants are younger and so more likely to be employed
than British-born inhabitants (Spence 2005). The countries from which these
migrant workers have arrived have become increasingly diverse over the last
two decades (Vertovec 2006), leading to enormous variations in, for exam-
ple, skin colour, skills, national attitudes and family relations which are the
basis for the establishment of hierarchies of eligibility within the potential
labour force. As embodied attributes become a more significant factor in
employment relations, this diversity and the consequent paradox of an
increasingly globalized labour force performing place-tied servicing work is
a key part of the explanation of how segregated labour markets work.

These flows of capital and labour across an expanding spatial scale have
altered the links between waged work, nationality and locality, reforging the
spatial division of labour, and increasingly bringing workers born in one nation-
state into physical contact with those born elsewhere through new migration
patterns, as well as connecting growing numbers of workers through ownership
patterns. Labour, as well as capital, has become more mobile. Thus, in the
core economies of the ‘old” industrial west, there is a growing reliance on
migrant labour from the third world to run key urban services and provide for
all those tasks once undertaken in the home (Anderson 2001; Sassen 2001;
May et al. 2007) as women enter the labour market in growing numbers.
Migrants also work in sweated conditions in what remains of basic manufac-
turing industries such as textiles, clothing and electronics in first world cities.
Parts of these same industries, however, have relocated to the border regions
in third world economies, to export-processing zones in Southeast Asia or the
magquiladoras of the US/Mexico border, for example, where labour costs
are lower (Ong 1987; Oishi 2005; Wright 2006). Thus, what might be
termed the old working class of the first world and the new working class of
the third world increasingly are spatially contiguous in western metropolises,
but also spatially differentiated by the dispersal of workers in a particular
sector, or as employees of a single multinational company, across the spaces
of national economies, raising new questions for managers and for labour
organizers.
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I explore these new spatial divisions of labour in a range of different forms
of embodied interactive work in many of the case-study chapters, showing
how, for example, sex work (chapter 5) and care work (chapters 4 and 7) in
a global city such as London now employ workers from a wide range of
countries outside the UK. In Chicago — the location for an exploration of
the world of boxing (chapter 6) — new patterns of migration into the USA
are changing the association between men of African origins with boxing.
I also show how the geographic reach of contemporary capitalist organiza-
tions as well as the national origins of service workers has expanded. In all
sorts of jobs, even the most mundane tasks of keeping the bodies of children
and the elderly clean and safe, managers, workers and organizers have to
cope with cultural and linguistic diversity, whether in negotiating agreement
and compliance, or in organizing or defusing resistance. Significant social,
local and national differences in customs, beliefs and cultures among a work-
force that is increasingly diverse, as women, children, rural-to-urban
migrants, ethnic minorities, refugees, asylum seekers and economic migrants
enter labour markets previously dominated, in the west at least, by men
means that ‘cultural’ understanding and connections have a growing sali-
ence in ‘economic’ organization (McDowell 1997; Du Gay and Pryke 2002;
Jones 2008). Divisions of labour now cross, or are negotiated over, diverse
and multiple cultural and linguistic spaces as well as geographic space or
distance and so new ways of drawing in and constructing co-workers and of
managing cultural differences among them are important in multinational
spaces. Thus, ‘globalization’ is both affecting and is affected by social and
cultural processes, producing both new forms of waged work and new senses
of self-identity.

Structure of the Book

Theorizing the effects of this growing complexity is a significant challenge
for labour market analysts. In chapter 3 I look at some ways to think about
complexity as well as providing a guide to theoretical debates about corpo-
reality, embodiment, emotion and affect, and sexuality and desire at work,
with the aim of bringing together debates about different forms of labour
market differentiation. While the work on embodiment provides an impor-
tant way of thinking about service sector employment change, distinctions
based on categorical and group differences — class, ethnicity and gender —
remain a key part of understanding who works where in service economies.
Before turning to these theoretical debates about difference, however, in
chapter 2 I look in more detail at the current division of labour in the UK,
addressing the growth of interactive embodied forms of work, as well as the
social and spatial division of labour and the ways in which deepening
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patterns of inequality are emerging in a service economy. I also provide
some statistical information on the current structure of the UK labour force.
The emphasis is on the UK, but as an exemplar of trends that are emerging
more widely in economies once dominated by manufacturing production
but now increasingly reliant on services: economies that, as US lawyer
Katherine Stone (2004) notes, have shifted from ‘widgets to digits’. A pattern
of deepening income inequality, as well as the rise of work that is insecure,
precarious and impermanent, is evident in, for example, the USA and
Canada, as well as in the UK and other European countries (Vosko 2001;
McGovern, Smeaton and Hill 2004; Green 2006).

The rest of the book — chapters 4 to 8 — is about different forms of work
and working lives, looking at who does what type of work, where it takes
place and what tasks are involved in different sorts of jobs. In these chapters,
I draw not only on my own previous empirical research in and about bars,
cafés, hospitals and hotels, but also on numerous other fascinating studies
that document social relations in different types of workplaces. There is now
an enormous range of work that explores the ways in which the sex typing
of occupations has been established and maintained over time (Bradley 1989)
and the ways in which feminized jobs depend on the manipulation of stere-
otypical gendered attributes, especially women’s bodies, emotions and their
sexuality (Adkins 1995; Gherardi 1995). These arguments have been explored
in case studies of, among others, air stewards (Hochschild 1983; Tyler and
Abbott 1998), bankers (Halford, Savage and Witz 1997; McDowell 1997),
beauty therapists (Sharma and Black 2001; Ahmed 2004), doctors (Pringle
1998; Moreira 2004), hairdressers (Gimblin 1996; Furman 1997), nurses and
carers (James 1989; Diamond 1992; Lopez 2006; Daiski and Richards 2007),
secretaries (Pringle 1988), sex workers (Chapkis 1997; Brewis and Linstead
2000a, 2000b, 2000c), shop assistants (du Gay 1996) and waiters and wait-
resses (Hall 1993b; Crang 1994; Fine 1998) in which men, as well as women,
feature both as clients and as service providers, as owners, workers and
employees. These studies reveal the multiple ways in which the commodifi-
cation of gendered, racialized and classed bodies is produced and repro-
duced through workplace interactions and cultures in particular ways at
different times and in different locations, establishing a new hierarchical
structure of inequality in which embodied interactive work typically is poorly
valued, underpaid and low status. These sorts of employment are the focus
here, even though many types of high-status employment also involve ‘body
work’ — by doctors, for example, on the bodies of others or by the investment
bankers I have written about elsewhere (McDowell 1997) on their own bod-
ies to produce a pleasing appearance that chimes with clients’ views of an
educated and skilled provider of technical financial advice.

In these chapters I have tried wherever possible to include the voices of
the workers themselves, talking about their occupations and what the job
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means to them. I have also where it seems appropriate asked questions
about how the research was undertaken, although I have not done this in
every case as it would become too repetitive. In one of the chapters on mas-
culinity at work (chapter 6) the methodological issues involved in undertak-
ing workplace ethnographies are a central part of the argument. Reading
about the different ways in which work is organized has been a great pleas-
ure over the years. Most of us have a rather limited experience of different
forms of work — we might know something about the jobs that our parents
and other relatives do; we may have worked as students on a casual basis in
some of the jobs that appear in these chapters — in a bar, as a room attend-
ant in a hotel or a domestic assistant in a care home — but most of us know
relatively little about the huge variety of service sector jobs and occupations
that currently make up the division of labour in Britain. I hope that this
book will partially correct this lack of knowledge, but better still that it will
encourage you to undertake your own research into working lives in the
service sector.
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The Rise of the Service Economy

Nowadays most jobs call for a capacity to deal with people rather than things,
far more interpersonal skills and fewer mechanical skills
Arlie Hochschild, The Managed Heart, 1983

This chapter and the following one provide the basic definitions of the
concepts which reappear in the rest of the book. They build on chapter 1
where I briefly discussed the rise of the service economy and the reasons
why questions about embodiment and emotional labour must be a part of
any explanation of labour market segmentation, the construction of social
identity and social interactions in the workplace in service economies.
In chapter 2 I look in more depth at the consequences of the decline of
manufacturing employment and the shift to a service-dominated economy in
the UK, and the associated rise of a more diverse and unequal workforce.
I assess optimistic arguments about the quality of working life in knowledge-
based economies that were introduced briefly in chapter 1, as well as pessi-
mistic debates about growing polarization in service-based economies.
In chapter 3 I explore ways of theorizing the complexity of embodied identi-
ties in the labour market, examining how class, gender and ethnicity inter-
sect in the allocation of service workers to different types of employment.
This chapter does three things. First, it addresses the basic distinction
between work and employment, itself based on a set of assumptions about
the place of men and women which is written onto their bodies. This discus-
sion sets out the basic arguments about how certain types of work — typically,
those undertaken by women — are associated with natural attributes of femi-
ninity and as a consequence devalued in the labour market. This is the key
argument behind the book’s claim for continuity compared to those theorists
who have identified an epochal change and the rise of a ‘new’ economy, as
well as those who argue that waged employment now plays a less central
role in the social construction of identities than in the era of industrial capi-
talism and manufacturing dominance. Women’s entry into the social relations
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of waged labour but in the same types of work as they previously undertook
at home paradoxically represents both change and continuity. Secondly,
I define services: distinguishing producer and consumer services. Embodied
labourers work, in the main, in the consumer service sector, doing interac-
tive work that often involves working on the bodies of their clients or con-
sumers. I then establish the numerical significance of embodied interactive
employment in the UK. Thirdly, I describe the emerging social divide
between high-tech and high-touch work: a distinction that maps onto the
producer and consumer services divide as well as, in large part, gender divi-
sions of labour. High touch work is the focus of this book.

What is Work?

Work in the widest sense consists of all those activities that are central to
material existence, to our place in the world: indeed, to all aspects of human
life. It provides us with sustenance, goods for exchange and, in most societies,
income. Work is what makes life possible, it is a way of producing things
to eat, to wear, to shelter in and to sustain not only ourselves but also all
those people who are considered too young, too old, too weak or incapable
of working for themselves. Work involves human effort — the application of
labour power — in order to transform material resources into goods for the
use of individual workers, their households and other dependents and for
exchange with others. Work covers all types of activities and there is a fuzzy
boundary between what is defined as work and what is regarded as play or
leisure activities. Fishing, for example, might be an essential activity in the
survival of some people and a weekend leisure activity among others. Similarly
conversation, song, home decoration and sexual relations are variously
defined as work or leisure/pleasure depending on whether cash is exchanged
between participants.

Work is a complex activity that takes place in a range of locations under
a variety of conditions. It sometimes, although not always, is rewarded by
payment in cash or in kind. There is a further set of costs and benefits asso-
ciated with work, depending on its nature. Some types of work are hard,
dirty or dangerous; others take place in clean and comfortable surroundings
and, contrary to what might seem just, the latter are usually better paid.
Work also provides different degrees of status and respect, as well as access
to particular forms of association with colleagues and in the wider society.
It is part of the construction of social identity, of a sense of self-worth, and
brings with it not only sociality but social evaluation, as some forms of work
are regarded as more legitimate and more valuable than others. Further, as
feminist theorists have argued, the gender of the worker is associated both
with the financial reward and the perceived social status of the tasks in
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particular job categories, as well as with the actual definition of work itself.
The work that women do, as I explore at greater length later, typically is
less highly regarded as well as less well remunerated.

Waged work also has to be regulated and controlled: workers typically
have job contracts but these are often imprecise. Contracts may specify
hours and pay rates, but how much effort is required and exactly what is
the successful completion of tasks is usually less clear. As a consequence
employers have to actively manage the labour process. Here too status
distinctions are clear: well-paid and interesting work is often less highly
regulated, leaving workers with a considerable degree of autonomy and
personal discretion; other forms of work are more highly regulated and
often socially alienating, as Marx argued about early factory employment.
In service economies, the equivalent of the assembly line in a car factory
(Cavendish 1982; Beynon 1984) is perhaps the fast food outlet (Gabriel
1988; Leidner 1993), where workers have to reproduce a tightly scripted
performance under management surveillance, or the call centre, where
speed 1is essential and workers are heavily monitored (Bain and Taylor
2000). To counter management control, workers have formed collective
assoclations to represent their own interests, through professional associa-
tions and trades unions in the modern era. In the service economy, how-
ever, trade union membership has declined from its peak in the late 1960s.
In 2006, about one in four workers in the UK were union members (ONS
2007), although there is considerable sectoral and regional variation: 40 per
cent of workers in the northeast, for example, are members, reflecting this
region’s old industrial heritage, whereas in Greater London the proportion
is about half of this.

There has been a long tendency in geographies and sociologies of work
in capitalist economies to assume that waged labour is synonymous with
work, that work, in other words, consists solely of waged employment and
other forms of production are ignored. But work is not only undertaken in
markets for financial reward; it takes place in a range of locations under
different conditions of exchange (Tilly and Tilly 1998). The world of formal
labour markets, jobs and occupations that is now seen as typical in the west
developed unevenly over time and space and is still less dominant in many
societies where informal labour markets are significant. Furthermore, the
formal relations of waged labour encompass a variety of different ways
both of organizing the production process and the relationship between
employers and their workers, from multinational firms with international
recruitment policies to family businesses and local profit-sharing worker
cooperatives.

One of the consequences of the definition of work as waged labour, how-
ever, 1is that it excludes all that work that is undertaken in the home for ‘love’
rather than money. Millions of women, as well as many men, labour within
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their homes to ensure the social reproduction of their household. Meals get
made, cleaning and childcare are undertaken, a wide range of products may
be made at home — cakes, jam, clothes — and houschold members are also
the recipients of a range of services including care, comfort, counselling, sex
and entertainment. These services are freely provided, in the sense that they
are not based on a monetary exchange, other than shared financial support
within the household, often based on the earnings of one or more ‘breadwin-
ners’ (typically a man until relatively recently). In the development of indus-
trial capitalism many of the previously home-produced goods were
commoditized, available for purchase in the market. It is only when this
transfer occurs, when domestic services become part of the cash nexus, that
those doing the work are counted as employed and so classified as part of
the labour force (Waring 1988). Throughout the twentieth century, the range
of previously home-based services also available as market commodities
expanded.

Even after their transfer, however, the provision of ‘houschold’ services
tends to remain feminized. The majority of workers are women and, in
common with other female-dominated sectors of the economy — clerical
work, primary school teaching and nursing — these jobs are low status and
typically poorly paid. As I explore below, this shift of domestic services into
the market has been part of the wider transformation of advanced econo-
mies from ones dominated by manufacturing work undertaken by men to
service-based economies, in which both men and women labour for finan-
cial reward. In the new post-millennial economy in the UK, more than two
thirds of all workers, over half of them women, are employed in the service
economy. Women’s participation has risen from one third to half of all
waged workers over the second half of the twentieth century: in the main in
public and private consumer services, which I define below. Like work
undertaken in the home, for the major analysts of the changes in ways of
working brought about by industrialization, service sector jobs were ignored
or not defined as employment. For Adam Smith, the author of the Wealth of
Nations (1776), work was not proper work unless the labourer was making
things: material products embodying physical effort.

The labour of the menial servant ... does not fix or realize itself in any par-
ticular subject or vendible commodity. His [sic] services generally perish in the
instance of their performance, and seldom leave any value or trace behind
them for which an equal quantity of service could afterwards be procured.
(Smith 1986: 430)

Almost a century later, Marx argued along the same lines:

Types of work that are consumed as services and not in products ... separable
from the worker, and not capable of existing as commodities independently of
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him ... are of microscopic significance when compared with the mass of capitalist
production. They may be entirely neglected. (Marx [1868] 1976: 1044)

At this time Britain was emerging as the workshop of the world and was
the major producer of goods. Indeed, until 1955 more than half of all em-
ployed workers were engaged in making things in the manufacturing sector.
Nevertheless, a significant proportion of the population, even in the eight-
eenth and nineteenth centuries, worked in the service sector, but as many
(although not all) of them were women, often working in other people’s
homes, their labour was ignored. As a consequence, it is almost impossible
to provide an accurate assessment of how significant these forms of employ-
ment were, let alone who was employed in ‘servicing’ work and whether
and how much they were paid. One of the interesting aspects of the growth
of service employment as a proportion of the national labour force is the
continuing significance of the labour of ‘the menial servant’ identified, albeit
then ignored, by Adam Smith. In the ‘affluent economy’ identified by Green
(2006: 6), where a growing proportion of the population are working for
wages and so are short of ‘free’ time, there has been ‘a return of servant
occupations, there to pack bags, clean floors, secure property — a renaissance
which mocks earlier expectations that the servant class had disappeared for
ever in the first part of the twentieth century’. And as well as this class
labouring in the homes of their employees, there has been a significant
expansion of the same types of work undertaken in the public arena — in
shops, offices, small firms and fast food outlets. Thus many of the women
who serviced individual and familiar consumers in their homes, now provide
similar services for large numbers of anonymous others in the marketplace

(Glenn 1992).

The Expansion of Service Employment

As T argued in chapter 1, service employment now dominates advanced
industrial economies, at least in terms of numbers of employees. Exchanging
ideas and providing services has replaced the manufacture of objects. In the
UK, for example, at the turn of the twenty-first century, 60 per cent of all
men and 82 per cent of women in employment worked in the service sec-
tor, a higher proportion of workers than ever worked in the manufacturing
sector. Twenty years earlier one in every three men in employment worked
in the manufacturing sector. By 2001, the figure had fallen to one in every
five men in employment; for women, the change was from one in five in
1981 to one in ten in 2001. This change was paralleled by a change in the
distribution of jobs between men and women. In 1981 men held 3.2 million
more jobs than women. By 2007 the distribution was almost equal: 13.6 men
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and 13.5 million women were in employment, although half of women
employees worked on a part-time basis (ONS 2008a).

The service economy is also characterized by greater heterogeneity than
the manufacturing economy in terms both of skill requirements and patterns
of work across the day and the year. Both highly skilled and unskilled activi-
ties are expanding as some jobs are replaced by information and communi-
cation technologies but others demand personal service at the point of
delivery. One in ten of all jobs were in financial and business services in
1981; the figure had risen to one in five by 2001, seeming to support claims
about the rise of a knowledge economy. However, as Goos and Manning
(2003) have shown in their assessment of the labour market in the last
decade of the twentieth century, there had also been marked growth in ‘bot-
tom end’ service sector jobs, which increased from 1.2 to 1.9 million (and
remember this figure undoubtedly excludes a lot of poorly paid, often illegal,
‘off the books” work) in Great Britain in the 1990s. The jobs that expanded
most quickly in that decade included sales assistants, checkout operators,
cooks, waiters, bar staff, youth workers, telephone sales, and security guards,
as well as some growth in the numbers of nurses, hospital ward assistants
and care assistants. Many of these jobs involve serving the needs of custom-
ers or caring directly for their bodily needs. The services on offer must
be delivered as they are generated. They cannot be stored and used later.
Consequently, the demand for flexible work, for services available across
24 hours, has grown, also increasing the diversity in terms and conditions of
employment.

Before estimating the extent of interactive service employment, I want to
focus first on the question of whether this shift in the nature of employment
means that the UK is now a service economy. I want to define services and
distinguish between producer and consumer services as well as examining the
continuities and changes in how services are provided. It seems self-evident
that the key basis for the claim that there has been a shift to a service-based
economy in the UK lies in the number of workers now employed in this sec-
tor. In other western economies there has also been a rapid and remarkable
growth in the number of service workers. The service sector now provides
employment for about three in every four waged workers in Western Europe,
North America and Australasia. In 2001, for example, OECD data showed
employment figures for the US, UK, Sweden and France as 75.2 per cent,
73.4 per cent, 73.8 per cent and 72.2 per cent, respectively, leaving the
manufacturing sector as the place of work for something less than a quarter
of all workers in these countries. Fifty years earlier about half of all waged
workers were in the manufacturing sector. Its former dominance has disap-
peared, as debates in the 1980s about the long industrial decline in these
countries make clear (Bluestone and Harrison 1982; Massey and Meegan
1982; Martin and Rowthorne 1986; Hutton 1996; Dicken 2003).
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As Bryson and Daniels (2007) argue, however, this shift in the structure
of employment does not necessarily mean that the UK has become a service
economy. They insist that ‘the shift towards service employment should not
be equated with the demise of manufacturing nor the complete displace-
ment of direct production with service work’ (p. 7). They make this claim on
the basis of a distinction between changes in employment and the rise of
productivity in manufacturing which means that the value of manufacturing
to the national economy has not declined at the same rate as employment.
In 2004 in the UK, despite only 3.3 million people (16 per cent of total
employment) working in the manufacturing sector, manufacturing goods still
accounted for 55 per cent of total exports (Mahajan 2005). These earnings
are five times higher than earnings from the export of all knowledge-based
services (Coutts, Glyn and Rowthorn 2007). Thus, the income earned from
the export of goods remains a significant part of the British economy as
productivity gains and the shift into high-value goods is facilitated by tech-
nological innovations.

Producer services and the financial sector as the leading edge
of growth (until the credit crunch)

Despite Bryson and Daniels’ insistence that employment in services should
not be equated with their economic dominance, there seems no doubt that
Britain is a service economy. The overall value of manufacturing products
in British exports continues to decline as many parts of the rapidly industri-
alizing world — China, India, Southeast Asia — are shifting from low-cost
mass produced goods into the kinds of specialist high-tech manufacturing,
rescarch and development where the west hoped to build comparative
advantages (Dicken 2007). As a consequence, the value of producer and
finance and business services in export earnings seems sct to continue to rise
in the west, despite the crisis in the financial sector that developed in late
2007. Until this financial crisis, still deepening in 2008, the financial services
sector lay at the centre of economic and social theorizing about the ‘new’
knowledge-based economy. Financial and business services are distinguish-
able from the type of consumer services at the heart of this book. They are
producer services which typically are the input to a further stage in the pro-
duction process, and essential to the operation of the economy as a whole.
The money markets and the range of business and legal services that sup-
port them are the quintessential example here. As a range of economists
and geographers have argued until recently, financial services are (or have
been) the leading edge of the British economy and essential to its global
competitiveness (Allen 1992; Leyshon and Thrift 1997; Green 2006; Massey
2007). Indeed, in the 1980s and 1990s, financial services were identified as
the key motor of an emerging global economy, characterized by new spatial
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patterns of increasing connections at an ever-larger spatial scale. Technological
change, the rise of ICTs (information and communication technologies) and
the apparently unparalleled and unstoppable growth of a knowledge-based
economy seemed to indicate a radical break with the past. In 2008, as these
claims started to unravel, it began to seem as if the economies of the western
world may be on the edge of a second, and post-millennial, epochal change.
However, it is too early to substantiate or dismiss this claim.

Manuel Castells (1996, 2001), an influential urban sociologist, argued that
western economies had entered a new phase in their development in the
1970s based both on the development of new information technologies and
telecommunications and on the internationalization of capital and its owner-
ship. He captured the shift in the term ‘network’ societies, in which the
leading edge of industrial development had shifted from the production of
goods to the transfer of financial information, money and associated services.
These new economies, he argued, are based on a new spatial logic of accumula-
tion in which labour markets, financial exchanges and commodity markets
have become increasingly interdependent and now operate at a global scale.
The lynch pins of this global network economy are a small number of sig-
nificant cities: those global cities where the corporate headquarters of mul-
tinational firms and the stock exchanges of the world are located (Sassen
2001). The three most significant global cities at the start of the new millen-
nium were London, New York and Tokyo, where key corporate decisions
are made and a huge volume of global financial transactions are processed.
A second tier of global cities includes Frankfurt, Paris, Los Angeles and
Singapore, as well as Beijing, Shanghai and Mumbai in the emerging global
economies of China and India, respectively.

The quintessential workers of this new global network economy are bank-
ers, global traders and — until the crash in 2000 — dot-com owners: the men
(and they were mainly men) whom Tom Wolfe (1987) dubbed the ‘masters
of the universe’ in his satirical novel Bonfire of the Vanities about bond traders
in New York. In the UK, the City of London is at the heart of the knowl-
edge economy. Under a decade of Labour governments — between 1997 and
2007 — the City prospered through deregulation of the banking industry and
financial innovations, as growing numbers of non-UK owned firms were
listed on the London Stock Exchange. Financial services in total account for
almost 10 per cent of the gross national product, although the City itself is
smaller. With Canary Wharf, it accounts for almost 3 per cent of GDP and
I per cent of total employment. Despite these perhaps surprisingly small
figures, its impact on the economy is much greater as it brings associated
growth in a range of financial and business services and legal advice. The
high salaries and huge bonuses of City workers fuelled rising house prices in
the housing market of the southeast. For these high-status City workers,
work seemed to have changed its nature, becoming flexible, de-standardized,
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detraditionalized and individualized (Beck 1992; Beck, Giddens and Lash
1994; Lash and Urry 1994; Bauman 1998; Sennett 1998). The old dominant
pattern of nine-to-five employment for a single employer over the lifetime
had disappeared, replaced by a more fragmented and plural employment
system that is characterized by ‘highly flexible, time-intensive, and spatially
decentralized forms of deregulated paid labour’ (Beck 2000: 77). This new
system 1s based on networks rather than bureaucratic hierarchies in knowl-
edge-based or informational economies in which highly skilled and indivi-
dualized workers take risks and move between jobs, constructing mobile
portfolio careers. The consequence of this new system is captured in Carnoy’s
(2000) definition of the new economy. He too emphasizes the significance of
information technology in high-tech industries and the development of inter-
and intra-firm networking, but he also identifies new ways of working and
living that seem to justify the term ‘new economy’:

It is a way of work and a way of life. Its core values are flexibility, innovation
and risk. As the new economy becomes the main source of wealth creation
worldwide, it infuses old industrial cultures with these values. It requires a
workforce that is not only well-educated, but also ready to change jobs quickly
and to take the risks associated with rapid change. (p. 1)

At the start of the 1990s, US economist Robert Reich (1991) identified sym-
bolic manipulators and analysts as the key portfolio, risk-embracing workers
in knowledge economies. Other scholars (Beck 1992; Bauman 1998) have
explored the consequences of the new values identified by Carnoy, suggest-
ing that the growing reflexivity or detraditionalization of these elite workers
in high-status occupations increasingly frees them from the structural con-
straints of gender and class position, as well as from the constraints of
bureaucratic forms of organization. Beck, for example, rather optimistically
claimed that in these new economies ‘men and women are released from
traditional forms and ascribed roles’ (Beck 1992: 105). Instead, elite workers
apparently are able to construct an individualized workplace identity that is
dependent on individual or team-based performance. Performativity, as much
as credentials or skills, became recognized as a key aspect of personal iden-
tity in the arena and age of what Bauman (1998) termed aesthetisized work.
Image, appearance and the ability to convince have become essential parts
of a service exchange. Thus, in knowledge-based economies, as the econo-
mist Francis Green (2006: 25) noted in the more non-committal language of
his discipline, ‘an important aspect of conventional economic growth theory
has come to be centred on the role of human capital in delivering increasing
returns and cumulatively higher growth rates’. Education and skills, but also
style, presentation and the ability to convince, all matter in the marketing of
producer services.
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Like many theorists, governments in the western world had a similarly
optimistic view of economic change, emphasizing the importance of creativ-
ity, intrinsic job satisfaction and greater freedom to influence the conditions
under which waged work is undertaken. The British government, for exam-
ple, argued that the newly emerging knowledge economy ‘puts a premium
on skills and knowledge at all levels but particularly on creativity and the
ability to innovate’ (D'TT 2001). The European Commission (2001, 2002) in
its development of the European Social Model emphasized both intrinsic job
quality and the necessity of opportunities for life-long learning and career
development as part of the goal of achieving higher quality in work, and
member states all emphasized the significance of education as part of raising
economic growth rates.

Much of the optimism of many of these accounts of new forms of work —
and the new economy itself — began to dissipate when the dot-com bubble
burst at the start of the new millennium. They were far more seriously chal-
lenged from 2007 onwards as economic analysts were forced by the pace of
economic events to recall Marx’s insistence of the inevitable tendency of
capitalism to be marked by crisis. The financial sector in particular is char-
acterized by temporal instability as profitable years and bull markets are
succeeded by lower profits in bear markets. In 2007 and 2008 there were a
series of financial crises that succeeded a decade primarily of financial
growth, despite the dot-com crisis. The speed at which confidence in the
banking system collapsed was astonishing, forcing unparalleled state inter-
vention into financial markets in the USA and the UK, in part in response
to profligate lending in risky housing markets. In 2007 the British govern-
ment intervened to rescue Northern Rock and in 2008 the US government
took over the two largest mortgage providers in that country — Freddie Mac
and Fannie Mae — and a majority share in the insurance company AIG,
but stood by and allowed the investment bank Lehman Brothers to collapse
into insolvency. In October 2008, both the US and UK governments were
forced to make available huge sums of money to the financial system to
ensure its survival, fearing the consequences for the economy as a whole.
Without this intervention, in the immortal words of the then-President,
George W. Bush, referring to the US economy, it seemed clear that ‘this
sucker is going down’. The financial crisis is proving a serious challenge to
the form of rampant, unregulated markets common in neoliberal economies
and a salutary reminder that even in the most liberal of economies where
there is an ideological belief in the deregulation of markets, state interven-
tion remains crucial. The crisis was also a salutary challenge to the theoreti-
cal accounts of economic change that had dominated the social sciences
literature during the years when the growth of the knowledge economy
seemed invincible.
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Consumer services and the role of the state in provision

A longer-standing challenge to claims about the emergence of a ‘new’ or
knowledge economy and the rise of new ways of working lies in analyses of
the second form of services — that is, consumer services. These services are,
as the name implies, services that are dependent on local, face-to-face inter-
actions between service providers and consumers. Co-presence is an essen-
tial characteristic of consumer service exchanges and the ratio between
providers and clients is frequently high — sometimes one to one — making
productivity increases almost impossible to achieve. The personal relation-
ship cannot easily be reduced, replaced or reproduced through technologi-
cal changes, although this is not impossible. A doctor, for example, might
find it hard to see more than one patient at once, although the rise of online
advice and NHS Direct in the UK — a call service offering emergency
advice — is changing the interpersonal relationship that used to define a
doctor-patient encounter. Caring for the elderly and the young is also
dependent on a high ratio of carers to clients. Personal contacts cannot eas-
ily be replicated in other ways, although district nurses are now able to
remind elderly patients to take their medication through the use of mobile
phones rather than making a personal visit. However, it is clear that even
these limited technological changes reduce the quality of the service. Within
consumer services, a great deal of the quality and satisfaction in an employ-
ment exchange depends on the production of an empathetic emotional
exchange by embodied workers, drawing on ‘people skills” in close and often
intimate encounters between workers and clients. All forms of interactive
work consist of an interpersonal relationship between the provider and con-
sumer of the service, that is place-specific, tied to the location where the
exchange takes place. These are not the types of employment identified by
the theorists of network societies that live on thin air, nor the knowledge
sectors likely to provide high rates of economic growth and employment for
a highly educated workforce.

Consumer services also differ from producer services in that they are far
more likely to be provided in multiple ways. Consumer services are provided
by the state as well as in the market, as the examples above suggest. A large
part of health services provision in the UK, for example, is within the state
sector, especially compared to provision in the USA where market-based
healthcare, supported by various forms of insurance-based schemes, is domi-
nant. Consumer services are also provided indirectly by not-for-profit or
other private sector organizations acting on behalf of the state, as well as by
not-for-profit organizations working beyond the state. And many of the
services available in or beyond the market are still provided in a range of
informal and unpaid services, typically by women. These are the services
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that ensure that daily life functions reasonably well for most people — what
feminist theorists sometimes call the reproduction of everyday life (in its wid-
est sense to include keeping people and houses clean, making sure people
get off to work and school adequately fed and dressed, as well as having
children).

It is ironic that some of the most influential commentators on the trans-
formation of contemporary economies, including Castells, have largely
ignored these forms of service provision, as Castells himself in the 1970s
was a key exponent of the significance of the state in provision of ‘collec-
tive consumption’ services as essential for the functioning of capitalist soci-
eties. These are the services that spread the costs of daily and lifetime
reproduction — of education, health, transport and in many societies, state
housing — across the population as a whole rather than falling as a burden
on individuals or employers. Despite variations in the level and form of
state intervention between the corporatist societies of parts of Western
Europe, the more generous collectivist societies of Northern Europe and
the lean provision in the more individualist USA — what Esping Andersen
(1990) characterized as the three worlds of welfare capitalism — the ‘golden
age’ of twentieth-century economic growth and social insurance between
the start of the twentieth century and the mid-1970s saw the rise of state
spending on welfare services in their broadest sense. FFurthermore, and
what was not emphasized by Castells and many others, there was a steady
growth of employment in the institutions of the welfare state in both health-
related and social services as well as in parts of the transport system (clas-
sified as distributive services in UK official statistics). These institutions
became particularly significant employers for women. In terms of the vol-
ume of waged work undertaken in the service economy at present, 42 per
cent of the total (measured in hours) is in social services, compared to
22 per cent in producer services.

Castells (1977) argued that state intervention in the arena of social rep-
roduction, welfare and transport was a necessary feature of advanced capi-
talist development, although his theoretical argument was overturned by
the rise of Thatcher and Reagan and their commitment to cutting state
expenditure. In a parallel argument, feminists asserted in the 1970s that
women’s unwaged household labour was also a necessary feature of capital-
ist production, but advanced industrial societies have demonstrated their
ability to continue to function as many of the services supporting daily
reproduction have moved into the market. Just as individual men showed
an unexpected capacity to get by without clean shirts and hot meals, buy-
ing food and services including advice and sexual solace in the market
(Ehrenreich 1984; McDowell 1991), so too did economies continue to func-
tion as workers no longer had access to state-provided housing, generous
levels of income support or subsidised transport. It turned out that the view
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of capitalism that dominated analyses in the Fordist era was too optimistic:
the capitalist system neither depends on women’s unwaged work nor
requires state-provided social services. The early twenty-first century capi-
talist system, especially in the UK and the USA, seems to be becoming
more similar to a late nineteenth-century version than to the Fordist corpo-
rate capitalism of the middle decades of the last century (Panitch and Leys
2000; Harvey 2001). While the rolling back of the welfare state affected
women’s employment opportunities, nevertheless their participation rates
continued to grow over the 1980s and 1990s and into the new millennium,
exacerbating the decline of informal, community and home-based service
provision and the expansion of market-based services. Public sector employ-
ment remains a central part of the UK labour market and is especially
significant for women. Despite its decline over the 1990s, from 1998 it
began to expand slightly and in 2005 provided employment for one in
every five UK workers, the same proportion as the financial and business
services sector.

Has interactive embodied work increased?

By definition only types of exchange that include co-presence in jobs where
embodiment, emotions, personality and style are significant should be
included in the numerical estimate of interactive body work. However, a
wide range of occupations fall into this classification. Investment bankers
providing advice in mergers and takeovers, for example, often meet their
clients on a face-to-face basis and a good deal of business is enacted in cir-
cumstances that include social engagements where identities, personal style
and empathy are crucial. More conventionally, however, embodied interac-
tive work is seen as coincident with consumer services, social services such
as health, welfare and education and all those types of work classified as
personal services, including counselling, domestic services, the retail sector,
hospitality, leisure and entertainment. In Great Britain at present, 16 per cent
of the workforce is employed in social and personal services compared to 10
per cent twenty years ago and 7 per cent fifty years ago. The rise in the
numbers of employees in interactive occupations in the second half of the
twentieth century is shown in table 2.1, based on calculations by Nolan and
Slater (2008).

I have used a broad definition of interactive embodied work here, includ-
ing, for example, among professional occupations, teaching, as well as medi-
cine, and among semi-skilled occupations, sales, bar work and catering. This
encompasses almost 30 per cent of the current labour force. With the excep-
tion of doctors and dentists and elementary security jobs, the feminization
of these interactive jobs is evident, as well as the noticeable expansion of
social welfare occupations over the last half century.
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Table 2.1 The growth of interactive service employment, Great Britain, 1951-2001, 000s

1951 1981 2001
Professional m f all m f all m f all
occupations
Medical and 52 8 60 74 22 97 106 63 170
dental
practitioners
Social welfare 18 15 32 61 76 137 79 206 285
Other medical 58 224 282 86 603 690 118 623 741
Teaching 135 215 350 323 437 760 330 645 975
Semi-skilled
occupations
Sales 532 648 1171 228 834 1062 467 1360 1827
Personal 211 621 832 186 813 999 306 1549 1854
services;
leisure
Cleaning 68 413 482 156 544 700 186 462 648
and related
Bar work 59 329 388 77 490 568 181 441 662
and catering
Elementary 50 1 51 110 24 124 149 32 181
security

Source: Nolan and Slater’s (2008) calculations from Great Britain Census.

Figures may not sum due to rounding.

Other analysts of ‘body work’ (Wolkowitz 2006; Cohen 2008) have adopted
a more restrictive definition, including only those occupations that involve
actual physical contact with and/or manipulation of others’ bodies. This
tighter definition reduces the proportion of body workers in the UK to about
10 per cent of all employees. Table 2.2 shows the numbers, significance and
gender of the main categories of ‘body workers’ using this more restrictive
definition.

There are several striking features revealed in table 2.2. The first is the
significance of employment in a range of occupations in the health services:
almost 60 per cent of all body workers are looking after the bodily needs of
the population. The second noticeable feature is the predominance of women
among body workers, especially in the lower-status occupations. In all the
occupations except those that are associated with masculine strength and
protectiveness (and, interestingly, dead bodies, although strictly speaking this
should be excluded from my definition of ‘interactive’ work), men are the
minority, although, as the table shows, when health-related jobs are divided
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Table 2.2 Employment in ‘body work’ in Great Britain, 2005

Number % of all ‘body’ workers %o _female

All employees 25,171,130 - 43.5

All body workers 2,932,679 - 72.3

Health service professionals 223,994 7.6 37.9
(doctors, opticians, dentists)

Health associate professionals 613,011 20.9 82.6
(nurses, paramedics etc)

Healthcare and related personal 898,364 30.6 86.1

services (nursing auxilliaries, house
parents, care assistants etc)

Childcare and related personal 330,882 11.3 97.1
services

Therapists 139,739 4.8 84.9

Sports and fitness occupations 85,759 2.9 51.5

Hair and beauty salon managers 30,919 1.1 73.5

Hairdressers and related occupations 189,914 6.5 89.8

Personal service n.e.c. (undertakers 16,173 0.6 36.6
and mortuary assists.)

Protective service officers (armed 68,498 2.3 11.6

forces, police, prison officers,
security managers etc)

Protective service workers (below 335,426 11.4 19.1
officer rank)

Source: Labour Force Survey, Spring 2005, ONS

by skill level and social status men dominate here too. In all other forms of
body work, the traditional associations between femininity, empathy and car-
ing, and a ‘natural’ association with the messy business of bodily care and the
management of its secretions and odours, codes these jobs as female and as
low-wage, low-status forms of employment. The expansion of body work, its
feminization and its immediacy — a sick, disabled or dependent body has to
be cared for in situ and immediately, just as a hungry body has to be fed — is
connected to the rise of precarious and ‘flexible’ work and to growing income
inequalities in the UK labour market, as I explore in general in the next sec-
tion and through case studies in chapters 4, 7 and 8.

Inequality, polarization and social divisions in the service sector

If the nature of officially defined employment changed over the last half
century or so from the making of goods to the provision of services, so too
has the distribution of the rewards of waged work between the social classes,
between households and between individual men and women. As I have
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already argued, more and more of the population have become workers,
producing an economy where paradoxically although wage work is more
significant, its rewards have become less certain. Forms of precarious and
non-standard attachment to the labour market have expanded in association
with the rise of services. This is in large part a reflection of two features of
consumer services already outlined: first, such services cannot be stored but
demand immediate co-presence; secondly, as productivity gains are difficult
to make, ways of cutting costs are important. This has resulted in greater
‘flexibility’ in the use of labour through part-time, casualized and temporary
contracts (Smith 2005). Women have always worked on a ‘flexible’ basis:
this is not new for them, but men are now experiencing greater uncertainty
and ‘flexibility’ than in the Fordist era.

Overall, a more polarized labour force is emerging in the UK, with the
middle range of jobs and incomes experiencing a relative decline (Green
2006). In the last two decades, the extent of inequality in earnings and in
standards of living between those with degrees and ‘good jobs’ (the two are
not always co-incident) and those with few credentials, in ‘bad jobs’ in low-
status work, has become more pronounced (Goos and Manning 2003, 2007).
This has resulted in a new division in society among the working-age popu-
lation. Instead of (or as well as) a division between the more fortunate in
waged work and the less fortunate who are unemployed, there is an emerg-
ing division between the majority of employees and those whom Polly
Toynbee (2003) and Barbara Ehrenreich (2001) have termed the ‘working
poor’ — workers whose wages are insufficient to permit a decent standard of
living, often employed in casual and insecure forms of work. Many of the
working poor are those who are employed in the sort of caring, embodied
and emotional work that is the subject of this book.

Inequality in income, wealth and earnings in the UK as a whole, as well
as the emerging polarization in job quality and employment conditions,
reflects not only the growth of employment in consumer services but also the
attitudes of the government towards acceptable degrees of inequality and the
extent of income support through the benefits system, as well as changes in
family structure, the nature of the job market at different times, unemploy-
ment rates and the age of the population, as pensioners are on average
poorer than the working population. Inequality in the income distribution
widened significantly under the Thatcher-led Conservative administrations
between 1979 and 1991 and then remained largely static from 1992 onwards.
During the 1980s the whole wage distribution widened as successively higher
percentiles of the wage distribution experienced higher relative wage growth
(Machin 1999): in other words, the rich got richer. In the 1990s, the differ-
ence between the wages of workers at the bottom end of the income distri-
bution and those on average wages began to narrow somewhat, although
inequality continued to expand when the top decile and average wages were
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compared (Machin 2008). So in this decade and into the 2000s, although
the rich continued to get richer, the position of the poorest was more stable.
In 2005 the richest 10 per cent earned nine times the income of the poorest
and this difference is greater if wealth as well as income is compared.
Throughout the first years of the new millennium, unemployment rates in
the UK were relatively low at around 5 per cent of the working-age popula-
tion. Growing numbers of people in employment, the minimum wage and
tax credits that supplemented the incomes of the poorest made a difference
to those at the bottom end of the income distribution. An Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development study (OECD 2008) found that
income inequality began to decline in the first five years of the new millen-
nium, although the earnings gap between the rich and the poor was still 20
per cent wider in 2005 than in 1985. The UK remains one of the most
unequal societies in Europe, with low rates of social mobility. From 2008, in
large part as a consequence of the financial crisis, unemployment rates
began to rise. As the cost of living was also rising, the position of the poorest
households may once again deteriorate as the rising cost of basics such as
food and fuel hits the poor hardest.

Table 2.3 shows the proportion of the total population and the working-
age population living on less than half the median income (a commonly used
poverty line) between 1979 and 2007. The same trend is evident among
both groups and this table shows that the active labour market policies of
the Labour governments have had relatively little impact at the bottom end
of the distribution. Although the introduction of the minimum wage in 1999
mitially improved the relative position of the poorest paid workers, as only
6-7 per cent of all workers were included in those eligible (many of them
women working on a part-time basis), the effect was not highly significant
(Dickens and Manning 2002). The 9 per cent of the population who lived
on less than half the median income in 2007 includes 3.4 million working-
age individuals (5.3 million after housing costs are taken off total incomes).
Women, single parents and Black and minority ethnic (BME) people, espe-
cially people of Bangladeshi and Pakistani origins, are over-represented
among the low-income population, as are people relying on part-time work
or who are self-employed. The growth of women’s participation rates has,
however, improved the position of households which include a ‘working’
couple, especially if each worker is employed full time, but also when one,
and typically a woman, is working on a part-time basis.

An analysis of the longitudinal British Household Panel Survey (BHPS)
(Jenkins and Rigg 2001; Jenkins and Cappellari 2004) has revealed that the
individuals with low incomes are a dynamic rather than a static group, with
substantial (although short-range) income mobility from one year to the
next. In other words, there is movement into and out of poverty, rather than
the poor always being poor. About half of the group with below half median
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Table 2.3 Percentage of the population falling below 50 per cent
of the contemporary median income in the UK, 1979-2007

All indwiduals Working-age adults
1979 5 4
1981 5 4
1987 8 6
1988/89 11 9
1990/91 13 10
1991/92 12 10
1992/93 12 10
1993795 11 9
1994796 10 8
1995/97 10 9
1998799 11 8
1999700 10 9
2000/01 10 9
2001702 10 9
2002703 10 9
2003704 10 9
2004705 10 9
2005706 10 9
2006707 11 9

Source: Adams et al (2008) p. 40 and 115; figures between 1979-1997
from the Family Expenditure Survey (single years initially and then
combined two calendar years); later figures from the Family Resources

Survey (for single financial years).

income in one year were not poor in the next. But as they moved up, others
just above this line fell below it. Over a six-year period, about a third of all
individuals were poor at least once, although only 2 per cent were poor in
all six years. This fluctuation reflects the increasing precariousness of low-
status and low-waged employment at the bottom end of the labour market
and the tendency of low-waged workers to experience a cycle of transitions
between bottom-end jobs and unemployment (Stewart 2007).

Do the transformation theorists acknowledge the growth of ‘poor work’?
g g

Despite the focus on workers in the leading-edge sectors such as high finance,
communication and the media, among the ‘transformation of work’ theorists,
some adherents did recognize the growth of low-wage work, especially those
forms that involve the servicing of the knowledge workers’ daily needs (Castells
1996; Sassen 2001). In his thesis about the rise of a network society based on
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a new spatial logic of accumulation, Castells, for example, identified growing
numbers of low-wage workers on whom this new economy was dependent.
Beck, too, argued that paralleling the growth of detraditionalized workers
there was an expanding group of less skilled workers whose fate was to
become increasingly redundant or replaceable (Beck 2000). This growing
division between workers is one of the key features of the emerging polariza-
tion. On one side of the divide is what Castells (2000) termed masculinized
‘self-programmable’ labour: workers with high-level skills and credentials in
career positions that demand rational and cerebral skills and aptitudes and
bring in their wake the prospect of prosperity, working primarily in producer
services or professional occupations, such as medicine. On the other side is
low-skilled, often uncredentialized ‘generic labour’ where workers of both
sexes labour under ‘feminized’ conditions, with low levels of security and poor
pay, servicing the needs of consumers.

There 1s a growing literature that documents the ways in which employ-
ment at the bottom end of the economy for these ‘generic’ workers has become
increasingly precarious and insecure (Cully et al. 1999; Keep and Mayhew
1999; Ehrenreich 2001; Peck and Theodore 2001; Vosko 2001, 2006; Goos
and Manning 2003; Fudge and Owens 2006; Green 2006). Despite the British
government’s emphasis on raising educational standards, many young people
still complete compulsory schooling without gaining credentials and find it
hard to gain access to permanent employment. In the UK in 2007, for exam-
ple, almost 1.3 million young people aged between 16 and 24 were without
work and not involved in education or training — a category known as NEET
— and most of them left school as soon as they were legally allowed to do so
(Prince’s Trust 2007). They have few prospects for an affluent working life and
seem doomed to be trapped in unskilled work at the bottom end of the labour
market (McDowell 2003), as degree-level qualifications have become a require-
ment for a growing proportion of jobs. Between 1986 and 2001 the proportion
of jobs requiring professional or degree qualifications rose from 20 per cent to
29 per cent in the UK (Felstead, Gallie and Green 2002). Nevertheless, as well
as the high-paid jobs for which educational and professional credentials are
necessary entry requirements, low-paying jobs have also been among the fast-
est growing over the same period. These include jobs such as security for busi-
nesses and in the leisure industry, retail employees, services for businesses, such
as providing and arranging flowers, providing specialist catering or messenger
services, telesales staff, hotel workers and care workers. As Green (2006: 36)
suggests, ‘such jobs are not those that spring to mind with the vision of the
knowledge economy’, nor do they bring with them high rewards or a high-
quality working environment.

These workers — the low-paid ‘generic’ workers identified by Castells,
often undertaking demanding but demeaning work — are trapped in the
global economy, in Castells’ terms working in the ‘space of places’ rather
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than the ‘space of flows’, unlike the mobile middle classes who have greater
freedom to move across time and space (Urry 2000). And yet, as I shall
show, generic workers have also often been internationally mobile. At the
local scale, there is a growing divide between the more affluent and the
working poor reflected in patterns of spatial segregation. Affluent knowledge
workers employed in producer services often live in increasingly segregated
parts of towns and cities where these middle-class households, many with
two wage earners, use their growing wealth to separate themselves in space
from the new poor through gated communities, private transport and the
growing use of private rather than public sector services (Skeggs 2004a;
Dorling et al. 2007). Lisa Brush (1999) documented a similar polarization
and separation in the workplace as high-status workers seldom see the
‘others” who service their work-spaces as they work different hours or are
actually ignored (Ehrenreich 2001; Toynbee 2003). She labelled the workers
at the high-status end of the new economy ‘high-tech’, whose affluence and
social status differentiates them from the ‘high-touch’ workers at the bottom
end, who provide care and do the dirty work necessary to keep the new
economy functioning and without which daily life would be impossible.
Naishitt, Naisbitt and Philips (2001) used the same high-tech/high-touch
distinction in a book about new technology and its impact on daily life.
As Brush argued, the high-touch workers typify the types of embodied, emo-
tional work that have increased so significantly in recent years.

The high-tech/high-touch distinction, in large part, maps onto newly
emerging gender divisions in the service-dominated economy — both between
men and women and between women — recasting relationships between
gender, generation and occupational status. Although it has been argued
that emerging gender divisions are merely deepening older divisions in which
women are largely segregated into appropriately feminized occupations
(Adkins 2000), I suggest that the reshaping of older forms of both class and
gender divisions is evident (McDowell 2006a). The ‘high-tech’ and ‘pro-
grammable’ occupations in information-based production and services which,
as I noted above, require the possession of high-level educational and profes-
sional credentials, are now increasingly open, at least at the bottom rungs of
the career hierarchies, to women. Girls and young women are gaining aca-
demic credentials in growing numbers, now matching or even out-doing
young men’s performance in, for example, school leaving certificates. Further,
young women are entering professional training courses in growing num-
bers, enabling them to challenge men’s previous domination of high-status
occupations such as the law, medicine and finance (Crompton and Sanderson
1990; Crompton 1999). This success, however, opens up new class divisions
between workers, as both educated men and women enter the high-tech
world, but less well-educated women and men increasingly are trapped in
high-touch jobs: in retail, entertainment and commodified personal and
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health care. Here women may have an advantage over the growing numbers
of young men who, unable to find work in a shrinking manufacturing sector,
are forced to turn to the service sector. These high-touch jobs draw on tra-
ditional feminized skills of empathy, care and servicing others, rather than
attributes typically associated with masculinity.

As I explore in chapter 8, young men with low levels of educational attain-
ment who have to find work in feminized ‘serving’ jobs are at a disadvantage
compared to young women, often finding it hard to produce an appropriate
deferential performance. This shift in employment patterns thus challenges
traditional associations between masculinity and waged work established in
the Fordist era and recuts older patterns of gender segregation in the labour
market. As manufacturing employment disappears, and with it older pat-
terns of stable work, at least for the male working class, men who leave
school with few qualifications are no longer able to secure the sorts of rela-
tively well-paid employment that they used to (Fine and Weiss 1998; Alcock
et al. 2003; McDowell 2003). One of the indications of the changing associa-
tions between gender and low-wage service work is the increasing participa-
tion of men in low-wage jobs that were mainly the preserve of women until
the 1990s. In the last decade, men have made inroads into many strongly
female-dominated jobs (those with more than an 80 per cent female share),
such as telephone operators, assistant nurses, retail cash and check-out oper-
ators, catering assistants and cleaners. In most cases, these trends continued
into the new century, in some cases transforming work which was predomi-
nantly female in the earlier 1990s to predominantly male in 2005 (e.g. chefs/
cooks and shelf fillers) (Grimshaw and Rubery 2007: 99).

In a pessimistic account of the nature of employment change, largely
based on men’s experiences, Richard Sennett (1998, 2006) has suggested
that the unstable, fragmentary institutions of what he terms ‘the new capital-
ism’ have led to the ‘corrosion of character’, producing new forms of social
and emotional trauma, as men in particular find the older certainties of the
workplace dissolving. Elliott and Atkinson (1998) also argued that rising
uncertainty is a feature of contemporary capitalist societies, despite (until 2008
when unemployment rates began to rise) almost two decades of growth in
the UK. In the 1980s unemployment rates in the UK were almost 12 per cent,
but at the start of the new millennium they had fallen to under 5 per cent.
Rates began to rise again in 2008 (5.7 per cent in August of that year) and
were predicted to increase as the effects of the financial crisis were felt
throughout the economy. Despite high participation rates, Sennett argued
that the world of work is much less certain than in previous eras. Employers,
he suggested, no longer feel loyalty to their workers nor to the localities in
which these workers live and labour. Increasingly, multinational firms, both
in manufacturing and in the service economy, are able to change locations
and recruit new labour forces in a search for lower costs or higher profits.
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At the same time, the average job tenure for male workers has declined and
so, Sennett suggests, workers’ sense of their self-identity has shifted from the
workplace to the locality and home-based interests have replaced work-
centred networks. Sennett also argued that this shift was leading to defensive
exclusion of ‘Others’ from locally based community networks, cementing
patterns of residential segregation on the basis of class and ethnicity.
Sennett’s arguments have been influential and undoubtedly capture some
of the significant recent changes in the nature of work and workplace rela-
tions, as well as non-workplace formations of social identity. However, like
many of the other ‘transformation’ theorists, he both exaggerates the changes
and neglects to examine women’s labour market experiences. For all work-
ers, job insecurity (as measured by fear of job loss) declined between 1986
and 2001 (Green 2006: 133), although it is slightly higher for men than
women at both dates. And for many women, job tenure has increased rather
than decreased in the shift to a service-based economy, in association with
overall rises in female labour market participation rates (Doogan 2001;
Berthoud 2007). In part, this reflects women’s greater concentration in pub-
lic sector employment where job tenure is longer: 65 per cent of public sec-
tor workers are women, compared with 41 per cent in the private sector,
and 57 per cent of all public sector workers in 2005 had held their current
job for five years or more compared with 45 per cent in the private sector.
Furthermore, women’s average working hours rose between 2001 and 2005
(ONS 2005). Although women remain overwhelming concentrated in secre-
tarial and administrative jobs, small numbers are moving into some of the
previously male-dominated occupations, including personnel and training
management, banking, the police service, educational officers and solicitors
(Grimshaw and Rubery 2007) and divisions are opening up between well-
educated highly paid women workers and others. Indeed, it might be argued
that educated women are adopting the characteristics of male workers,
whereas low-skilled and less well-educated men are increasingly constructed
as feminized workers (McDowell 1991, 2001). In a service-dominated econ-
omy, as I shall show, the traditional advantages associated with masculinity
have largely disappeared for men at the bottom end of the labour market.
Despite these shifts in status and identity, however, traditional patterns of
gender segregation remain evident in the service economy, paralleled by a
stubborn gender pay gap. Women in full-time employment in the UK earned
in 2007 about 88p for every £1 that men in full time work earned. When
women in part-time work are compared with men, the gap is yawning. These
women carn 40p for every /1 for a man in full-time work. Women are still
the majority of workers in particular sectors in the labour market — typically,
the ones that are low paid — and gender continues to define occupations.
Women hold only 34 per cent of managerial and senior professional occupa-
tions, 23 per cent of process, plant and machine operative jobs and 8 per cent
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Figure 2.1 People aged 16 and over in employment: by sex and occupation, 2007, UK.
Source: Labour Force Survey, Office for National Statistics, 2008.

of jobs in the skilled trades. In personal service occupations, on the other
hand, women are 84 per cent of the workers. Figure 2.1 shows how all men
and women in employment are represented across the different occupational
sectors, revealing the gender-specific patterns. Paralleling the pattern found
in body work (tables 2.1 and 2.2), men are over-represented in the high-status
group of managers and senior officials as well as in the skilled trades. And,
although the proportion of women in administrative and secretarial jobs has
fallen in recent years, this is still the job category in which they are most likely
to find employment. Women are also over-represented in personal service
and in sales and customer services, in jobs such as hairdressing, childcare and
in the retail sector (ONS 2008b: 51), as the earlier tables revealed.

It seems clear, then, that the labour force in the twenty-first century is
both more divided and increasingly diverse in its social attributes, as more
women, more migrants and more workers of different nationalities enter
into the social relations of waged work. However, it is also clear that most
workers are in the main better educated than in previous generations
and that many of them are using their skills in their working life, although
it is important not to assume that skill levels equate with a high quality of
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working life. Some skilled workers, for example, may be trapped in jobs
where their skills are under-utilized and others may experience relatively
little autonomy or increasing stresses of deadlines. The financial crisis that
developed from autumn 2007 onwards also had an unprecedented impact
on the opportunities for highly educated City workers and challenged the
claims of the financial services sector to be the leading edge of the economy
and the motor of economic growth, at least in the short to medium term.
As well as growing numbers of ‘better’ jobs, there is also a growing propor-
tion of hard-to-automate, poorly paid bottom-end jobs in service-domi-
nated economies, typically dependent on close interactions between workers
and customers. In this diverse and polarized labour market, embodied
attributes such as sex and gender, skin colour, age, weight and accent are
increasingly important at both ends of the job spectrum, at the top as well
as at the bottom end, as ideas about the appropriateness and suitability for
different types of work are mapped onto the diverse characteristics of work-
ers. In the next chapter I turn to look in more detail at how to theorize this
growing complexity, starting with a discussion about the growing signifi-
cance of sexuality, desire and embodiment in interactive forms of work in
the service economy, before looking at the connections between the key
social divisions of class, gender and ethnicity in interactive employment.



3
Thinking Through Embodiment:

Explaining Interactive Service
Employment

A key component of work performed by many workers has been the presentation
of emotions that are specified and desired by their organizations.
J. Morris and D. Feldman, Academy of Management Review 21, 1996

In the second of this pair of definitional chapters, the focus shifts from the
economy itself to conceptual issues about the nature of embodied work in
service economies, looking at the ways in which theorists from different tradi-
tions have explained the coincidence of service work, embodied labours and
the performance of social identity. In service economies, bodily labour — in
the sense of an embodied performance — is a key part of many occupations,
not only of the high-touch jobs explored here but also of some of the high-
status, high-tech jobs that at first sight seem to depend entirely on cerebral,
disembodied activities. As the quotation at the head of the chapter makes
clear, however, waged labour in a wide range of occupations and professions
in service economies increasingly depends on the manipulation of emotions
to produce an embodied performance that meets the demands of employers.
In both high-status and low-status work, bodies and emotions matter.
However, there is still a clear status hierarchy that in part mirrors the older
mental/manual labour division in manufacturing economies. In embodied
interactive forms of work, in general the closer the contact is between the
bodies of service providers and service purchasers, the lower the status of the
work and, usually, the lower the financial reward.

From Labouring Bodies to Desirable/Desiring Bodies
As I established earlier, consumer service sector work almost always involves

a direct relationship with a client, customer or consumer. It is work in which
employees ‘sell’ themselves as part of the transaction (Hochschild 1983).

Working Bodies: Interactive Service Employment and Workplace Identities  Linda McDowell
© 2009 Linda McDowell ISBN: 978-1-405-15977-7
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The bodily presentation and performance of employees are crucially
significant in interactive service jobs or ‘body work’ (Wolkowitz 2002, 2006).
Further, the jobs and occupations that are currently expanding fastest not
only often demand a focus on the bodily performance of workers them-
selves, but also involve work on clients’ bodies, including the ‘adornment,
pleasure, discipline and care of others” bodies’ (Wolkowitz 2002: 497). In
both aspects of body work — the production of an embodied performance by
workers and the labour involved in the care of others’ bodies — social rela-
tions based on sexuality, pleasure, desire and fantasy play an increasingly
significant part in the employment relation: in hiring and firing, in accept-
able workplace performances, in interactions between workers and custom-
ers or clients and in the ways in which social attributes are attributed to
different types of work and which correspondingly are differentially rewarded.
The growing significance of commoditized forms of body work has recast
the associations between the social relations of production and the social
construction of identity for increasing numbers of employees.

As Macdonald and Sirianni (1996: 4) argued:

The assembly-line worker could openly hate his job, despise his supervisor
and even dislike his co-workers, and while this might be an unpleasant state
of affairs, if he completed his assigned tasks efficiently, his attitude was his own
problem. For the service worker, inhabiting the job means, at the very least,
pretending to like it, actually bringing his [sic] whole self into the job, liking
it, and genuinely caring for the people with whom he interacts.

Macdonald and Sirianni rather hedge their bets here about the difference
between a pretence of liking work and the emotions of genuine caring that
might be involved and there has been a long debate about whether emotions
at work are manipulated or authentic (Ashforth and Humphrey 1995; Mann
1999; Bolton and Boyd 2003; Erikson 2004; Sanders 2005). Hochschild (1983),
in her original formulation of the notion of managed emotions, argued that
emotional labour is used by organizations to control their workers, and so
leads to alienation for individual employees (Leidner 1993; Pierce 1995).
Other studies have found that workers find pleasure and satisfaction in draw-
ing on their feelings to establish emotional connection between themselves and
their customers or clients (Bolton and Boyd 2003; Erikson 2004). Nevertheless,
the main point remains. Waged work increasingly demands and depends on
an embodied performance in which emotional connections are a crucial part
of the service exchange. The clothes, appearance, weight, facial expressions,
gestures, sociability (whether ‘real’ or pretended) and the general bodily pres-
entation of self that mark out an appropriate performance have grown in
significance as essential attributes of acceptable service sector workers.

It is salutary to recall, however, that in his classic White Collar Work, first
published in 1953, the US sociologist C. Wright Mills already recognized
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the key features of what is now termed emotional, interactive or body work
and assumed by many to be a relatively new phenomenon in the contempo-
rary workplaces of advanced economies. He argued thus:

When white collar people get jobs, they not only sell their time and energy
but their personalities as well. They sell by the week or the month their smiles
and their kindly gestures, and they must practise the prompt repression of
resentment and aggression. For these intimate traits are of commercial rele-
vance and are required for the more efficient and profitable redistribution of
goods and services. (Wright Mills 1953: xvii)

These intimate traits, Mills recognized, are shaped and managed not only by
workers themselves, but by managers, as white collar workers increasingly were
trained to produce acceptable performances and to shape their bodies and
personalities to benefit the ‘corporation’. Mills” recognition of the importance
of emotional work more than half a century ago is further evidence challenging
the epochal transformation claims discussed in the previous chapter.

Gender, sexuality, emotions, performances and orgamizations

Until the late 1970s, however, C. Wright Mills’ early analysis of white collar
‘personality’ work was largely ignored until a growing body of feminist-inspired
scholarship began to influence analyses of the labour market and organiza-
tional behaviour in sociology, business studies and economics. Ideas about
how gender shaped both individual workplace performances and the structure
of organizations, allied to insights about the significance of emotions at work,
produced innovative analyses of the emerging form of service sector organiza-
tions and employment. For many years, too many social scientists, especially
geographers, ignored the personal attributes of workers. Employees en masse
were seen as labour power which varied, for geographers by region or nation,
and which embodied a rather general notion of a ‘tradition of skill’. Sociologists
and economists preferred the concept of ‘human capital’, which included edu-
cational and skill endowments. As individual actors, workers were seen as
rational economic ‘men’ seeking work that was as well remunerated as possible
in order to meet their daily needs.

Workplaces or organizations clearly differ in the terms and conditions
of employment that they offer, but like their employees, it was assumed
that they too were rationally organized in order to make maximum profits.
A significant challenge to the notion of rational bureaucratic organizations or
disembodied non-sexual (and by default masculine) workers that dominated
economic geography, sociology and other associated disciplines came in
work that might be grouped under the heading of ‘gender and organiza-
tions’. Here Joan Acker (1990) challenged the notion that organizations
consist of profit-maximizing institutions that, through the employment of
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hierarchies of employees without dependants, achieve market-defined ends.
In this rational view of the world, employees, whose skills and knowledge
best fit the goals of the organization, are appointed, rewarded and pro-
moted on the basis of an objective evaluation of their performance. Instead,
Acker argued, organizations are seldom rational or objective, but rather
their structures, cultures and everyday practices are imbued with essentialist
and non-essentialist assumptions about gender and sexuality which operate
to consistently benefit certain workers, typically white, heterosexual men.
The disadvantaged include a cast of ‘Others’: women, people of colour, less
physically able workers and people with alternative sexual identities. These
Others may be excluded or alternatively constructed as less suitable, inferior
workers and restricted to a narrow range of jobs and occupations that are
regarded as congruent with their gendered and sexualized identities. In con-
sequence the division of labour per se and organizations and their practices
are deeply gendered. Both conscious and unconscious practices produce and
maintain gender inequality in the workplace.

Acker’s work and the organizational case studies that followed it built on
Rosabeth Moss Kanter’s book Men and Women of the Corporation (1977). There
she documented men’s dominance of high-status occupations and positions,
showing how men’s power depended on women’s support services, both in
the workplace and the home. Thus, white (heterosexual) men, with mini-
mal involvement in procreation and highly controlled emotions, reliant on
someone else (usually a woman in the home) to undertake the messy and
emotional tasks of daily reproduction, climbed the greasy pole to promotion
in the workplace. A wide range of work in the last fifteen years or so has
documented the ways in which this particular unsexed, independent bodily
norm is part of the maintenance of gender inequalities in the workplace.
Women are constructed as out of place in workplaces, especially those where
the work 1is based on a version of rational, cerebral masculinity, but also
where bodily strength is required. Their lack of conformity to a masculine
bodily norm confines women to a narrow group of ‘appropriate’ occupa-
tions, as well as saturating the very definition of different tasks and jobs with
gendered attributes. The various ways in which the discursive construction
of organizational practices produce and maintain patterns of gendered and
sexualized behaviour on the ‘shop floor’, in banks and laboratories, and in
high-status management jobs, as well as in older forms of work based on
brute strength and endurance (in mines and machine shops, in steel works
and the army), have been documented in fascinating detail: some of these
studies are the subject of later chapters. It is now recognized that:

Not only are there gendered assumptions built into most job descriptions and
y g P J P

job assignments, as well as variations in pay scales and occupational ladders/

promotion schemes, organizations also sexualize workers — presenting authority
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and physical labour as testaments to heterosexual masculinity, and good looks,
‘service with a smile’ and covert sexiness as evidence of heterosexual feminin-
ity. These norms and expectations are maintained by open and hidden harass-
ment and subtle and blunt sanctions by workers of each other and by bosses of
workers under them. (Ferree, Lorber and Hess 1999: xxix)

If femininity structures less well-regarded jobs, masculinity is associated with
management skills. Collison and Hearn (1994), for example, in empirical
analyses of managers in several institutions, distinguished the varying ways
in which male managers manage and regulate their co-workers through
constructing alternative versions of masculine identities that construct or
preclude dissent through coercive or cooperative strategies. Their strategies
are variously based on versions of male authority or male trust and coopera-
tion that differentially and unequally position male subordinates and peers
but which also act to affirm masculine solidarity within organizations by
excluding women and behaviours that might be associated with femininity.
Numerous studies of female-dominated occupations and workplaces, whether
factory work or secretarial work, have shown how women workers often
draw on alternative, feminized scripts and performances in their discursive
construction of identity and in their definition of work roles and relations
with co-workers in order to challenge masculinized norms and male domi-
nation, introducing questions about familial obligations, pregnancy and
menstruation, for example, into a previously disembodied workplace dis-
course. In studies of British and Japanese factory workers, for example,
Westwood (1984) and Kondo (1990), respectively, have demonstrated how
women in their workplaces assert their identities as mothers and as carers
for others, paradoxically challenging masculinized dominance of factory
spaces but, at the same time, reinforcing their own inferiority as workers by
emphasizing their femininity and so reaffirming their status as ‘other’, differ-
ent from the masculine norm. In a study of data entry workers in Barbados,
however, Freeman (2000) has shown how female workers, by dressing well
and emphasizing their femininity, are able to construct a discourse of work
as significant and status enhancing, closer to the world of the office worker
than routine semi-manual work, and so challenging their designation as
unskilled.

Rosemary Pringle’s (1988) analysis of secretarial work was one of the earli-
est and best of the studies that focused directly on questions of sexuality and
desire in a service sector workplace, showing how sexuality, pleasure and
desire are important in establishing and reinforcing workplace hierarchies.
She defined sexuality as a set of meanings related to representation, iden-
tity and desire rather than explicit behaviours associated with sexual activi-
ties. Through interviews in offices, she showed how the relations between
secretaries and their bosses in large part depended on gendered/sexualized
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interactions. Female secretaries, for example, drew on a range of gendered
and/or sexualized discourses, including the office ‘mistress” and the office ‘wife’,
to construct particular power relations between them and their male bosses.
While flirting and having fun was a common script for male boss-female secre-
tary interaction, as well as the extension of office duties into homemaker’ tasks
(making coffee, arranging food at meetings, buying flowers for the office or gifts
for the boss’s houschold, for example), between women bosses and women sec-
retaries the social relations were both more straightforward and less deferential
and typically confined to more strictly defined office-based and work-related
activities.

As Pringle argued, employees are not merely passive objects in these rela-
tionships. Instead, they are active agents who both construct and resist these
different positions. Identities are not fixed as people enter the workplace, but
are open, negotiable, shifting and ambiguous. Gendered sexualized identi-
ties are thus constructed and challenged through workplace practices in
official and unofficial arenas and practices that are saturated by notions
about gender and sexuality in ways that position women, in particular, as
sexualized bodies. Thus:

Sexual skills are acquired and incorporated into the organizational role. The
organization acquires command over the sexuality of its employees, within
certain limits. Women with jobs that require, implicitly or explicitly, an attrac-
tive appearance — hostesses, saleswomen, receptionists, secretaries — are duty
bound to be agreeable or seductive, and must be or pretend to be ‘sexy’ in
their dealings with the public. (Gherardi 1995: 43)

It is clear then that workplaces and organizations are not only (if at all)
rational bureaucracies, but also locations and sites for the construction of
identity, in which men and women ‘do gender’ (West and Zimmerman
1987) and construct and enact versions of sexuality through everyday inter-
actions. Workplaces are dynamic and changing and are themselves embed-
ded within wider social structures and attitudes and assumptions about
gender and sexuality. Socio-spatial relations operating across different scales
and times interact in the construction of workers’ identities. Economic
migrant workers, for example, may have difficulty in reading the scripts that
structure sexualized performances in workplaces.

Theorizing Embodied Identities, Exploring Complexity

A growing number of studies have drawn on Pringle’s path-breaking work,
exploring the consequences of theorizing gender and sexuality as fluid and
mutable in analyses of deferential performances in a range of occupations.
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Expanding the definition of sexuality from sexual acts per se to include
representations, everyday interactions and social regulations, as well as ideas
of fantasy and desire, has opened up new areas of research about the econ-
omy. These studies have demonstrated how conventional attributes of hege-
monic gender identity and a dominant version of heterosexuality are
performed and confirmed in daily and institutional practices in workplaces
in ways that benefit (certain) men. In the main, these studies draw on two
connected sets of theoretical arguments. The first is Foucault’s (1978) insist-
ence that the body is an inscripted surface, in which self-discipline and
normalization based on multiple discourses (temporally and culturally spe-
cific sets of ideas, images, institutional structures, practices and regulations)
are crucial in the production and maintenance of an approved body. Thus
through the operation of a wide range of forms of social regulation including
self-discipline, ‘conforming’ or ‘docile’ bodies are produced and reproduced
though everyday social practices. These bodies tend to conform to conven-
tional social notions of acceptable versions of masculinity and femininity, but
are open to redefinition through resistance to the norms.

The second set of work is that dominated by the arguments of the femi-
nist theorist Judith Butler (1990, 1993, 1997), who draws on psychoanalytic,
feminist and poststructuralist theories in her work on identity. She insists on
the provisional status of identity which is performative, constructed within
language and discourse. Gender is thus a ‘regulatory fiction’ constructed
within discourses that normalize heterosexuality. Her notion of performativ-
ity is not one of an individualized and voluntary performance, but rather
the creation of identities that are constructed through pre-existing discur-
sive structures (Salth 2002). Through these structures, gendered identities
are continually produced and reproduced, made material through schemes
of surveillance, discipline and self-regulation. Thus, gendered identities are
never singular nor fixed but fluid and complex, often contradictory, reitera-
tive and performative, and so made and remade in social relations in the
workplace. Masculinity and femininity are mutually but also multiply consti-
tuted, variable and relationally constructed, rather than being a categorically
separate and unvarying binary division. Although gendered identities are
context dependent and temporally specific they are nevertheless, as Butler
insists, always inextricably embedded and produced within dominant repre-
sentations of heterosexuality in western societies.

Gender, Butler argues, is routinely produced through ‘a heterosexual matrix’,
a term that she uses ‘to designate that grid of cultural intelligibility through
which bodies, genders, and desires are naturalized’ (Butler 1990: 151). In this
grid, a hegemonic version of sex is established and through this a notion
of gender that is ‘oppositionally and hierarchically defined through the com-
pulsory practice of heterosexuality’ (p. 151). Normative heterosexual identi-
ties are maintained through the policing of hegemonic performances and the
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shaming of ‘abnormal’ performances, through a process of othering. Thus the
very acceptance of ‘intelligible’ or normative gender identities depends on the
contrasting presence of an abnormal or ‘unintelligible’ gender — the terms are
Butler’s. Consequently, heterosexuality and gender are inherently unstable as
each relies on the contrasting presence of the Other. However, heteronormativ-
ity is dominant, set within a complex matrix of power relations that together
constitute the hegemonic regulatory regime within a particular society.

As feminist analysts of the labour market have shown, this heterosexual
matrix regulates social relations in the workplace, both through the social
construction of certain jobs as appropriate for men or for women, and
through the regulation of organizations and everyday social practices on
the basis of heteronormative principles (Pringle 1988, 1998; Adkins 1995;
Adkins and Lury 1996, 1999; McDowell 1997, 2003; Halford and Leonard
2006). In this regulatory system the embodied performance of an accept-
able workplace identity is central. And although this matrix is malleable and
open to rearticulation, sets of accepted constraints — both subjective and
socially constructed discursive practices — limit the extent and possibilities of
transgression. Transgressive performances are possible, however, challenging
the association of masculinity or femininity with particular jobs and occupa-
tions — men doing female’ jobs, for example, such as nursing or domestic
service, that demand the sort of deferential or docile performance typically
associated with femininity (Lupton 2000) or women undertaking masculine
work such as heavy manual labour or rational calculating tasks. In chapter 7
the position of men in nursing and care work is explored. Adopting Butler’s
notion of the heterosexual matrix in analyses of the production of ‘appro-
priate’ working bodies thus allows interesting questions about employment
practices to be addressed.

What these theoretical arguments allow is the linking of sexuality and
gender to Wolkowitz’s (2002, 2006) arguments about the body. In embod-
ied, sexualized performances the attributes of a desirable and desiring body
play a part. Attributes such as weight, complexion, hair, accent, clothes and
gestures all become part of the interactions between providers and consum-
ers. An employee in interactive occupations is usually trying to persuade
the purchaser to buy something, be it a burger (Crang 1994), a hotel room
(Adkins 1995; McDowell et al. 2007), financial advice (Halford et al. 1997;
McDowell, Batnizky and Dyer 1997), a toy for a child (Williams 2006) or
a ride at Disneyland (Van Maanen 1991). Some organizations make the
requirement of an idealized, typically white, clean, slim and young, and
often sexualized, body an explicit part of the recruitment process. When
the Euro Disney Corporation was first recruiting in Paris in the 1990s, for
example, a series of rules were laid down about appearance at work — no
facial hair, no single earrings for women and none at all for men, women
had to wear black tights and trousers could only be worn by women if they
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negotiated permission. Similar rules are common in the airline industry
where the sexualized bodily performance of both men but especially women
flight attendants is notorious, perhaps culminating in the sort of campaigns
airlines were running in the 1980s and 1990s (Cathay Air ran advertise-
ments in the 1980s featuring an attractive young woman with the tag line of
‘I'm Cindi, fly me’). This emphasis on looks and age, on weight and appear-
ance in the airline industry has been subject to legal challenges, however,
and the age limit for working as part of the cabin crew has been raised.

In this industry, however, as in many forms of routine service work, inter-
actions with clients are highly scripted, regulated and monitored and often
depend on the manipulation of the employees’ sexualized emotions, includ-
ing the manipulation of sexual desire (Leidner 1993). In her now-classic study
of a range of jobs including airline stewarding, Hochschild (1983) described
these types of work as dependent on a ‘managed heart’ in which an affec-
tive relationship is established with passengers through the manipulation of
emotions. Thus cabin crew produce a performance that combines defer-
ential service with an authoritative knowledge of security and safety issues.
In this performance, both hetero- and homosexual desire is a significant
part of client-employee interactions and of interactions between workers. Du
Gay (1996) has documented a different type of scripted exchange in retail
outlets aimed at the teenage mass fashion market. In this case, a scripted
exchange based on an ideal of youthful equality, rather than the heterosexist
interactions Hochschild noted in the airline industry, is common. Further,
the conventional distinction between the workers and clients is blurred in
interactions that depend increasingly on the similarity of the sales staff and
the customers and their participation in a sociable, yet scripted, ritual based
on false notions of equality and familiarity. In these exchanges a groomed,
trimmed, tamed and toned, sexually desirable body, preferably well dressed
in the firm’s products, and the capacity for continual self-discipline and
improvement are a significant aspect of the employment relationship. Casual
flirting 1s also a recognized part of the script, as it helps to sell clothes.

Grooming the body and dressing the part have long been acknowledged
as central to the social construction of femininity. The hard work that is
involved in producing an acceptable version of heteronormative femininity
is nicely captured in this description of the female body by Andrea Dworkin
(1974: 113-14):

Standards of beauty describe in precise terms the relationship that an indi-
vidual will have with her own body. They prescribe her motility, spontaneity,
posture, gait, the uses to which she can put her body....

In our culture, not one part of a woman’s body is left untouched, unaltered.
No feature or extremity is spared the art, or pain, of improvement.... From
head to toe, every feature of a woman’s face, every section of her body is
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subject to modification, alteration. This alteration is an ongoing, repetitive
process. It is vital to the economy, the major substance of male-female dif-
ferentiation, the most immediate physical and psychological reality of being a
woman. From the age of 11 or 12 until she dies, a woman will spend a large
part of her time, money and energy on binding, plucking, painting and deo-
dorizing herself.

The constant attention to weight, odour, looks and appearance is not only
the focus of individuals’ daily routines but, as Dworkin notes, the basis of
multi-million pound industries. And in the three decades since Dworkin
described the construction of a woman’s body, the body has become even
more central to both individual identity and to the health of the economy.
Bodily standards increasingly apply to men too, as they become the subjects
and objects of advertising and marketing campaigns. For both men and
women in the new millennium, the body is not only the subject of anxiety
but also the last frontier of control as the lived experience of embodiment is
increasingly an area of choice and modification through diet, exercise and
surgery (Turner 2008).

The idea that body work on oneself is a central part of the new service
economy is not a new idea either. Erving Goffman in his book 7he Presentation
of Self in Everyday Life, first published in 1959, used metaphors from the stage
in arguing that identity work involved performances, role playing, scripts
and audiences in which individuals were seen as both the product and the
producers of social meaning. He talked about the body as a peg on which
something of ‘collaborative manufacture will be hung from time to time’
(Goffman 1959: 245), although in Foucauldian analysis the body itself is
constructed through inscription: it too is part of the collaborative manufac-
ture, rather than an unchangeable physical object as Goffman implied. The
social construction of bodies is thus a social and interactive process in which
individuals have agency (Featherstone, Hepworth and Turner 1991; Bordo
1993; Shilling 1993; Tseelon 1995). Although people are not necessarily the
dupes of consumer capitalism — tricked into purchases and interventions
against their will — they are nevertheless constrained by appropriate versions
of embodied identities. And as more and more people engage in forms of
work in which appearances matter, the body increasingly becomes the sub-
ject of self-improvement.

Writing more than thirty years after Goffman, British sociologist Anthony
Giddens (1991) argued that bodily appearance had an even more central
relevance than in previous generations. He acknowledged that dress and
adornment have always been a signalling device of gender, class position
and occupational status, but suggested that in late modernity — the period
from the 1970s onwards — the very design of the body itself becomes an
ideal to work on. No longer just a ‘peg’ as Goffman assumed, material
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bodies might themselves be reformed and reconstructed to achieve the
desired — above all, youthful — appearance. Thus, he argued, ‘bodily
regimes are the prime means whereby the institutional reflexivity of mod-
ern social life is focused on the cultivation — almost, one might say, the
creation — of the body’ (p. 100) and so ‘we become responsible for the
design of our own bodies” (p. 102). Men, as well as women, are the sub-
jects and objects of this redesign as the self becomes a project to be con-
sciously and continuously ‘worked at’ (Gill, Henwood and Mclean 2005).
Men’s bodies are on display alongside women’s on billboard, in films, in
both popular and specialist magazines and as fashion icons. The image of
a hairless, toned David Beckham (in an Armani advertisement in 2008),
in tight white pants and splayed legs, revealing his splendid equipment as
the object of both the hetero- and homo-erotic gaze, is a classic example
of a male body coded in a way that gives permission for it to be looked at
and desired by men as well as by women (Simpson 1994).

Like Turner, Giddens (1991) argues that this emphasis on the desired and
desiring body leads to anxiety, insecurity and self-criticism in a society char-
acterized by greater risks (this is a reference to Ulrich Beck’s (1992) thesis
about late modern society as a risk society) as the conventional structures of
family, class and gender become more fluid and subject to renegotiation by
individual action. Thus, in parallel with Susan Bordo’s (1993) work on eat-
ing disorders and the female body, he argues that the rise of eating disorders
among young men as well as young women, as well as other forms of body
hatred and body dysmorphic disorders and self-harming, is in part a conse-
quence of the focus on embodiment in contemporary society:

Anorexia and its apparent opposite compulsive over-eating, could be under-
stood as casualties of the need — and responsibility — of the individual to create
and maintain a distinctive self-identity. They are extreme versions of the con-
trol of bodily regimes which has now become generic to the circumstances of
everyday life. (Giddens 1991: 105)

Naming workers

In interactions with clients in the work spaces of service economies, the
expectations that the customers hold about the ways in which a service
should be provided and who is a suitable worker enter into decisions not
only about the performance of the task but also who should be appointed
to do it. In service labour markets there is a triadic or three-fold relation-
ship involved in workplace practices: the key actors are managers/employ-
ers, workers and customers. Williams (2006), in her case study of the ways
in which customer expectations affected recruitment policies in retail outlets
in two localities in a large US southern city, showed how class and ethnic
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differentiation between the areas was reflected in employment practices as
the outlets recruited staff who mirrored the different expectations of the
residents in each area. In her work, Williams (2006) drew on the concept
of interpellation. Interpellation (call and response) is an Althusserian con-
cept, applied to labour market analysis by Michael Burawoy in his book
Manufacturing Consent (1979) to capture the ways in which employers/manag-
ers construct idealized or stereotypical notions of idealized workers. This
naming of others in the workplace is in turn internalized by workers them-
selves so that they come to conform to or recognize themselves in the
managerial naming. Thus subjects are constituted in and take meaning
from social relations in the workplace. Identity is not an inherent attribute
of the individual, but a social construction. Workers who come to embody
managerial assumptions/stereotypes — about docile femininity, for example,
or embodied masculine strength — are in part conjured up by managerial
fantasies.

In recent work, the concept of interpellation has been extended in its
confrontation with the feminist studies I outlined above, and their recogni-
tion that identities are more fluid and malleable as well as multiple than ear-
lier labour market theorists suggested. Salzinger (2003) and Williams (2006),
for example, drawing in particular on the work of the feminist film critic
Teresa de Lauretis (1987), have insisted, unlike Burawoy, that workplace
identities, which he saw as constituted only in and by class divisions, are not
singular but multiple, and indeed may be contradictory, the site of resistance
as well as conformity to managerial namings. Wright (1997, 1999, 2006),
for example, in her analyses of women’s manufacturing work in Mexican
macquiladoras (factories on the US/Mexico border), showed, like Salzinger
(2003), that Mexican women in different circumstances are able to chal-
lenge their construction as “‘Woman’, as stereotypical docile female subjects,
through a range of workplace strategies. Thus Wright suggests that interpel-
lation is a contested process, ‘paralleled by strategies of resistance, as workers
challenge the dissonances between their own desires and self-identities and
managerial/client expectations’ (Wright 2006: 56). It is important, however,
also to recognize the multiple discourses of managers and employers and
not to see these as singular or unchanging stereotypes. They too are located
within organizational structures that produce and reproduce certain versions
of managerial discourses that emphasize particular attributes of desirable
future employees. Thus workers are ‘formed in dialogue with other work-
ers ... through comparison, contrast and opposition to multiple imaginar-
les’ (Salzinger 2003: 20), although as Williams (2006: 55) noted, ‘workers
typically consent and embrace the stereotypes (employed by management), since
their opportunities depend on their conformity to these managerial imagin-
ings’. As Bourdieu (1999) argued about a form of aggressive masculinity that
characterizes young working-class men’s sense of their identity, it is often
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less painful ‘to make a virtue out of necessity’ (p. 433) than to challenge
stereotypes, to resist categorization or change behaviours.

While Salzinger and Wright’s case studies were of manufacturing work-
places, Williams” study was of service employment, where customers, as
well as managers and co-workers, also construct a series of imaginaries in
anticipating service interactions. In service jobs and occupations interpel-
lation takes what Williams termed a dual form, as workers not only have to
conform to managerial imaginations of an idealized embodiment of service
but also to the expectations of customers, from airline customers who expect
service with a smile to accompany a speedy check-in process, to the guests of
the hotel who want efficient but authoritative service in the restaurant and
the invisible servicing of their rooms when they are unoccupied (Waldinger
1992; Guerrier and Adib 2000). Front-stage service workers (Goffman 1959)
are thus the visible objects of the multiple desires and fantasies of clients who
not only purchase a service but also a set of expectations — whether about
luxurious pampering and ‘time-out’ or an efficient business service. Indeed,
as Gabriel (2004), Ritzer (1999) and others (e.g. Bryman 1999, 2004) have
argued, in consumer-based industries, ‘enchanting’ the clients has become a
key part of service provision, and service workplaces become ‘more oriented
towards the “fantasizing consumer” than the “toiling worker”’ (Hughes
2005: 609).

In high-tech and high-status occupations the sexed body and sexual
desire are paradoxically both present and absent. Although an aestheti-
cized, sexually attractive and sexually conformist (heterosexual) embodied
and interactive performance by individual employees is highly valorized
(Bauman 1998), the status of these types of occupations depends on their
construction as cerebral and disembodied: attributes which are, of course,
traditionally associated with a particular version of hegemonic masculinity
(Connell 1995, 2000). In the idealized version of bureaucratic or scientific
work, the worker is a rational, calculating instrument, free from the messy
emotional demands of everyday life and, rather like a medieval monk or
old-fashioned Oxbridge academic (Massey 1995), freed from the need even
to provide his (and the model is a masculine one) own meals. In this version
of the working world, relationships are based on reason and not emotions
which are seen as inappropriately intrusive in the workplace. However, in
the world of ‘soft’ capitalism identified by Thrift (2005), new sets of relation-
ships within organizations based on ideas of coping with complexity and
uncertainty and the need to produce learning environments in knowledge-
based organizations have become significant, at least rhetorically. In devis-
ing structures to deal with complexity and uncertainty, the need to ‘engage
hearts and minds’ (Thrift 2005: 32) became significant, almost as if it was
suddenly recognized that ‘organizations were made up of people after all’,
not just ‘heads’ and ‘role occupations’ (Handy 1989: 71).
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Ideas about pleasure, emotions and embodied or tacit knowledge began
to pervade the management literature as organizations searched for ways to
deal with uncertainty and diversity and to build trust in different circum-
stances. Management turned to a range of different sources to help high-
level workers ‘get in touch with themselves’, including, in the 1990s, New
Age ideas. A range of organizations from the Bank of England to the large
msurance company Legal & General sent top executives on courses to learn
the Whirling Dervish dance in search of inner peace (Thrift 2005: 42)! The
management literature and practices, however, developed in almost com-
plete isolation from feminist analyses of the significance of embodied emo-
tions and sexuality at work, drawing on Polanyi’s (1967) ideas from gestalt
psychology (his most famous saying was ‘we know more than we can tell’)
rather than the work of theorists who were more influential in feminism
and in the theoretical social sciences, such as Bourdieu (discussed below).
However, it is clear that traditional ideas about disembodied cerebral prac-
tices in the workplace were being challenged in practical ways in many
organizations, as embodied emotions were admitted into the workplace,
even into the board room.

Unlike organizational theorists, feminist philosophers looked elsewhere
for ideas about the significance of the lived body. In a review of the work
on embodiment, US philosopher Iris Marion Young (2005) argued that an
analysis of social structures must be added to understandings of how nor-
mative heterosexuality constructs/positions different bodies. As she argues,
‘social structures position individuals in relations of labour and production,
power and subordination, desire and sexuality, prestige and status. The
way a person is positioned in structures is as much a function of how other
people treat him or her within various institutional settings as of the attitude
a person takes to himself or herself’ (2005: 20—1). This chimes with the
Althusserian notion of interpellation and is a further reminder that in serv-
ice economies, the attitudes (or assumed attitudes) of customers, as well as
employers, are significant in explaining who gets what sorts of work. These
attitudes, however, are constructed within social structures. The categorical
inequalities of class, gender and ethnic origin still matter. But Young also
reminds us that individuals may occupy multiple positions in structures
and so different attributes and positions are salient in different arenas of
life. In her book Fustice and the Politics of Difference (1990), which is a theoreti-
cal critique of notions of distributive justice, she explores the connections
between the division of labour and embodiment, arguing that contemporary
structures of inequality are composed of what she terms ‘five faces of oppres-
sion’, involving ‘social structures and relations beyond distribution’ which
create hierarchical differences between groups of people (p. 9). The five
faces of oppression she identifies are exploitation, marginalization, power-
lessness, violence and cultural imperialism. Cultural imperialism is the face
that is most relevant here and perhaps the least self-explanatory. It is defined
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by Young as the ‘universalization of the dominant group’s experience and
culture, and its establishment as the norm’ (p. 59), which works to stereo-
type the views and experiences of people outside this dominant norm and
construct them as ‘Other’.

One of the key aspects of cultural imperialism involves the body or bodily
image and its presentation. As Young argues, ugly, fat, non-white, elderly
bodies are inadmissible in societies that valorize an idealized white, slim,
young, unwrinkled, typically heterosexualized body, and so such bodies are
out of place in the interactive sales/advice-giving industries and occupations
that increasingly dominate in advanced industrial societies. In these con-
sumer societies, ‘dynamics of desire and the pulses of attraction and aversion’
(Young 1990: 60) influence the scope and content of interactions between
workers, their peers, superiors, clients and customers, a reaffirmation of the
carlier argument about the significance of consumers in service economies in
expecting to be served by desirable bodies. The ability to achieve the most
desired image is constrained not only by income and resources but also by
ageing and bodily decline, as well as the extent to which diverse bodies can
be manipulated to achieve what is most highly valorized. And the bodily
ideals presented in television and film and representations in magazines
and in advice columns are themselves typically unattainable: not achievable
identities but rather fictions (Frost 2005) or the simulacrum identified by
Burawoy (1979).

The centrality of desire to the economy as whole, as well as to workplace
performances, has been addressed by Zygmunt Bauman (1998) in his assess-
ment of the consequences of the rise of consumer societies. He argues that
the transition of advanced industrial economies from mass societies, mass
producing a limited range of consumer goods for relatively undifferentiated
markets, to economies based on the development of a highly differentiated
range of products for niche markets has, in large part, been based on the
successful manipulation of desire, associated with the rise of advertising.
He argues that as consumer societies are volatile and temporary, objects of
desire not only must be instantly available but must also bring instant satis-
faction which just as quickly wanes. ‘Consumers must be constantly exposed
to new temptations in order to be kept in a state of constantly seething,
never wilting excitation and, indeed, in a state of suspicion and disaffection’
(p. 26). In an even more explicit parallel with sexual desire he argues:

It is often said that the consumer market seduces its customers. But in order
to do so it needs customers who are ready and keen to be seduced. In a prop-
erly working consumer society consumers seek actively to be seduced. They
live from attraction to attraction, from temptation to temptation. (p. 26)

The rapid gratification of consumer demands is thus a driver of economic
expansion, as well as a central element in the construction of self-identity.
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The purchase of ‘lifestyle’ choices becomes a way of marking out both
distinctiveness and distinction (Bourdieu 1984), as affluent consumers are
increasingly able to buy exactly what they need to mark themselves out from
others in a ‘society organized around desire and choice’ (Bauman 1998: 29).
Almost everything is for sale. CGustomers are able to buy a ‘facelift, Armani
suit, liposuction, phalloplasty, Porsche, blow job, a whipping or bondage
session ... to enhance their self-esteem in the most appropriate way’ (Hawkes
1996: 117). And so in this type of consumer-based society the role of the
providers and sellers of goods and high-quality services in niche markets as
agents of seduction assumes a highly significant role. In growing numbers of
service occupations, the interaction between clients and providers is an
exchange based on the manipulation of emotions and the satisfaction of
desire, and in these transactions the bodily performance of the server is a
key part of the exchange: whether literally or as a symbolic representation
of the service. From sex work, through elder care to university teaching, an
embodied performance is a central part of the exchange.

Clearly, the recognition of the ways in which gendered identities are a
key part of workplace social relations has been central to the work that I
have summarized so far. However, bodies are also differentiated by age, by
sexual preference and by different levels of physical ability, as well as by
social class. As Robyn Dowling (1999) noted in an assessment of geographi-
cal work on the body, until that date there had been an almost complete
neglect of the fact that bodies also have class positions written on to them
as well as gendered attributes, although she ignored Burawoy’s use of the
concept of interpellation to explore class-based practices. In the last part of
this chapter, I consider other dimensions of embodiment and the ways in
which they interact in the labour market to produce hierarchies of desirable
and appropriate bodies for different types of work.

Class Practices and Ethnic Penalties: Recognizing
Complex Intersectionality

So far in this discussion about embodied labour and the construction of
identities in the workplace, the focus has been on gender divisions and gen-
dered social relations, in part because the associations between femininity
and emotions, gender and embodiment are so obvious and significant in
understanding new divisions of labour. But bodies bear the traces not only
of gender relations but are also marked by class and ethnicity and the sets
of assumptions that accompany these differences. In feminist theory and in
the work on embodiment more generally, it is now widely recognized that
identities are complex, multiple and fluid, continuously (re)produced and
performed in different arenas of everyday life. Responding to criticisms that
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gender is not a single category, untouched by class position or skin colour,
feminist theorists now insist that subject formations and social relations are
constructed through wtersectionality — a set of relationships among the multi-
ple dimensions of being. Thus, identities are theorized as complex and
diverse and, in a formulation that appeals to geographers, as historically
variable and spatially contingent — in other words, time and place matter
(McCall 2005). The dimensions of difference typically referred to in discus-
sions of complex intersectionality include race, gender and ethnicity; class,
sexuality and age are sometimes addressed too and there are now numerous,
often empirically sophisticated, studies that focus on connections between
these dimensions in explorations of labour market change. Typically, these
analyses draw on qualitative research methods, unpicking connections
through careful and detailed interviews or ethnographic research with small
groups of individuals or communities, showing how men and women of
colour, workers with alternative sexualities and older workers find them-
selves disadvantaged in particular labour markets, disqualified from some
positions and crowded into others, typically at the more precarious end of
the labour market where rewards for work are lower than average (see, for
example, Benaria and Roldan 1987; Ong 1987; Hanson and Pratt 1995;
Kim 1997; McDowell 1997; Chatterjee 2001; Salzinger 2003; Chari 2004;
Chari and Gidwani 2005; Wright 2006; for an excellent review, see Mills
2003). To end this chapter, I want first to discuss the connections between
class, embodiment and employment and then turn to questions about eth-
nicity and skin colour in the labour market.

Class practices

The production of class as a location in the sphere of production typically
has been theorized as the outcome of economic change rather than as part
of its explanation. Class, it is argued, is an objective location. It consists of
structurally defined categories, which in Marxist theory are constituted by
a relationship to the means of production. Capitalist societies in their sim-
plest form consist of two classes with opposed interests: the owners of the
means of production — the bourgeoisic — who profit from the labour of the
working class who must sell their labour power in the market to exist. As
societies become more complex, new divisions are created between, for
example, owners and mangers who control the labour force on their behalf,
but nevertheless class is seen an a consequence of rather than an input to
economic relations. Interestingly, Marx himself did not ignore the body.
Rather, he argued that there is a mutual and constitutive relationship
between the body and work: the body is both the source of labour and its
output, altered in different ways by the labour process. In a telling phrase
Marx defined the outputs of employment — goods in particular — as the
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‘memorialization’ of embodied work. He also argued that the tools used by
labourers might be seen as an extension of the body. These arguments are
perhaps easier to relate to the types of heavy manufacturing employment
that were growing as Marx wrote in the nineteenth century, although serv-
ice sector work in finance and business, for example, was also growing
rapidly at the same time. In service work, where the output is often ephem-
eral, weightless or used up in the exchange, the labouring bodies are not
memorialized in concrete form but rather in reputation, enjoyment or the
prospect of future contacts. And as I argued earlier, Marx himself ignored
service employment.

But class is more than a structural location, as the recent turn in class
analysis to analysing the sets of cultural practices that construct and rein-
force class differences demonstrates (Cannadine 2000; Savage 2000; Devine
2004; Skeggs 2004a; Devine et al. 2005; Sayer 2005). Here the work of
Pierre Bourdieu has been helpful in understanding how ways of living,
consumption practices and embodiment are all part of the production and
maintenance of social divisions, positioning some people as superior to oth-
ers in terms of their attitudes, beliefs and ways of living as well as in their
occupational status and standard of living. In Dustinction (1984), Bourdieu
explored the ways in which the French middle class distinguished itself from
the working class through the ownership of sets of belongings and lifestyles
that defined their owners’ moral superiority. Bourdieu used the term sym-
bolic violence to capture the ways in which certain groups were constructed as
morally inferior. Symbolic violence is different from physical violence: it is
a more insidious form of power, constructed in both laws and practices of
social institutions and everyday life. As Bourdieu (2001: 38-9) notes, ‘it is a
form of power that is inculcated on bodies, operating at “the deepest level of
the body”, and its efficacy is derived from the fact that it continues to exist
long after external forms of violence are removed.” He argued, for example,
that women’s increased access to occupations, formal education, the politi-
cal sphere and the right to vote cannot completely ‘undo’ the effects of the
internal barriers that are imposed on women by acts of symbolic violence.
In his view, a process of ‘self-exclusion’ takes over from ‘external exclu-
sion’, thereby perpetuating male domination over women (Bourdieu 2001:
39). These arguments parallel Foucault’s notion of disciplinary power and
Butler’s heterosexual matrix.

Bourdieu’s (1984, 1990, 2001) work is insightful about the connections
between embodiment, class position and class practices. He demonstrated
the ways in which the body is marked by class signifiers and practices —
made visible in the way in which people stand, in their gestures and habits,
as well as through the ways they speak and dress. Thus the disposition of
the body, he argued, is a social not a natural phenomenon: subjectivity
is constructed through a person’s location in a social field or set of social
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relationships — a feature that Bourdieu captured in the term /Aabitus. Habitus
is thus the set of structured and structuring relationships that frames bod-
ily conduct. This conduct itself Bourdieu termed /exis. As Bourdieu (1984:
466) recognized, ‘social distinctions and practices are embedded in the most
automatic gestures or the apparently most insignificant techniques of the
body — ways of walking or blowing one’s nose, ways of eating and talking’.
In social interactions, one of the hallmarks of practice is the way in which
the appearance of the body is significant. Assumptions and connections are
made that occur without the explicit intervention of a discursively based
consciousness or reflection. As Bourdieu has argued, ‘there is a logic that
unfolds directly in bodily gymnastics’ (1990: 130). This claim parallels more
recent discussions in other disciplines (Ahmed 2004), including geography
(Davidson, Smith and Bondi 2005; Tolia-Kelly 2006; McCormack 2007),
about the significance of ‘affect’” and emotions in social exchanges. Almost
instantaneous, typically unreflexive reactions based on visceral emotions label
and categorize actors in particular social circumstances. These emotions, as
Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills (1964) argued decades ago, are based on
an inextricably intertwined combination of gesture, physiological processes
and conscious experience. And so, social actions are always embodied just
as embodiment is constructed socially. “The social is incorporated into the
body’ (Skeggs 2004: 5) and vice versa.

Furthermore, embodiment is fluid and changeable. As individuals move
between different social arenas, their habitus may change as they acquire
new sets of skills and social dispositions over their lifetime, building on what
Bourdieu terms their social, economic and cultural capital. Social capital is
generated through family position and its relationship to wider society and is
constituted largely though social networks, bringing useful contacts for some
and excluding others from the networks that confer social advantage and
privilege. Economic capital is wealth, either inherited or earned as income
through interactions between individuals and economic structures. In an
interesting comparison of young women in the US, Fernandez Kelly (1994)
showed how the differential possession of social and economic capital of girls
of colour growing up in the ghetto differentiates and disadvantages them
from the moment of their birth. Cultural or symbolic capital is that set of
social relations manifested in status and prestige, and interpersonal qualities
such as charisma (Bourdieu 1984). Clearly, these capitals are interconnected
and constructed over the lifetime through participation in different social
arenas. These capitals all have an economic value if they are in short sup-
ply and so sought after. Thus attributes of social capital ranging from an
clite education to modes of thinking or qualities of style are differentially
evaluated and have different values in the labour market, constructing and
maintaining patterns of social and economic exclusion (Brown 1995), as I
llustrate in later chapters.
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Reflexivity and individualization

In an interesting series of arguments, Lisa Adkins (2000, 2003, 2005), a
sociologist interested in gender and work, has brought together a critique of
the arguments about knowledge economies as increasingly individualized
with Bourdieu’s arguments about habitus and field to suggest that one of the
consequences of service sector growth has been a reconfiguration of gender
relations rather than their decreasing significance as Ulrich Beck, among
other theorists, has suggested. Beck, a German sociologist, is one of the most
influential commentators on recent social changes in industrial societies. He
argued that western societies have become risk societies (Beck 1992) in
which the traditional mechanisms of class solidarity and social movements
to ensure security have been destabilized both by greater risks — of famine,
disease, war, nuclear threat — and by a shift in economic and social policy
towards a neoliberal version of individualization or individual responsibility.
Thus, Beck argues, the traditional constraints of the former industrial society
are weakened. The new post-industrial world is one which is distinguished
by self-reflexivity — ‘the ability to think and reflect on the social conditions
of ... existence and to change them accordingly’ (Beck 1994: 174). In work
with Giddens and Lash, Beck (1994) has dubbed the current era one of
‘reflexive modernization’ in which new opportunities for social (and physi-
cal) mobility have emerged. People — social agents — have greater freedom
to experiment, to move and learn, and to take different jobs over their life-
time than in industrial economies. The most successful are people who are
able to build ‘portfolio’ careers, able to construct and sell their individual
experiences in the knowledge-based economy in which performance, style
and confidence are as important a part of working life as more traditional
skills. Categorical inequalities (Tilly 1998) — the structural constraints of class
and gender — are becoming less significant as notions of individual rights
and responsibilities become more important. Thus Beck and Beck-Gernsheim
(1996: 29) have suggested that ‘people are being released from the con-
straints of gender ... axes of difference, such as class, gender and sexuality
(even life and death itself), are more a matter of individual decisions’. This
claim seems astonishing on first reading, although it is evident that new
technologies such as post-menopausal assisted conception and assisted sui-
cide support it. I want to argue below, however, that class and gender and
ethnicity — the traditional axes of difference — retain their salience in the
contemporary workplace.

This optimistic theoretical scenario about the significance of reflexivity
nicely parallels the focus on individual effort in the neoliberal economic
and welfare policies that characterize the British state at present, as well as
the business rhetoric about the need for flexible workers, able to reskill and
retool as the economy demands. It is, however, important to note that Beck
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(2000), like the theorists discussed in chapter 2, also recognizes growing
polarization in the new economy. Indeed, in a somewhat apocalyptic sce-
nario he identifies the potential ‘Brazilianization’ of western economies as
the self-reflexive elite live lives increasingly separated from the urban dispos-
sessed, trapped without work or in poor jobs that bring insufficient income
for a decent standard of living. It has, however, been the optimistic side of
Beck’s arguments that has appealed to many theorists, seeing opportunities
for the ‘detraditionalization’ of new knowledge economies.

Adkins (1995, 2000, 2003, 2005) disagrees with these optimistic assess-
ments, arguing that these opportunities for remaking life remain strongly
gendered as gender identities seem stubbornly resistant to reflexive rethink-
ing. She suggests that a new gendered binary is being constructed in dom-
mant theoretical explanations of the post-social era. Drawing on Lash’s
(1994) arguments about life chances in the post-social era — what Lash refers
to as the structural conditions of reflexivity in which access to the mode of
information replaces access to and place in the mode of production — Adkins
argues that men are what Lash (1994: 133) termed the ‘reflexivity gainers’
and women the ‘reflexivity losers’. Women are excluded from the higher
ends of the high-tech information and knowledge economy, becoming part of
a new under or lower class in the polarizing labour market. It is in this class
position, Lash suggests, that the ‘ascribed characteristics of “race, country
of origin or gender”’ (Lash 1994: 134) are of crucial significance. So while
men become the active subjects in the new mobile post-social order, many
(most?) women remain trapped in the social, repositioned as they enter the
labour market in growing numbers and yet trapped within a location that
mirrors the old class and gender hierarchies of industrial societies because of
their exclusion from the cultural field that valorizes reflexivity and mobility.
Thus in Lash’s work, Adkins (2004: 147) argues, women are located ‘as over-
determined by the social and men as freed from the constraints of the social,
or at least from the constraints of socio-structural forms of determination’
(original emphasis). Ironically, Adkins notes that Beck, in a belated ges-
ture to feminist arguments that previously he had ignored, now insists that
‘gender is part of an older modernity and moreover women find it difficult
to remove themselves from these social traditions and become individual-
ized subjects’ (Beck 1992: 151). So women are now trapped in the social
rather than the pre-social, as regulation theorists such as Aglietta and Lipietz
argued (see my critique in McDowell 1991), forever doomed, it seems, to
lag behind men’s progressive march forward to individual freedom, and so
unable to ‘achieve the form of personhood required to participate in the
new modernity’ (Adkins 2004: 152). Women are still committed, presumably
by their consciences, if no longer by oppressive gender relations requiring
them to remain in the home, to a version of freely given care and love for
their dependants, unable to become the mobile individualized subjects of
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a new post-social networked space. As Adkins (2003: 28) notes, ‘theories
of reflexive modernization run the risk of reinstating the disembodied and
disembedded subject of masculinist thought’, leaving women undertaking
emotional labour in different spheres much as usual, despite their large-scale
entry into the social relations of waged work. As the chapters in part two
document, women are the central component of the workforce undertaking
emotional labour and caring work, as well as performing the same sorts of
functions for ‘love’ in the home.

While Adkins draws on, or critiques, the theories of Beck and Lash,
as well as Bourdieu, other feminist theorists (Skeggs 1997, 2004a; McNay
2000; McRobbie 2004; Moi 2005) have usefully built on Bourdieu’s work
in a different way — to analyse the ways in which social class divisions
between women are increasingly marked on the bodies of women, especially
working-class women, through the mechanism of symbolic violence. Skeggs,
for example, has documented the recent rise of class antagonism and a
discourse of moral superiority in the UK that position working-class bod-
les as morally inferior, as too big, too loud, too present (Skeggs 2004a,
2004b). At the turn of the twenty-first century, rather than being seen as
the repository of decency and industrial solidarity, the British working class
is now discursively constructed as unmodern, anti-cosmopolitan, backward
and worthless, not playing its part in the newly competitive and multicul-
tural Britain: defined and denigrated by what Haylett (2001) has argued,
drawing on Bourdieu, is a form of class racism. Further, as the economic
dependence on interactive service employment deepens, bodily performance
has become increasingly significant in the lived practices that constitute and
reinforce class antagonisms (Adkins and Skeggs 2004). Working-class bodies
are marked as increasingly unacceptable in the tanned, toned world of the
service economy and in commodified forms of consumption and entertain-
ment (Young 1990; Wolkowitz 2002). McRobbie (2004), for example, has
analysed the rise of reality TV ‘make-over’ programmes in which (usually)
unattractive, fat, working-class or otherwise abject women are shown ways
of transforming their embodied selves by so-called experts in the hope that
the acquisition of new forms of social and cultural capital will improve their
status and their life-chances. As McRobbie points out, these programmes
typically involve a range of interactions that can be defined as symbolic
violence, from a strict ticking off for poor posture, inadequate diet or bad
hair, to outright sneers and on occasion outright humiliation of the partici-
pants. Thus McRobbie suggests that these programmes ‘actively generate
and legitimate forms of class antagonism particularly between women in
ways that would have been unacceptable until recently’ (p. 100).

This growing disdain among the more affluent for the less fortunate, and
indeed for what are popularly seen as working-class attitudes more generally, is
a more widespread phenomenon than in reality TV. Other examples include
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the adoption by the media of mocking discourses, labelling working-class youths
as ‘chavs’ — a lumpish youthful proletariat distinguishable by their clothes and
jewellery. Indeed, young people wearing sports-tops with hoods — the epony-
mous hoodies — were banned from a shopping centre in southern England
in 2006, solely on the grounds that their dress reflects expected anti-social
behaviour. The so-called ‘respect agenda’ and the continual use of the term
‘yob’ in discussion about the lack of respect in contemporary Britain is another
part of the demonization of working-class youth (McDowell 2006b). Ferdinand
Mount (2004), a right-wing ‘one-nation’ conservative, has argued that a new
class divide is emerging in contemporary Britain based in cultural attitudes
and divisions that are far wider than in earlier generations, as new forms of
consumption and new methods of defending space emerge that increasingly
act as markers of distinction and/or of disdain. Interestingly, Mount identifies
the growth of a new form of cultural condescension towards the masses among
the ruling class, in some ways paralleling Zygmunt Bauman’s (1998) argu-
ments about the growing significance of class divisions based on consumption
practices rather than labour market divisions.

Recent evidence of this class condescension, or perhaps what might more
accurately be termed a discourse of moral disapproval, has been identified
by class theorists as well as in popular texts and the media. Sayer (2005) and
Skeggs (2004a, 2004b), for example, both argue persuasively for the inclu-
sion of a cultural and moral dimension in the construction and analysis of
contemporary class divisions. Skeggs (2004b) has suggested that the signifi-
cance of visceral emotions has been underestimated in explanations of class
divisions. Middle-class disgust and resentment are, she argues, key factors in
contemporary forms of class representations and class divisions. This disgust
is, in large part, reflected in judgements made about the inappropriateness
of the bodies of others, and so is of growing significance in the types of jobs
that are currently expanding at the bottom end of the economy.

Racialized Others

I want to conclude this argument about the significance of embodiment with
a discussion about skin colour, race and ethnicity and their connections to
judgements about acceptable labour market performances, drawing parallels
between racialization and the construction of gendered identities. There is a
huge literature documenting the ‘ethnic penalties’ suffered in the labour
market by people of colour (Heath and Cheung 2008). However, as most of
this literature takes for granted rather than problematizes the associations
between skin colour/nationality and evaluations of the worth or appropri-
ateness of particular embodied performances in the workplace, I have
ignored it here. Instead, I want to consider the ways in which ideas about
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subjectification developed by Foucault and Butler might be applicable to
understanding the ‘raced’ as well as the gendered body at work.

While the arguments that I outlined above about the construction of
sexed identities as lying in the repeated regulation of the norms of sexual dif-
ference are now widely accepted, Butler and other theorists of performativity
and subjectification have been largely silent about how to theorize the rela-
tionships between gender and other dimensions of social difference, while
not denying the need to think about these connections. Butler (1990: 3), for
example, recognizes that ‘gender intersects with racial, class, ethnic, sexual
and regional modalities of discursively constituted identities’. Indeed, she
claims that ‘as a result, it becomes impossible to separate out “gender” from
the political and cultural intersections in which it is inevitably produced
and maintained’ (p. 3). However, her belief in the contingent foundations of
all identity categories is less fully realized for categories other than gender.
How does gender interact with ethnicity and nationality, with skin colour
or social class, for example, in thinking about who gets what forms of work
for what reasons in interactive service employment? Are other differences
also performative, constructed through multiple systems of regulatory norms
that are established in discourse? And how are they connected? There has
been little agreement among feminist theorists, for example, about how to
address these questions of complex identities, of the intersections of class and
ethnicity with gender, other than a desire to move beyond earlier notions
about the serial or additive construction of difference (Flax 1990; Alexander
and Mohanty 1997; hooks 2000; Mohanty 2002). But the consideration
of the position in the division of labour of people of colour and economic
migrants (the two are not necessarily coincident) demands the theorization
of ethnicized and racialized differences, as well as gendered identities and
class positionality and practices.

In Britain and the USA it might be argued that the black/white binary
division acts in a similar way to gender in making subjects and making
workers. In these societies whiteness is the hegemonic norm against which
the abnormal Other is defined. It is now widely accepted that race and
ethnicity are also socially constructed categories. The purported attributes
of inferiority that are mapped on to skin colour in these countries paral-
lel the way in which gender is constructed as a binary distinction in which
superiority is associated with masculinity and inferiority with femininity. A
similar binary division is evident when white and black are compared and
evaluated. Whiteness is constructed both as the unmarked norm and as
conferring superiority on those with white skins (Frankenburg 1993, 1997;
Dyer 1998; Bonnett 2000). Whiteness connotes goodness, ‘all that is benign
and non-threatening’” (Dyer 1998: 6), in comparison to the darker skins of
multiple Others, typically lumped together as Black. However, an interest-
ing set of historical studies in the USA has documented the ways in which
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whiteness is also fluid and performative rather than a categorical distinction.
Ignatiev (1996), for example, documented the way in which Irish migrants
in the USA became white as Black workers moved from the South to the
North; Roediger (1991, 1999) has documented a parallel process among
European Jews and later migrants from Southern and Eastern Europe who
also became white (enough). In comparison, more recent migrants to the
USA from South and East Asia, for example, found that they were Black
(Ong 2003). In the UK too, a black/white binary distinction was established
as immigration began to increase, especially after the end of the Second
World War (Winder 2004). The majority of in-migrants to the UK in the
second half of the twentieth century were subjects from ex-colonies and on
entry to the UK they found, to their surprise and/or shame, that they were
uniformly regarded as Black (Fryer 1984). A stark binary division replaced
the status hierarchies based on skin tone — termed pigmentocracies — found
both in the Caribbean and in South Asia (Hall 1995): a distinction that is
still significant. As Freeman (2000) found in her study of women’s work in
Barbados, a light(er) skin confers superiority in the labour market.

As Ong (2003) has shown in her analysis of the position of Koreans in
the USA, hierarchical schemes of racial difference develop that include
ideas about difference and the right to belong (or not) to the receiving
nation. Racialized differences are also constructed through the attribution
of a range of other despicable or inferior characteristics to visible Others.
Discourses of racialized differences intersect, for example, with heteronor-
mative constructions of gender as racial and ethnic markers are deeply
gendered. In terms of suitability for different types of employment, examples
include discourses about the different skills and talents that are apparently
‘natural’ attributes of some groups. The attributes are both racialized and
gendered and so construct (in)appropriate bodies in different arenas. Ideas
about different national work ethics, differently sexualized bodies, and about
different roles in family and household, all affect options in the labour
market (ideas of good wives, daughters, significance of family life, etc.) and
coincide to confine migrants/people of colour to particular inferior spaces
as both workers and (potential) citizens. Thus newcomers from different
parts of the world and their descendents born in the USA and the UK are
judged/placed within given schemas of racial difference, civilization and
economic worth which substantially restrict their labour market opportuni-
ties. Stereotypical representations of Black men and women as erotic and
carefree, of Black women as fecund and Black men as threatening or sexual
predators, of Asian men as feminized, and Asian women as ultra-feminized
and as caring and loving, are common in both North America and the UK
(Webster 1998; Paul 1997; Pratt 2004; Kelly and Moya 2006): all of which
map onto ideas about appropriateness for different types of work in the
service economy.
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For people of colour and migrant workers, bodily presentation also
often confirms their social construction as ‘less legitimate’ (Bauder 2006).
Accent, dress, self-presentation, behaviour, skin colour, hair, jewellery
and height, especially in service-dominated economies, are used to mark
migrants/minority populations as inferior subjects and workers, in jobs
where the white heterosexual, slim body is the hegemonic ideal (Young
1990) and where ‘human capital, self-discipline and consumer power are
associated with whiteness’ (Ong 1996: 739). Insights from post-colonial
theorists add to explanations of how these discourses and markers of dif-
ference operate in western economies. Migrants from third world socie-
ties, for example, are constructed through the colonial gaze as Other,
as backward and non-modern in comparison to the subject of western
modernity (Bhabba 1994; McClintock 1995; Young 1995; Spivak 1999),
and second-generation minorities continue to bear these markers on their
bodies. Thus, the complex intersectionality of gender, class and ethnicity/
skin colour produces subjects who are coded as inferior through the opera-
tion of numerous binary and categorical distinctions that are, through
discursive practices, made complex, but also challenged, resisted, altered
and transformed.

In post-millennium Britain, new questions about the location and ethnic
identities of migrant workers are being raised as post-imperial subjects are
being displaced/replaced as low-wage workers at the bottom end of the
service sector by white-skinned migrants from Eastern Europe. The rapid
rise in the number of migrants from the ‘new’ Europe on the accession of
ten new states (Cyprus and Malta plus eight former communist states —
Poland, Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovenia
and Slovakia) in 2004 and a further two (Bulgaria and Romania) in 2007
has added a considerable degree of complexity to the debates about the
connections between nationality, skin colour, class and gender and the suit-
ability of differently produced bodies for different categories of employment
in the contemporary British labour market. New discourses of (lack of) worth
based on national stereotypes, as well as the common European heritage
and white skins of these new migrants, have disrupted the previously rela-
tively stable connections between migration, ethnic origins and skin colour
established since 1945 (Paul 1997; McDowell 2005, 2007).

It is clear that constructions of difference — whether based on class, gen-
der, race, nationality, language or skin colour — are produced and main-
tained through discourses and practices that operate at and across different
spatial scales and have come to have growing salience in a new service
economy where personal interactions are a crucial element of labour market
exchanges. The practices that construct and maintain difference include ide-
ological assumptions, multiple regulatory systems, structures of power and
domination, and spoken and enacted everyday practices in multiple sites,
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operating at both conscious and unconscious levels. While these practices
are discriminatory and exclusionary they are also open to contestation
and renegotiation. Thus a range of issues about the connections between
embodied difference, labour market practices and challenges to contempo-
rary structures of oppression and inequality arise that can be answered only
by empirical analyses, drawing on multiple theoretical perspectives, from
poststructural theories of identity formation to structural explanations of
economic change. In the next sections of this book I turn to an analysis of
some of the exciting empirical work on service sector occupations that has
been undertaken in the last decade, illustrating the diverse ways in which
working bodies are constructed as suitable for different types of work in
the new service economy. Although the focus is on the UK in many of the
examples, the scale and pattern of global migration mean that the workers
themselves increasingly are part of the global division of labour, often born
elsewhere and, increasingly, working for transnational firms, even when
employed in the most local of jobs, perhaps providing cleaning services for
the local hospital or caring for elderly Britons in their own homes. I have
organized the chapters, rather loosely I admit, by scale, as well as by a
number of other factors including a notion of confinement in terms of where
the work takes place and of (un)willingness to perform it, as well as by skills
and social status.

In part two there are three chapters that focus initially on the most local
of scales — the home — and the close, personal and sometimes intimate con-
nections between service providers and their clients that take place therein.
In all cases the focus is on waged work. I look first at people working in
the homes of others, in close daily contact with their employers, including
nannies, ‘dailies’, domestics and other types of home-based servicing. Here
ideas about the appropriateness of workers — their class attributes, their
gender especially and their nationality all affect who is seen as an acceptable
‘body’ and so allowed into the private arena of the home. The second set of
‘home’ workers includes sex workers, especially those who are held against
their wishes, including trafficked women forced into sex work. This chapter
branches out beyond the home into massage parlours and the streets, as a
large proportion of sex work takes places in public spaces, albeit often in
secretive less well-surveilled spaces beyond the public gaze, as well as in
the more private spaces of cars and rooms. For these workers, their body
is a direct part of the exchange: they literally sell their body. And notions
of desire and otherness as well as disgust are part of the exchange between
seller and client. In this world, danger and violence are part of the everyday
social relations of exchange. I continue this theme of embodiment and dan-
ger into chapter 6, where the workers in question also sell their bodies — in
this case, their strength — as boxers, doormen and bouncers, and firefight-
ers. In this chapter the workers in question are predominantly men, relying
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on stereotypical associations of men and masculinity with strength and
aggression to sell their bodies in the labour market. This association raises
often problematic questions about the meaning of femininity for women,
including the sportswomen who also rely on bodily strength and who may
feel that their skills/talent challenge their sense of themselves as ‘proper’
women.

The scale then shifts in part three more centrally into the larger pub-
lic arena and includes what are typically regarded as more conventional
workplaces, including shops and fast food outlets, hospitals, care homes and
hotels. I look again, as in part two, at ways in which attributes of masculinity
and femininity are mapped onto congruences between appropriate bodies
for different tasks, as well as issues about race, skin colour and ethnicity in
a range of types of work that involve performativity and emotional inter-
actions between workers and clients. In some of these jobs there is a high
degree of touch, as the work involves intervention on the bodies of others:
these are the tasks defined as ‘body work’ by Wolkowitz (2006). In other jobs
the contact established is less directly embodied — in shops or restaurants,
for example, where the interactions are based on emotions such as empathy
and deference. They fall into my definition of embodied interactive work
where embodied characteristics are part of explanations of who is employed.
Here the concepts of cultural imperialism and interpellation explored in this
chapter are central.

In some of these chapters I draw on my own empirical research, but I also
rely on case studies of service work undertaken by sociologists, geographers,
economists, psychologists and others. I hope I have done justice to their argu-
ments. In each chapter I examine who does what types of work under what
circumstances, where and with what consequences. I look at how workers are
assembled across space, often producing a transnational labour force, even
in the most localized and spatially restricted types of work — caring for the
bodies of children and the elderly. I explore questions of fantasy and desire,
examining the construction of suitable workers — through interpellation and
stereotypical assumptions and through the operation of the heterosexual
matrix. I show how ideas about emotions, caring, servicing and the body
are written into workplace social relations, into the formalized or less formal
scripts written for service workers, as well as at the ways in which talk at and
about work in the service sector often draws attention to, whether explicitly
or not, bodies and emotions. In all these examples, there is no doubt that
what is for sale in service exchanges is the bodies and emotions of the work-
ers themselves as part of the service.
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Up Close and Personal: Intimate
Work in the Home

A woman’s work is never done.
Title of a ballad, 1629

The naturalest and first conjunction of two toward the making of a further society
of continuance is of the hushband and wife after a diverse sort each having care of
the family: the man to get, to travail abroad, to defend: the wife, to save that
which is gotten, to tarry at home to distribute that which cometh from the hus-
band’s labour for nurture of the children and family of them both, and to keep
all at home neat and clean.

Sir Thomas Smith, De Republica Anglorum, 1583

The rest of this book is about different forms of interactive body work in the
service economy. In each chapter I show how the conceptual arguments in
part one aid an understanding of social relations at work in particular kinds
of jobs and occupations, looking at who does what sort of work, where the
work takes place and what the job involves. I explore the sets of assumptions
made by employers, co-workers and clients about the appropriateness of
different bodies in different spaces, as well as the differential rewards that
accrue to workers in different parts of the service economy. I also examine
the impact of work on the bodies of those who undertake it as well as the
work that is undertaken on and for the bodies of clients and customers.

Gender Divisions of Labour and ‘Work’ in the Home

In this first case-study chapter, the subject is paid domestic work, that is,
work undertaken for wages — typically, by women, although not always — to
replace sets of tasks that at other times and in other places were undertaken
within the family home ‘for love’. The rise — or rather resurrection — of
commodified labour within the home has been one of the most noticeable
changes in the post-Fordist labour market. Despite a long history of waged

Working Bodies: Interactive Service Employment and Workplace Identities  Linda McDowell
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domestic service, by the mid-twentieth century a different division of labour
was common in western societies, typified by the quotation above from
Sir Thomas Smith, even though he was writing 300 years earlier. As he
explains, in sixteenth-century England it was assumed that a man’s role was
to earn a living outside the home in order to provide for the needs of his
family, whereas a woman’s main work was in the private sphere of the
home where, through her unwaged efforts and the sensible spending of her
husband’s wages, she provided care and comfort for her children and hus-
band. This version of family life and support dominated beliefs about the
place of women for centuries. In the twentieth century it was usually
referred to as the male breadwinner model and influenced not only wages
policies (breadwinner wages for the male working-class aristocracy and
lower ‘women’s’ wages) but also the development of many of the institu-
tions of the modern welfare state in the twentieth century (Lewis 1992,
1993; Daly and Rake 2003).

The extreme gender division of labour described by Smith above was
never complete. It was always an ideal rather than a reality for families where
women were forced by economic necessity to enter the labour market to earn
wages. In upper- and middle-class families, affluence brought greater freedom
to women who employed servants to undertake domestic labour. By the end
of the nineteenth century, for example, waged domestic work, often referred
to as ‘being in service’, provided employment for large numbers of young
working-class women, some older women and not insignificant numbers of
men. At that time, almost all middle-class families had a servant or two
who lived in the home, as well as one or two other employees, working on
a daily basis to do the heavy tasks then involved in providing an acceptable
level of cleanliness: hard and demanding work in the Victorian era. Richer
families had correspondingly larger establishments, and the aristocracy often
employed what now seems like a vast number of servants and other retain-
ers, working inside and outside the walls of the home — coachmen, valets,
housekeepers, maids and gardeners. No less than 41 per cent of all women in
waged work in 1890 were in domestic service and at the turn of the twentieth
century more Britons were employed as servants than in any other sector
apart from agriculture.

Over the first three-quarters of the twentieth century, the numbers of serv-
ants declined radically as alternative opportunities for waged work opened
up, especially for women. After the First World War, many women who had
entered previously male-dominated occupations during the war refused to
return to domestic service. A similar pattern was evident after the Second
World War, although the numbers involved by then were smaller. Although
there were still 2 million domestic workers in the UK in 1931, by 1951 their
number had shrunk to 750,000 (still 11 per cent of the female workforce) and
under 200,000 by 1961. So significant was the decline that labour market
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analysts assumed that domestic service was a remnant occupation, reflecting
older social divisions and relations of servitude more typical of pre-capitalist
socleties. Sooner or later, it was argued, all women, whatever their social
class and income level, would do their own housework, aided by technologi-
cal improvements and new products. This, it was assumed, would result in
a sort of domestic proletarianization in which all women did their ‘own’
housework.

However, changes in women’s lives in the final quarter of the twenti-
eth century proved these arguments wrong. Instead of disappearing, the
employment of domestic servants in Britain started to rise again at the end
of the 1980s and continued to do so over the last two decades. Among
their number are not only female cleaners, nannies, au pairs and childcare
workers, but male butlers, chauffeurs, handy men and gardeners: all replac-
ing the work previously done until recently within the family. In July 2007,
Gumtree, an internet job site, undertook a survey of domestic work in
Britain (Andrews 2007), revealing that almost half of all houscholds (48 per
cent) paid for help in the home, spending on average £160 a month for six
hours’ labour — a grand total of £20 billion a year. Although the definition
of domestic service used was a generous one, including window cleaners
and dog walkers as well as nannies, cleaners and gardeners, it is clear that
there has been a significant growth in commodified domestic work in recent
years, fuelled, according to Gumtree, by in-migration. Later in the chapter,
I look at the association between migration and domestic work. First, I
explore why commodified domestic labour has increased and why it is still
a predominantly feminized low-wage occupation.

Replacing women’s work and commodifying care

As I explored in chapter 2, the rates of women’s participation in the labour
market have increased in many societies in the last twenty-five years or so.
While there has been an expansion across the age range, the growth is most
noticeable among younger women with children. Consequently, many of
the tasks that women, especially mothers, undertake in the home on the
basis of love and affection had to be reconsidered and reallocated, if wom-
en’s overall workloads were not to increase to problematic levels. There
seemed to be a number of options: for individual women to abandon domes-
tic labour all together, to compress it into a shorter time and/or accept
lower standards, to encourage other family members to do their share, or to
replace unwaged domestic work done by members of the household with
other methods of provision — either in the market for sale or by the state
stepping in to assist. For a range of reasons none of these options has been
entirely successful in replacing individual women’s labour in the home.
Empirical evidence from studies of unwaged domestic work seems to indicate
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a marked reluctance by men to increase their efforts. A survey produced by
the Equal Opportunities Commission in 2007 reported that women still
undertook 75 per cent of all unwaged work in the home, despite the protests
from ‘new men’ about doing their share. Nor did new technologies seem to
have much impact on the hours women put into keeping their homes clean
and comfortable (Oakley 1974a, 1974b; Cowan 1983). It seemed then that
looking for replacement services was the only answer.

The kinds of work that need to done in the home to ensure its smooth
running fall into two distinct types in which the social relations and the
opportunities for time compression, neglect or replacement are significan-
tly different. The first type of work includes basic, unskilled, low-level and
repetitive tasks involved in keeping the home clean: mopping, sweeping,
dusting, cleaning, washing up, providing meals every single day. The second
type of work is different as it encompasses the sort of affective embodied
work involved in caring for others: looking after children, partners and
other dependents, providing the sorts of intimate services and a loving
environment in which they will flourish. These types of tasks shade into
relationships based on love and affection and so are harder to conceptual-
ize as work. This type of domestic work is much harder to commoditize
than the first type as it embodies attributes of a service that are not usually
recognized in classic definitions. Care, whether of children or other types
of dependants, consists not only of guarding the cared-for, in the sense of
making sure that no harm comes to them, but also nurturing them — loving
and caring for them and ensuring that as far as possible their well-being
is enhanced. Thus care is a composite good, where it is not only difficult
to place a market value on the different aspects but also hard to envisage
a commodified relationship that will embody all the sorts of love and care
previously provided by a wife and mother. Typically, the idea of caring is
bound up with notions of love and duty, with mutual reciprocity, and so it
is often conceptualized as a gift relationship outside the bounds of market
exchange (Titmuss 1997). Maternal love, in particular, is assumed to be
‘natural’, part of the social construction of femininity. Such love is both
beyond value and undervalued, depending on the locus of the exchange
(Folbre and Nelson 2000). Typically, caring in the home, at least when the
care i3 undertaken by a close relation to the cared-for, is seen as beyond
value and so financially unrewarded. When the exchange takes place in the
market, it is undervalued, largely because of its association with the natu-
ral attributes of femininity (what is natural is not seen as a ‘skill’ acquired
through education and training and therefore not subject to deserved finan-
cial reward). The providers of commodified care in the home — in the main
women — typically are extremely poorly paid.

There is a further attribute of caring as an economic good that explains its
low rewards in the market. It is difficult to achieve productivity increases in
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the provision of care, keeping costs high despite the poor pay for employees
in this sector. Care by individuals cannot easily be replaced or substituted
by alternative forms of provision. It is hard to mechanize caring or to sig-
nificantly extend the scope of provision and so there is little potential for
economies of scale. While it might be possible to imagine children being
tagged and an alarm ringing if they crawl out of sight, this reduces the qual-
ity of care by diminishing the personal interactions based on love and affec-
tion that usually characterize these exchanges. As a consequence, most care
is still provided in ‘the other economy’ (Donath 2000) — unwaged work in
the home — as the purchase of high-quality care in the market is beyond the
reach of most families. Similarly, extensive state provision, outside areas of
high social need, is seen as prohibitively expensive by western governments.
Nevertheless, both types of domestic provision — servicing the home and
caring for others — are increasingly being provided within the cash nexus by
growing numbers of cleaners, home helps, nannies and mothers’ helps, often
working within their employers” homes. In chapter 7, I look in more detail
at caring labour undertaken outside the home, in specialist locations such as
elder care facilities, hospitals and hospices. Here the focus is on the home,
still considered by many to be a space of leisure and respite from the social
relations of the labour market.

Location matters

Waged domestic workers by definition are employed in the homes of indi-
vidual employers. Some of them live there, too. They are either the direct
employees of the person purchasing their labour or sub-contracted workers,
supplied by specialist agencies. In both cases there is a direct personal rela-
tionship between workers and the people for whom they variously cook,
clean, shop and care for children or elderly relatives, although the responsi-
bility for payment, tax arrangements and insurance falls on the agencies in
the second case. Although the work undertaken by domestic workers is simi-
lar to all forms of low-status interactive service work, its location within the
home makes it distinctive. The workplace is not a (relatively) neutral terri-
tory in the same way as a shop or a classroom. It is also the living space of
the employer, a space imbued with social meaning, embodying the aspira-
tions of its inhabitants and the ways in which they live, as well as material
manifestations of relations of love and affection rather than market-based
cash exchanges (McDowell 2002a; Blunt and Dowling 2006). As I explore
in more detail below, these sets of meanings and assumed relationships cre-
ate particular difficulties for the waged workers who have to earn their living
in these same spaces. Further, the number of locations involved means that
both regulating working conditions and organizing workers is particularly
difficult. A great deal of domestic work is by definition unseen and invisible.



84 High-Touch Servicing Work

Its association with femininity means it is often regarded not as ‘proper’
work and so is ignored by trade union organizers. As Hondagneu-Sotelo
(2001: ix) noted, based on fieldwork in the USA, ‘the work of housecleaners
and nanny/housekeepers constitutes a bedrock of contemporary US culture
and economy, yet the work and the women who do it remain invisible and
disregarded’.

Doing the durty work: routine domestic work

The associations between dirty work, working-class women and embodiment
have been explored in detail in a range of studies (Palmer 1989; Glenn 1992;
Campkin and Cox 2007) in both historical (Donzelot 1980; Davidoft 1988;
McClintock 1995) and contemporary analyses (Anderson 2001). McClintock,
for example, argued that the home became the site of a double crisis in the
nineteenth century: a crisis both of class and gender as the social relations
between the social classes and between men and women were transformed
by urban industrialization. In the twenty-first century, the gradual separa-
tion of the classes that was almost completed in the twentieth century is
again being challenged by the re-emergence of a ‘servant class’, often living
in close proximity to middle-class employers. Despite its recent re-emergence,
however, domestic service is transformed — in terms of the labour process
and for many, the labour contract. The type of work undertaken in indi-
vidual homes has changed, as have the hours required to do it satisfactorily;
its contractual form and organization has also altered. A new form of domes-
tic provision as an anonymous commodified service provided by an agency
has emerged as the basis of a multi-million international industry. While this
industry has not (yet) superseded older forms of individualized employment
contracts between employers and workers, it is an expanding part of the
market.

Agency work

Domestic service provided by agencies is seldom considered in the debates
about industrial restructuring in economic geography and yet the organiza-
tion of house cleaning and other forms of routine domestic work is currently
being restructured from a living-in occupation into a market-based com-
modity, increasingly supplied by firms with a national or even global reach.
Domestic cleaning has become an industry, where a service rather than a
body is supplied to clients. National and international cleaning services have
entered the market for domestic cleaning, as well as contract cleaning for
large public institutions such as schools and hospitals and for the offices of
private sector firms (Ward 2004). These firms provide a service — a clean
home — paid for on the basis of a time-specific contract. The employees of
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these firms typically are peripatetic, working on an hourly basis in many
homes over the course of a week, rather than living-in and working for a
single employer. The Yellow Pages (the British telephone directory for serv-
ices) now bristles with advertisements for firms with names such as Cinderella’s,
Colleen Cleaners, Daisy Dusters, Merry Mawds and Molly Maids, leaving the pur-
chaser in no doubt of the gender of the service provider. The latter two
providers are international franchises and their business expanded signifi-
cantly in the 1990s and early 2000s (Ehrenreich 2001). Smaller, often indi-
vidually owned, businesses find it harder to survive in a competitive market
and a significant proportion of them go out of business each year.

Whether employed by a multinational cleaning service, a small firm or
several individual employers, cleaning and other forms of domestic work
are low-paid and insecure forms of employment, largely unregulated by
the state. Workers typically are paid by the hour, have little security of
employment and few work-related rights and benefits, such as sickness and
holiday pay. The work is also socially isolating. There is often little contact
cither with co-workers or the customer. Workers have no status and little
recognition as they tend to work when the houses they are cleaning are
empty. Agency workers may work in teams but there is no guarantee that
they either clean the same houses on a regular basis or that they work with
the same team. Perhaps surprisingly, given that the houses they clean are
usually empty, employees of the franchised firms are expected to conform
to a code of conduct and a set of rules and regulations, both about behav-
iour in the house and about how to clean. In this way, the performance of
franchise cleaning is similar to the scripted performances common in the
fast food industry (Leidner 1993; see also chapter 8). As Barbara Ehrenreich
(2001: 71), who worked for a short time for one of the big franchises in the
USA in the late 1990s, explains:

We have a special code of decorum. No smoking anywhere, or at least not
within fifteen minutes of arrival at a house. No drinking, eating or gum chew-
ing in a house. No cursing in a house, even if the owner is not present.

Like the domestic servants of old, many agency employees have to wear a
uniform, although it is more likely to be a coloured shirt and skirt or an
overall than the black and white uniforms of house servants in middle-class
homes in the nineteenth century.

Cleaners and domestics — whether they are local working-class women,
foreign students or recent migrants — who work for individual families on a
more casual (and often cash-in-hand basis) are less likely to have either a for-
mal code of conduct or a uniform, although they undoubtedly have a list of
instructions about how to do the work. They may also establish a more per-
sonal relationship with the people for whom they clean. Some self-employed
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cleaners, for example, are able to build up a portfolio of ‘regulars’ and may
work for them for several years. They may also earn somewhat higher wages
than agency workers as agencies take an often-substantial slice of the wages
of their employees, although as these workers have to negotiate their pay
rates on an individual basis they may be underpaid in comparison to agency
workers. The disadvantage for this second group of domestic workers, and
for their employers, is that a personal relationship based on mutual tolerance
(even respect) has to be established to keep the interaction on an even keel.
By employing an agency, the end-employers (usually other women) are more
able to establish an impersonal, guilt-free relationship, typically with an invis-
ible other who cleans and mops when they are absent.

Whether self-employed or working for an agency, the tasks involved in
cleaning are repetitive and tiring, often involving heavy work such as lift-
ing or moving furniture when vacuuming, cleaning windows above head
height or emptying heavy bins. Equipment may be heavy and difficult to
manipulate and products used for cleaning often irritate the skin and eyes
of the user and may result in damage if used over a long time period. But
whatever the set of tasks involved and the equipment and the products used,
because cleaning in the domestic sphere is undertaken in somebody’s home
and because it is associated with women’s domestic duties and ‘natural’
inclinations, this work is extremely poorly paid. It is not interactive work in
the classic sense as the customer is often not present, but it certainly is both
body work and dirty work — physical effort that uses energy and demands
embodied attributes of strength and repetitive movements. Hard physical
scrubbing is necessary to remove the bodily traces and odours of the embod-
ied others who live in the house, dusting to remove dirt largely composed
of hair and skin cells shed by the occupants, cleaning and deodorizing to
obliterate the traces left by cooking, defecating, bathing and by pets, and
ironing clothes to enable middle-class service workers to perform their own
work in the expected style. Cleaners get to know the intimate habits of the
people for whom they work and so may come to despise, as well as, some-
times, like them, while dependent upon them to earn their living. “This is
an occupation in which the chasm of social difference plays out in physical
proximity. Unlike the working poor who toil in fields and factories, domestic
workers see, touch and breathe the material and emotional world of their
employers’ homes’ (Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001: xi).

The greatest proximity and familiarity with the embodied lives of a
household occurs when domestic workers live, as well as work, in their
employers’ homes. Workers undertaking forms of bodily care are more
likely to be ‘live-in’ employees than those who provide house-cleaning
services only. Before looking at the issues that such proximity raises,
I explore this second type of domestic work — that of caring — through the
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lens of childcare, showing how changing expectations of motherhood have
increased the demand for commoditized caring in the UK.

Doing Emotional Work: Caring for Embodied Others

When the focus turns from dirty work to caring labours, issues about the
emotional world of employers become even more significant. One of the
most difficult questions to answer in the analysis of the social relations
embodied in caring for others as waged work in a domestic setting is the
extent to which commoditized care is able to substitute for, replace or per-
haps complement maternal love.

The origins of the notion of the mother as a permanently present sole
carer for her own children in her own home lie in the development of the
breadwinner family ideology outlined earlier, as well as in national anxieties
about children’s health, diet and well-being in industrial cities from about
the mid-eighteenth century. With industrial urbanization and the need to
regulate the growing numbers in cities, especially the working-class popula-
tion, the state, as Foucault (1978) has argued, began to regulate bodies: both
the individual body through mechanisms to monitor its health, its sexual
practices and its usefulness, and the body of the population as a whole, what
Foucault termed the ‘species body’, through mechanisms of control and
enumeration. What emerged was a new form of state power — ‘biopower’
— power over bodies through discourses and practices to regulate fertility,
public health, and life in the home. Foucault argued that individual women’s
bodies became saturated in sexuality, as well as regulated by discourses about
fertility and population control that were differentiated by class position and
cthnicity/racialization. As part of this regulation, feminized semi-professions
such as social work and health visiting were established. Middle-class women
were recruited to mnspect the homes of working-class women and to provide
‘advice’ on sexual health, contraception and homemaking (Webster 1998).

The ideal of a ‘good mother’, always present in the home, regulating the
lives of her children through firm but loving care, assisted where necessary
by benevolent state employees, reached its apotheosis in Britain in the 1950s,
building on the establishment of the postwar welfare state. In the Beveridge
Report (1942), that traditional gender division of labour, recognized centu-
ries ago by Smith, was established as official state policy and reflected in the
new institutions of the postwar era. In the White Paper on Employment pub-
lished in May 1944, only men were included in the category ‘“full’ employ-
ment. Women, it was argued, had a different job: to replenish the (white)
population and provide a home for their children and husbands (Lewis 1992;
Webster 1998). Despite the radical nature of the new welfare state, at its
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heart lay an uncritical acceptance of the belief that ‘the crown of a woman’s
life is to be a wife and a mother’ (Spring Rice 1939: 95).

The good mother in the twentyfirst century

This postwar version of the good mother took tenacious hold in the British
psyche. Despite the rising rates of women’s labour-force participation, many
individual women continued to adhere to an idealized version of mothering
based on caring and presence in the home (McDowell et al. 2005). This was
facilitated by the development of a postwar labour market organized around
part-time work for women, especially for women with children. Although
part-time employment remains significant in the UK, women’s growing labour
market participation, especially since the 1970s, has not only required substi-
tute care for children but has challenged the hegemonic moral commitment
to remain in the home, especially when children are young. Complex ques-
tions about the extent of provision, acceptability and adequacy of substitute
childcare are thus raised that remain unresolved in contemporary Britain. The
state, through its insistence on workplace participation for all able-bodied
adults since the mid-1990s, has an investment in establishing a different hege-
monic version of motherhood. Paid work is now regarded as a moral duty; it
1s, as Cameron, Mooney and Moss (2002: 574) argued,

an important component of good citizenship in an advanced liberal society, in
particular for producing the ideal subject of that society: the autonomous,
independent, self-regulating individual who takes responsibility for managing
his/her own risks and those of their family.

All women, including mothers, with the exception of those with very young
children, are expected to enter the labour market (Irwin and Bottero 2000;
Lewis 2002), reshaping the boundaries between the ‘private’ arena of the
home, the state and the market.

While femininity, domesticity and mothering used to be inextricably inter-
twined, breaking this relationship demands that a new set of associations
with motherhood are established. A new discourse of mothering is emerging,
identified by Pitt (2002) as the ‘new capitalist mother’. The good mother
now is a mother who enters the labour market to raise her own income and
skill levels for the benefit of her children, a mother who no longer occupies
the home as a continuous presence but who hands over the care of her chil-
dren to another for part of the day. In the UK, active labour market policies
which combine ideas about national competitiveness with policies to chal-
lenge social exclusion have been introduced (Social Exclusion Unit 1998;
McDowell 2004, 2005). As well as arguing that the skills affluent middle-
class women possess should not be ‘wasted’, poorer working-class women
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in deprived areas of British cities are also encouraged to seek advancement
through employment, at a stroke resolving their poverty, social exclusion
and the limited social capital of working-class children in these localities.
In an exquisite twist, many of the new job opportunities for working-class
women are in the provision of childcare for the children of the more afflu-
ent, as well as in state-provided care facilities for working-class children.

As childcare is expensive to provide, state provision is limited to the most
needy families through schemes such as the Sure Start programme. All other
families are expected to purchase care in the market. Instead of being a home-
based ‘service’ provided by mothers for love, childcare in recent policies has
been recast as a commodity form, reconstituted as a social responsibility
enacted through the market and performed by the labour of socially unre-
lated others, cither in the homes of individual families or in market-provided
specialist facilities such as private créches and nurseries in other locations.
In the former case, the commodity relation transforms the home into a site
of financially recompensed interactions, rather than a locus in which all the
social relationships and interactions are assumed to be based on ties of love
and affection and largely performed outside a cash nexus. In the latter, car-
ing becomes a commodity relationship, but the spaces in which it takes place
are not imbued with the same social connotations as the home, although
the purchasers of care certainly hope the workers will feel affection for their
charges.

In the rest of this chapter I explore caring work within the home and its con-
sequences for the identity of both workers and their employees and the social
relations between them, including a discussion of the consequences of the new
mobile society identified as a key feature of the new millennium by the sociolo-
gist John Urry (2000, 2004).

Looking afier other people’s children

One of the most obvious differences between nannies and childminders
and their employers in the UK and elsewhere is their class background. As
in the nineteenth century, the working class labour in the homes of the
middle class. This time, however, middle-class women are absent rather
than present — working for wages themselves, unlike the ‘domestic angels’
of previous times. As Cameron, Mooney and Moss noted (2002: 587), in
the twenty-first century ‘there is a large socioeconomic gap between par-
ents who rely on childcare and the workers themselves’. Employers of
childcare typically are middle class and educated, employed in full-time
high-status occupations. Their employees are poorly educated (very few
British childcare workers have any qualifications above GCSE level, the
basic school-leaving certificate in the UK), many of them are from work-
ing-class families, and as Gregson and Lowe (1994) found in their study of
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domestic work in the early 1990s, while the work was predominantly in the
south of the country, many workers came from the more peripheral regions
of the UK where employment opportunities were fewer. This class differ-
ence between employers and employees raises important questions about
what Bourdieu (1984) termed fexis and habitus — class-specific ways of being
embodied and interacting in the labour exchanges that take place within
homes. A good deal of the caring work involved in looking after children
is about the transmission of sets of social attitudes: about ways of talking,
judgements about what may or may not be appropriate for children to read
or to watch on the TV, about how to interact with others. The possession
of distinctive goods and ways of living, as well as inculcating certain atti-
tudes and beliefs, is part of the way in which the middle classes distinguish
themselves from the working class (Bourdieu 1984; Skeggs 2004a). If, as I
argued in chapter 3, there is a culture of class condescension in Britain at
present in which the working class as a group are represented as conserva-
tive, as anti-modern, to be feared and despised as too loud, too flashy, as
tasteless, eating, drinking and smoking too much in their propensity to
place immediate pleasures above deferred gratification, an interesting ques-
tion arises about why working-class women may be relied on to care for
middle-class children. Perhaps middle-class values might be inculcated by
proximity, but if the employers are largely absent when their children are
being cared for, questions about surveillance and control become impor-
tant. Pratt (2004: 53), in her study of live-in Filipina nannies in Vancouver,
found that covert tests are set up by some employers, leaving designated
books to be read to the child during the day, for example, and monitoring
whether they had changed position.

The question about how to combine separate spaces and maintain sur-
veillance of domestic workers is partially solved by new forms of technology
that are able to transcend the distance between the home and middle-class
workplaces. What Urry (2004: 34) termed ‘inhabited machines [that] are
miniaturized, privatized, digitized and mobilized’ now stretch connections
between home and work in previously impossible ways through mobile
phones, pagers and miniaturized surveillance cameras — the logical exten-
sion of the old battery baby alarms that reassured parents of my genera-
tion that the absent child, sleeping in another room, was still secure. As
Urry (2004: 35) noted in an optimistic assessment of this technology, these
machines ‘reorder Euclidean time-space relations, bending, stretching and
compressing time-space. To inhabit such machines is to be connected to, or
to be at home with, “sites” across the world — while simultaneously such sites
can monitor, observe and trace each inhabited machine.’

Urry emphasized the positive effects of these technologies, suggest-
ing, like Bauman (2000), that these machines are producing a ‘liquid moder-
nity’ of interdependent flows of text, messages, people, information and
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images. But they are also re-cementing parent-child and parent-employee
relations into structures of control and surveillance, reducing the scope for
independent action by the less powerful in these relationships. The labour-
ing bodies of the care workers, and to a lesser extent the children or elderly
dependants they care for, are subjected to forms of surveillance that used
to be more common in factories and prisons than within the boundaries
of the home. And in homes where such forms of electronic surveillance
have not been installed, nevertheless caregivers may behave as if they were
watched, as Foucault argued in his definition of the mechanism of biopower,
although the employers can never be sure. It seems just as likely that dur-
ing the day, domestic workers engage in micro-scale strategies of everyday
resistance (Scott 1985), entering prohibited spaces, breaking dietary rules
or permitting children greater degrees of freedom than when their parents
are present.

Despite these social controls and new forms of surveillance, a rather dif-
ferent rhetoric is commonly found in discussions with employers about how
they think about their live-in workers, especially those providing care. In the
section below, the consequences of this rhetoric — one of familialism rather
than an employer-employee contractual relationship — are explored.

Relations with the ‘Other’: just one of the famuly

It 1s clear that the disconnection of childcare from its naturalized associa-
tion with mother-love and familial care in the home, associated with com-
plex and ambiguous feelings of duty, obligation, pleasure, desire, guilt and
ambivalence, affects both the meaning of the home for women — for moth-
ers who work for wages, for women who replace their labour — and the
relationships they establish. Studies of au pairs and nannies (Romero 1992;
Cox and Narula 2003) and other domestic workers who ‘live in’ (Radcliffe
1990; Bakuan and Stasiulis 1997) have revealed the widespread use of a
rhetoric of family belonging. Through the construction of ‘false kin’ or
quasi-family relationships, middle-class employers attempt to include waged
domestic workers within relations of intimacy and caring that are seen as
an ideal form of connection between carers and the cared-for. This rhetoric
has an additional advantage: it acts to reduce economic obligations — to pay
the basic minimum wage, for example, or to regulate hours as if childcare
were a ‘real’ job. Steill and England (1999) in a Canadian study found,
for example, a rhetoric of maternalism in the ways employers related to
young, living-in domestic workers, treating them as daughters and expect-
ing them to be available at all hours, yet these workers were often subject
to rules that prevented their free use of all the spaces of the family home.
Even when living conditions are excellent, nannies and other live-in carers
find the restrictions of living in someone else’s home impossible to ignore.
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Hondagneu-Sotelo (2001: 31) reports the views of Maribel Centano, a young
Latina woman in her first live-in job as a nanny in Southern California:

I had my own room, with my own television, VCR, my private bath, and
closet, and a kind of sitting room — but everything in miniature. I had privacy
in that respect. But I couldn’t do many things.

Her examples of feeling out of place focus on bodily presentation, food and
smells:

If I wanted to walk round in a T-shirt or just feel I was at home I couldn’t do
that. If I was hungry in the evening, I wouldn’t come out to grab a banana
because I'd have to walk through the family room, and then everybody’s
watching and having to smell the banana.

And so Maribel concluded:

I could never feel at home, never.... There’s always something invisible that
tells you this is not your house, you just work here.

In a British study of au pairs, Cox and Narula (2003) found that the majority
were not encouraged and in some cases actively prevented from using family
living rooms when the family was there. Interestingly, in Britain in a 2002
Employment Tribunal ruling in which a live-in domestic worker challenged
her designation as part of her employer’s family, it was argued that tests
such as whether the display of photos in ‘public’ rooms in the house included
the domestic worker and whether she was included in dinner parties as an
adult in her own right are good discriminators. These discursive battles over
the definition and meaning of home and family (common in the US and
Canada as well as in the UK) are significant as they are about the redefini-
tion of a domestic caregiver as a worker, ‘removing her from the highly
gendered discursive frame of familialism and re-imagining her within the
language of class’ (Pratt 2004: 50). Bringing the notion of class struggle into
the domestic arena transforms conventional definitions and representations
of ‘the home’.

Clearly, this transformation is never complete. As the growing litera-
ture about care work — both caring for children and elderly and less able
dependents (Gregson and Lowe 1994; Gardiner 1997; Twigg 2000a, 2000b;
Anderson 2001; Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2003; Pratt 2004) has explored,
exploitation and harassment but also affection, ambivalence and guilt are
common features of the relationships between employers and live-in domes-
tic workers. In a study undertaken for the British Department of Education
and Employment (DfEE) in 1999, trust in the carer where childcare was
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provided by an individual (nanny, childminder or relative) and a preference
for someone who would show a child affection (La Valle et al. 1999: 4)
were the most important factors influencing parents’ choice of child carer.
Clearly, co-presence and relations of obligation, affection and trust muddy
the language of class struggle. The issues identified here are sensitive, dif-
ficult to approach empirically and problematic to articulate as the rela-
tions between mothers in employment and the substitute carers whom they
employ are fraught with complexity and contradiction. However, a range of
studies of au pairs and nannies in cities in the USA and Canada as well as
in the UK have uncovered the complex and guilt-ridden set of relationships
between middle-class women employers and their working-class employ-
ees, in childcare provided both within and beyond the home. Middle-class
mothers may prefer to pay to have their children cared for within their
own homes (Gregson and Lowe 1994) rather than in a ‘public’ space, but
mterestingly, some of the working-class young women who work as nannies
or mothers’ helps believe that their employers, because of their absence, are
not ‘good mothers’.

Other research has documented similar critical comments from employ-
ees. Cameron, Mooney and Moss (2002: 577) found that ‘many [childcare
workers] are opposed to the idea of working full time when their [own] chil-
dren are young, subscribing strongly to the idea of “attachment pedagogy”’,
or as a childcare student noted ‘some people put their job first, and they
employ people to look after their families’ (p. 579). It is self-evident that this
disjunction between these young women’s beliefs and the nature of their
waged work must produce feelings of ambivalence. In a study of middle-
class working mothers in the USA, Hochschild’s (1997: 219) respondent,
speaking for many other overstretched working fathers and mothers, noted:
‘I am not putting my time where my values are.’

It is clear then that the embodied and emotional work undertaken as
part of caring for others within the home is a particular form of embodied
interactive work in which guilt, ambivalence, love, trust and obligation are
all part of the social relations involved in the exchange of care for wages.
And when workers live in, its location within the walls of individual homes
both strengthens these feelings and makes the organization of workers as a
labour force extremely difficult.

The Domestic is Global: Ethnicity, Race and Spatial
Divisions of Labour

As I have argued in this chapter, cleaning and caring are associated with
embodied attributes of femininity, although the former is distinguished from
the latter by the absence (or perhaps more accurately the lower significance)
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of such intense interpersonal relationships and emotional attachment to
the objects of care: a happy child is different from a clean kitchen floor. In the
last part of this chapter I want to return to the differences between employers
and their employees and to the simultaneous stretching and compression of
relationships across space at a much larger scale than the home.

As I have already demonstrated for the UK, typically there is a sig-
nificant class division between nannies, housekeepers and cleaners and
their employers. In many countries, and increasingly in the UK, a further
embodied distinction has long distinguished employers from their ‘maids’:
domestic work undertaken in other people’s homes ‘is disproportionately
performed by racialized groups’ (Anderson 2000: 1). The association
between ethnicity, skin colour and domestic service has a long history in
the USA, where there is a marked relationship between minority status
and both house-cleaning and caring jobs. The associations reflect the his-
tory of in-migration and assumptions about embodied attributes, as well
as racism. As low-waged and low-status occupations, cleaning and caring
work is the destination for those with least choice in the labour market.
The composition of the workforce so employed varies with changes in
the life chances of different groups, typically those discriminated against
on the basis of ethnicity. In the USA the links between urbanization,
migration and ethnicity and domestic service changed over the twentieth
century as alternative employment opportunities grew. Glenn (1992) has
shown how many Black women moved out of domestic service in the
home into similar sorts of domestic occupations in jobs in the market,
in catering and in elder care homes, for example (‘public’ care work
is discussed in chapter 7). In the postwar era the US domestic labour
force became more ethnically varied and now exhibits marked regional
variations, reflecting differential patterns of settlement by older and more
recent in-migrants.

Today the colour of the hand that pushes the sponge varies from region to
region: Chicanas in the South West, Caribbeans in New York, native
Hawaiians in Hawaii, native whites, many of recent rural extraction, in the
Midwest. (Ehrenreich 2001: 79)

In other places and at different scales, there also is a marked association
between ethnicity, migration and domestic work. In European cities such as
Madrid and Rome, Latin American women from Peru and Ecuador currently
work as domestics (Radcliffe 1990). In countries as diverse as Italy, Taiwan
and Canada, as well as in the Middle East, women from the Philippines work
as caregivers and cleaners, often admitted to these countries as ‘part of the
family’ of their employers rather than as independent workers and so not free
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to change their employment. This may lead to abuse, as Kalayaan, a Filipina
support agency in London, has documented. Drawing on their work, Anderson
(2000: 91-2) has documented the forms of exploitation suffered by domestic
workers.

The smallest things which did not please my madam resulted in abuse, shout-
ing and slapping of my face. One dreadful occasion I washed a jumper in too
hot water, this caused shrinkage. I was not only hit but almost choked to
death.

Another live-in domestic cleaner reported:

As soon as I came to London and to her house I feel like she brought me to
a jail ... I have to sleep on a shelf.... So morning 4.30 to midnight I have to
be up. I have no rest and I have no place to sit. She asked me not to be near
the children ... she treat me as if I have bad disease.

In an interesting study of the constrained options of recent women migrants
into Canada, Pratt (2004) has documented similar exploitation of women
caregivers. Based on many years working with Filipina women in the
Vancouver labour market, Pratt (1997, 1999, 2003, 2004) shows the ways
in which migrants’ origins and status not only map onto employment as
domestics but also result in the establishment of a status hierarchy, both
between and within domestic occupations in the city. Caring jobs — nannies
and childminders — have a higher status than cleaning and housekeeping
and lighter-skinned migrants are more highly valued as nannies. Drawing
on a Foucauldian perspective, Pratt argues that a set of several centres of
power/knowledge, operating at different spatial scales, discursively pro-
duces a construction of Filipinas as appropriate workers for low-wage
caregiving occupations. These institutions include the national govern-
ments of both Canada and the Philippines — the latter exports women
workers as part of its national development strategy — different levels of
the Canadian state, nanny agencies and Canadian families. By construct-
ing a migration category — live-in caregiver — the Canadian government
denies new Filipina migrants citizenship rights for the first two years after
entry, placing them in an inferior position to citizens in the job market,
and so creating the sorts of hierarchies of eligibility based on embodied
social characteristics that will become evident in other chapters. This
categorization also ties women who enter under this programme to a sin-
gle employer and, until the mid-1990s, excluded them from minimum
wage regulations. Many Filipina women who enter Canada have profes-
sional qualifications — they are among the best educated of in-migrants to
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Canada — and as the care workers interviewed by Pratt (2004: 46) explain
below, the live-in caregiver scheme adversely affects their professional
opportunities:

Just because you are a contract worker, you don’t have any other choice to
improve or develop yourself. It takes two years before you can have an open
visa here in Canada. By that time you shall have been deskilled ... two years
is a long time. (Cecilia)

After you have not worked for two years in the trade or profession that you
have been trained for, you begin to doubt if you still have the ability to do
your previous work. (Susan)

Despite their education and training, Filipina women find that they are
restricted to the less-valued, and so often less well-paid, sectors of the home-
based caring occupations. Indeed, they tend to be employed in a general
capacity as housekeepers rather than nannies or childcare workers and so
are expected to undertake the dirty monotonous work described earlier in
this chapter. White women of European origins are preferred for the affec-
tive, emotional work of caring for children. An interview with an agency
employee that placed nannies and other domestic workers made this clear:

There are two major populations of nannies available. One is what I would
call European — out of European stock — but they would be Australian and
New Zealand. And there are the British-trained nanny. And several European
from other descriptions. And then there are Asian, mostly Filipino. Each has
different strengths. They are not the same. And they have different weak-
nesses. (Pratt 2004: 50)

The supposed weaknesses of Filipina applicants, according to this agency,
that disqualified them as nannies included their quietness, shyness and abil-
ity to keep a house sparkling, as well as their lack of structure and discipline.
And so, as Pratt agued, this duality resulted in European recruits being
placed as nannies and Filipina applicants directed into housekeeping posi-
tions, showing ‘the importance of understanding the intertwined cultural
and social processes of identity formation and labour market segmentation’
(Pratt 2004: 50) when explaining why workers with different embodied
attributes are differentially ranked within the same low-status work and so
differentially rewarded.

In Italy, Merrill (2006) has shown how migrant status and black skins
combine to restrict African women to the least prestigious parts of domestic
service. In the UK, traditionally a less diverse society than either the USA
or Canada, new patterns of in-migration are also becoming reflected in the
composition of the domestic workforce. Gregson and Lowe (1994), in a sur-
vey carried out in the early 1990s, found a predominantly white domestic
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workforce, suggesting that there is ‘no close association between ethnicity,
female migration and waged domestic labour ... in our study areas’ (p. 123).
The main distinction that they found between nannies and cleaners was
on the basis of class and age. Thus, as they argued in 1994, ‘the nanny in
contemporary Britain is an occupational category characterized predomi-
nantly by young, unmarried women from white collar intermediate status,
whereas cleaning is the domain of older, married working-class women’
(p. 124). Their survey, however, was undertaken in Reading in the south-
cast of England and in Newcastle, the latter a distinctively white city with
very low levels of in-migration or native-born minority populations. In her
work less than a decade later, Anderson (2000) found significant numbers
of migrants and au pairs employed by middle-class households, especially
in London where the non-British born population is almost 30 per cent of
the total residents.

Low-paid and low-status domestic work, especially in London, has now
become a sector employing internationally mobile workers. Typically, au
pairs — young women who combine childcare with learning the language
— were the main source of foreign domestic labour, but this has changed
as the European Union has been extended (in 2004 and 2007) and work-
ers from Poland, Hungary and other former communist-bloc states have
become a significant part of the migrant domestic labour force in Britain.
While a comprehensive survey of the domestic care workers among the new
A8 European population remains to be undertaken, it seems likely that these
recent migrants’ white skins may be a significant advantage in their search
for domestic work. As I demonstrate in chapter 8 on deferential work in the
hospitality sector, whiteness is an important basis of discrimination there.

Finally, while I have emphasized the lack of respect often accorded to
domestic workers and the perhaps inevitably degrading nature of work that
involves clearing up other people’s mess, it is also indisputable that childcare
is an essential, albeit woefully undervalued, interactive and subservient service
occupation. Many childcare workers value their labours and often become
emotionally attached to the children for whom they care. Not all employers
exploit their domestic workers, although it is clear that even those who pay
above the odds and provide reasonable accommodation for live-in workers
benefit from the low social valuation accorded to domestic work done by
women. The power of the state is too seldom used to benefit domestic work-
ers. Their workplaces — the homes of the middle class — are seldom inspected,
health regulations are ignored, maximum hours of work are often exceeded
and too many migrant workers are allowed to enter advanced industrial
economies under special conditions or visas that provide them with less
protection than citizens. Nevertheless, as Hondagneu-Sotelo (2007) argued
in the preface to a new edition of her book Domestica, these migrant women
make a significant contribution to two societies: the one they have left behind
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through remittances and the one whose homes they service. And many
women domestic workers also feel a pride in their work and love and respect
for the people that they work and care for. However, too many women are
exploited, treated as domestic servants, and subject to various forms of ver-
bal, and sometimes physical, abuse by their employers, and left to labour in
conditions of isolation. It is this feature perhaps above all others — the isola-
tion experienced by workers whose workplace is someone else’s home — that
makes this form of close, embodied work so difficult to control, inspect and
regulate and which still tends to lead to the assumption that it is not ‘proper’
work. The segregated geography of cities in the advanced industrial world
and the separation of ‘home’ from ‘work’ for all but domestic workers repro-
duces a geography of exploitation that many labour market analysts assumed
had in large part vanished by the end of the First World War.
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Up Close and Personal: Intimate
Work in the Home

A woman’s work is never done.
Title of a ballad, 1629

The naturalest and first conjunction of two toward the making of a further society
of continuance is of the hushband and wife after a diverse sort each having care of
the family: the man to get, to travail abroad, to defend: the wife, to save that
which is gotten, to tarry at home to distribute that which cometh from the hus-
band’s labour for nurture of the children and family of them both, and to keep
all at home neat and clean.

Sir Thomas Smith, De Republica Anglorum, 1583

The rest of this book is about different forms of interactive body work in the
service economy. In each chapter I show how the conceptual arguments in
part one aid an understanding of social relations at work in particular kinds
of jobs and occupations, looking at who does what sort of work, where the
work takes place and what the job involves. I explore the sets of assumptions
made by employers, co-workers and clients about the appropriateness of
different bodies in different spaces, as well as the differential rewards that
accrue to workers in different parts of the service economy. I also examine
the impact of work on the bodies of those who undertake it as well as the
work that is undertaken on and for the bodies of clients and customers.

Gender Divisions of Labour and ‘Work’ in the Home

In this first case-study chapter, the subject is paid domestic work, that is,
work undertaken for wages — typically, by women, although not always — to
replace sets of tasks that at other times and in other places were undertaken
within the family home ‘for love’. The rise — or rather resurrection — of
commodified labour within the home has been one of the most noticeable
changes in the post-Fordist labour market. Despite a long history of waged
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domestic service, by the mid-twentieth century a different division of labour
was common in western societies, typified by the quotation above from
Sir Thomas Smith, even though he was writing 300 years earlier. As he
explains, in sixteenth-century England it was assumed that a man’s role was
to earn a living outside the home in order to provide for the needs of his
family, whereas a woman’s main work was in the private sphere of the
home where, through her unwaged efforts and the sensible spending of her
husband’s wages, she provided care and comfort for her children and hus-
band. This version of family life and support dominated beliefs about the
place of women for centuries. In the twentieth century it was usually
referred to as the male breadwinner model and influenced not only wages
policies (breadwinner wages for the male working-class aristocracy and
lower ‘women’s’ wages) but also the development of many of the institu-
tions of the modern welfare state in the twentieth century (Lewis 1992,
1993; Daly and Rake 2003).

The extreme gender division of labour described by Smith above was
never complete. It was always an ideal rather than a reality for families where
women were forced by economic necessity to enter the labour market to earn
wages. In upper- and middle-class families, affluence brought greater freedom
to women who employed servants to undertake domestic labour. By the end
of the nineteenth century, for example, waged domestic work, often referred
to as ‘being in service’, provided employment for large numbers of young
working-class women, some older women and not insignificant numbers of
men. At that time, almost all middle-class families had a servant or two
who lived in the home, as well as one or two other employees, working on
a daily basis to do the heavy tasks then involved in providing an acceptable
level of cleanliness: hard and demanding work in the Victorian era. Richer
families had correspondingly larger establishments, and the aristocracy often
employed what now seems like a vast number of servants and other retain-
ers, working inside and outside the walls of the home — coachmen, valets,
housekeepers, maids and gardeners. No less than 41 per cent of all women in
waged work in 1890 were in domestic service and at the turn of the twentieth
century more Britons were employed as servants than in any other sector
apart from agriculture.

Over the first three-quarters of the twentieth century, the numbers of serv-
ants declined radically as alternative opportunities for waged work opened
up, especially for women. After the First World War, many women who had
entered previously male-dominated occupations during the war refused to
return to domestic service. A similar pattern was evident after the Second
World War, although the numbers involved by then were smaller. Although
there were still 2 million domestic workers in the UK in 1931, by 1951 their
number had shrunk to 750,000 (still 11 per cent of the female workforce) and
under 200,000 by 1961. So significant was the decline that labour market
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analysts assumed that domestic service was a remnant occupation, reflecting
older social divisions and relations of servitude more typical of pre-capitalist
socleties. Sooner or later, it was argued, all women, whatever their social
class and income level, would do their own housework, aided by technologi-
cal improvements and new products. This, it was assumed, would result in
a sort of domestic proletarianization in which all women did their ‘own’
housework.

However, changes in women’s lives in the final quarter of the twenti-
eth century proved these arguments wrong. Instead of disappearing, the
employment of domestic servants in Britain started to rise again at the end
of the 1980s and continued to do so over the last two decades. Among
their number are not only female cleaners, nannies, au pairs and childcare
workers, but male butlers, chauffeurs, handy men and gardeners: all replac-
ing the work previously done until recently within the family. In July 2007,
Gumtree, an internet job site, undertook a survey of domestic work in
Britain (Andrews 2007), revealing that almost half of all houscholds (48 per
cent) paid for help in the home, spending on average £160 a month for six
hours’ labour — a grand total of £20 billion a year. Although the definition
of domestic service used was a generous one, including window cleaners
and dog walkers as well as nannies, cleaners and gardeners, it is clear that
there has been a significant growth in commodified domestic work in recent
years, fuelled, according to Gumtree, by in-migration. Later in the chapter,
I look at the association between migration and domestic work. First, I
explore why commodified domestic labour has increased and why it is still
a predominantly feminized low-wage occupation.

Replacing women’s work and commodifying care

As I explored in chapter 2, the rates of women’s participation in the labour
market have increased in many societies in the last twenty-five years or so.
While there has been an expansion across the age range, the growth is most
noticeable among younger women with children. Consequently, many of
the tasks that women, especially mothers, undertake in the home on the
basis of love and affection had to be reconsidered and reallocated, if wom-
en’s overall workloads were not to increase to problematic levels. There
seemed to be a number of options: for individual women to abandon domes-
tic labour all together, to compress it into a shorter time and/or accept
lower standards, to encourage other family members to do their share, or to
replace unwaged domestic work done by members of the household with
other methods of provision — either in the market for sale or by the state
stepping in to assist. For a range of reasons none of these options has been
entirely successful in replacing individual women’s labour in the home.
Empirical evidence from studies of unwaged domestic work seems to indicate



82 High-Touch Servicing Work

a marked reluctance by men to increase their efforts. A survey produced by
the Equal Opportunities Commission in 2007 reported that women still
undertook 75 per cent of all unwaged work in the home, despite the protests
from ‘new men’ about doing their share. Nor did new technologies seem to
have much impact on the hours women put into keeping their homes clean
and comfortable (Oakley 1974a, 1974b; Cowan 1983). It seemed then that
looking for replacement services was the only answer.

The kinds of work that need to done in the home to ensure its smooth
running fall into two distinct types in which the social relations and the
opportunities for time compression, neglect or replacement are significan-
tly different. The first type of work includes basic, unskilled, low-level and
repetitive tasks involved in keeping the home clean: mopping, sweeping,
dusting, cleaning, washing up, providing meals every single day. The second
type of work is different as it encompasses the sort of affective embodied
work involved in caring for others: looking after children, partners and
other dependents, providing the sorts of intimate services and a loving
environment in which they will flourish. These types of tasks shade into
relationships based on love and affection and so are harder to conceptual-
ize as work. This type of domestic work is much harder to commoditize
than the first type as it embodies attributes of a service that are not usually
recognized in classic definitions. Care, whether of children or other types
of dependants, consists not only of guarding the cared-for, in the sense of
making sure that no harm comes to them, but also nurturing them — loving
and caring for them and ensuring that as far as possible their well-being
is enhanced. Thus care is a composite good, where it is not only difficult
to place a market value on the different aspects but also hard to envisage
a commodified relationship that will embody all the sorts of love and care
previously provided by a wife and mother. Typically, the idea of caring is
bound up with notions of love and duty, with mutual reciprocity, and so it
is often conceptualized as a gift relationship outside the bounds of market
exchange (Titmuss 1997). Maternal love, in particular, is assumed to be
‘natural’, part of the social construction of femininity. Such love is both
beyond value and undervalued, depending on the locus of the exchange
(Folbre and Nelson 2000). Typically, caring in the home, at least when the
care i3 undertaken by a close relation to the cared-for, is seen as beyond
value and so financially unrewarded. When the exchange takes place in the
market, it is undervalued, largely because of its association with the natu-
ral attributes of femininity (what is natural is not seen as a ‘skill’ acquired
through education and training and therefore not subject to deserved finan-
cial reward). The providers of commodified care in the home — in the main
women — typically are extremely poorly paid.

There is a further attribute of caring as an economic good that explains its
low rewards in the market. It is difficult to achieve productivity increases in
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the provision of care, keeping costs high despite the poor pay for employees
in this sector. Care by individuals cannot easily be replaced or substituted
by alternative forms of provision. It is hard to mechanize caring or to sig-
nificantly extend the scope of provision and so there is little potential for
economies of scale. While it might be possible to imagine children being
tagged and an alarm ringing if they crawl out of sight, this reduces the qual-
ity of care by diminishing the personal interactions based on love and affec-
tion that usually characterize these exchanges. As a consequence, most care
is still provided in ‘the other economy’ (Donath 2000) — unwaged work in
the home — as the purchase of high-quality care in the market is beyond the
reach of most families. Similarly, extensive state provision, outside areas of
high social need, is seen as prohibitively expensive by western governments.
Nevertheless, both types of domestic provision — servicing the home and
caring for others — are increasingly being provided within the cash nexus by
growing numbers of cleaners, home helps, nannies and mothers’ helps, often
working within their employers” homes. In chapter 7, I look in more detail
at caring labour undertaken outside the home, in specialist locations such as
elder care facilities, hospitals and hospices. Here the focus is on the home,
still considered by many to be a space of leisure and respite from the social
relations of the labour market.

Location matters

Waged domestic workers by definition are employed in the homes of indi-
vidual employers. Some of them live there, too. They are either the direct
employees of the person purchasing their labour or sub-contracted workers,
supplied by specialist agencies. In both cases there is a direct personal rela-
tionship between workers and the people for whom they variously cook,
clean, shop and care for children or elderly relatives, although the responsi-
bility for payment, tax arrangements and insurance falls on the agencies in
the second case. Although the work undertaken by domestic workers is simi-
lar to all forms of low-status interactive service work, its location within the
home makes it distinctive. The workplace is not a (relatively) neutral terri-
tory in the same way as a shop or a classroom. It is also the living space of
the employer, a space imbued with social meaning, embodying the aspira-
tions of its inhabitants and the ways in which they live, as well as material
manifestations of relations of love and affection rather than market-based
cash exchanges (McDowell 2002a; Blunt and Dowling 2006). As I explore
in more detail below, these sets of meanings and assumed relationships cre-
ate particular difficulties for the waged workers who have to earn their living
in these same spaces. Further, the number of locations involved means that
both regulating working conditions and organizing workers is particularly
difficult. A great deal of domestic work is by definition unseen and invisible.
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Its association with femininity means it is often regarded not as ‘proper’
work and so is ignored by trade union organizers. As Hondagneu-Sotelo
(2001: ix) noted, based on fieldwork in the USA, ‘the work of housecleaners
and nanny/housekeepers constitutes a bedrock of contemporary US culture
and economy, yet the work and the women who do it remain invisible and
disregarded’.

Doing the durty work: routine domestic work

The associations between dirty work, working-class women and embodiment
have been explored in detail in a range of studies (Palmer 1989; Glenn 1992;
Campkin and Cox 2007) in both historical (Donzelot 1980; Davidoft 1988;
McClintock 1995) and contemporary analyses (Anderson 2001). McClintock,
for example, argued that the home became the site of a double crisis in the
nineteenth century: a crisis both of class and gender as the social relations
between the social classes and between men and women were transformed
by urban industrialization. In the twenty-first century, the gradual separa-
tion of the classes that was almost completed in the twentieth century is
again being challenged by the re-emergence of a ‘servant class’, often living
in close proximity to middle-class employers. Despite its recent re-emergence,
however, domestic service is transformed — in terms of the labour process
and for many, the labour contract. The type of work undertaken in indi-
vidual homes has changed, as have the hours required to do it satisfactorily;
its contractual form and organization has also altered. A new form of domes-
tic provision as an anonymous commodified service provided by an agency
has emerged as the basis of a multi-million international industry. While this
industry has not (yet) superseded older forms of individualized employment
contracts between employers and workers, it is an expanding part of the
market.

Agency work

Domestic service provided by agencies is seldom considered in the debates
about industrial restructuring in economic geography and yet the organiza-
tion of house cleaning and other forms of routine domestic work is currently
being restructured from a living-in occupation into a market-based com-
modity, increasingly supplied by firms with a national or even global reach.
Domestic cleaning has become an industry, where a service rather than a
body is supplied to clients. National and international cleaning services have
entered the market for domestic cleaning, as well as contract cleaning for
large public institutions such as schools and hospitals and for the offices of
private sector firms (Ward 2004). These firms provide a service — a clean
home — paid for on the basis of a time-specific contract. The employees of
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these firms typically are peripatetic, working on an hourly basis in many
homes over the course of a week, rather than living-in and working for a
single employer. The Yellow Pages (the British telephone directory for serv-
ices) now bristles with advertisements for firms with names such as Cinderella’s,
Colleen Cleaners, Daisy Dusters, Merry Mawds and Molly Maids, leaving the pur-
chaser in no doubt of the gender of the service provider. The latter two
providers are international franchises and their business expanded signifi-
cantly in the 1990s and early 2000s (Ehrenreich 2001). Smaller, often indi-
vidually owned, businesses find it harder to survive in a competitive market
and a significant proportion of them go out of business each year.

Whether employed by a multinational cleaning service, a small firm or
several individual employers, cleaning and other forms of domestic work
are low-paid and insecure forms of employment, largely unregulated by
the state. Workers typically are paid by the hour, have little security of
employment and few work-related rights and benefits, such as sickness and
holiday pay. The work is also socially isolating. There is often little contact
cither with co-workers or the customer. Workers have no status and little
recognition as they tend to work when the houses they are cleaning are
empty. Agency workers may work in teams but there is no guarantee that
they either clean the same houses on a regular basis or that they work with
the same team. Perhaps surprisingly, given that the houses they clean are
usually empty, employees of the franchised firms are expected to conform
to a code of conduct and a set of rules and regulations, both about behav-
iour in the house and about how to clean. In this way, the performance of
franchise cleaning is similar to the scripted performances common in the
fast food industry (Leidner 1993; see also chapter 8). As Barbara Ehrenreich
(2001: 71), who worked for a short time for one of the big franchises in the
USA in the late 1990s, explains:

We have a special code of decorum. No smoking anywhere, or at least not
within fifteen minutes of arrival at a house. No drinking, eating or gum chew-
ing in a house. No cursing in a house, even if the owner is not present.

Like the domestic servants of old, many agency employees have to wear a
uniform, although it is more likely to be a coloured shirt and skirt or an
overall than the black and white uniforms of house servants in middle-class
homes in the nineteenth century.

Cleaners and domestics — whether they are local working-class women,
foreign students or recent migrants — who work for individual families on a
more casual (and often cash-in-hand basis) are less likely to have either a for-
mal code of conduct or a uniform, although they undoubtedly have a list of
instructions about how to do the work. They may also establish a more per-
sonal relationship with the people for whom they clean. Some self-employed
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cleaners, for example, are able to build up a portfolio of ‘regulars’ and may
work for them for several years. They may also earn somewhat higher wages
than agency workers as agencies take an often-substantial slice of the wages
of their employees, although as these workers have to negotiate their pay
rates on an individual basis they may be underpaid in comparison to agency
workers. The disadvantage for this second group of domestic workers, and
for their employers, is that a personal relationship based on mutual tolerance
(even respect) has to be established to keep the interaction on an even keel.
By employing an agency, the end-employers (usually other women) are more
able to establish an impersonal, guilt-free relationship, typically with an invis-
ible other who cleans and mops when they are absent.

Whether self-employed or working for an agency, the tasks involved in
cleaning are repetitive and tiring, often involving heavy work such as lift-
ing or moving furniture when vacuuming, cleaning windows above head
height or emptying heavy bins. Equipment may be heavy and difficult to
manipulate and products used for cleaning often irritate the skin and eyes
of the user and may result in damage if used over a long time period. But
whatever the set of tasks involved and the equipment and the products used,
because cleaning in the domestic sphere is undertaken in somebody’s home
and because it is associated with women’s domestic duties and ‘natural’
inclinations, this work is extremely poorly paid. It is not interactive work in
the classic sense as the customer is often not present, but it certainly is both
body work and dirty work — physical effort that uses energy and demands
embodied attributes of strength and repetitive movements. Hard physical
scrubbing is necessary to remove the bodily traces and odours of the embod-
ied others who live in the house, dusting to remove dirt largely composed
of hair and skin cells shed by the occupants, cleaning and deodorizing to
obliterate the traces left by cooking, defecating, bathing and by pets, and
ironing clothes to enable middle-class service workers to perform their own
work in the expected style. Cleaners get to know the intimate habits of the
people for whom they work and so may come to despise, as well as, some-
times, like them, while dependent upon them to earn their living. “This is
an occupation in which the chasm of social difference plays out in physical
proximity. Unlike the working poor who toil in fields and factories, domestic
workers see, touch and breathe the material and emotional world of their
employers’ homes’ (Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001: xi).

The greatest proximity and familiarity with the embodied lives of a
household occurs when domestic workers live, as well as work, in their
employers’ homes. Workers undertaking forms of bodily care are more
likely to be ‘live-in’ employees than those who provide house-cleaning
services only. Before looking at the issues that such proximity raises,
I explore this second type of domestic work — that of caring — through the
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lens of childcare, showing how changing expectations of motherhood have
increased the demand for commoditized caring in the UK.

Doing Emotional Work: Caring for Embodied Others

When the focus turns from dirty work to caring labours, issues about the
emotional world of employers become even more significant. One of the
most difficult questions to answer in the analysis of the social relations
embodied in caring for others as waged work in a domestic setting is the
extent to which commoditized care is able to substitute for, replace or per-
haps complement maternal love.

The origins of the notion of the mother as a permanently present sole
carer for her own children in her own home lie in the development of the
breadwinner family ideology outlined earlier, as well as in national anxieties
about children’s health, diet and well-being in industrial cities from about
the mid-eighteenth century. With industrial urbanization and the need to
regulate the growing numbers in cities, especially the working-class popula-
tion, the state, as Foucault (1978) has argued, began to regulate bodies: both
the individual body through mechanisms to monitor its health, its sexual
practices and its usefulness, and the body of the population as a whole, what
Foucault termed the ‘species body’, through mechanisms of control and
enumeration. What emerged was a new form of state power — ‘biopower’
— power over bodies through discourses and practices to regulate fertility,
public health, and life in the home. Foucault argued that individual women’s
bodies became saturated in sexuality, as well as regulated by discourses about
fertility and population control that were differentiated by class position and
cthnicity/racialization. As part of this regulation, feminized semi-professions
such as social work and health visiting were established. Middle-class women
were recruited to mnspect the homes of working-class women and to provide
‘advice’ on sexual health, contraception and homemaking (Webster 1998).

The ideal of a ‘good mother’, always present in the home, regulating the
lives of her children through firm but loving care, assisted where necessary
by benevolent state employees, reached its apotheosis in Britain in the 1950s,
building on the establishment of the postwar welfare state. In the Beveridge
Report (1942), that traditional gender division of labour, recognized centu-
ries ago by Smith, was established as official state policy and reflected in the
new institutions of the postwar era. In the White Paper on Employment pub-
lished in May 1944, only men were included in the category ‘“full’ employ-
ment. Women, it was argued, had a different job: to replenish the (white)
population and provide a home for their children and husbands (Lewis 1992;
Webster 1998). Despite the radical nature of the new welfare state, at its
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heart lay an uncritical acceptance of the belief that ‘the crown of a woman’s
life is to be a wife and a mother’ (Spring Rice 1939: 95).

The good mother in the twentyfirst century

This postwar version of the good mother took tenacious hold in the British
psyche. Despite the rising rates of women’s labour-force participation, many
individual women continued to adhere to an idealized version of mothering
based on caring and presence in the home (McDowell et al. 2005). This was
facilitated by the development of a postwar labour market organized around
part-time work for women, especially for women with children. Although
part-time employment remains significant in the UK, women’s growing labour
market participation, especially since the 1970s, has not only required substi-
tute care for children but has challenged the hegemonic moral commitment
to remain in the home, especially when children are young. Complex ques-
tions about the extent of provision, acceptability and adequacy of substitute
childcare are thus raised that remain unresolved in contemporary Britain. The
state, through its insistence on workplace participation for all able-bodied
adults since the mid-1990s, has an investment in establishing a different hege-
monic version of motherhood. Paid work is now regarded as a moral duty; it
1s, as Cameron, Mooney and Moss (2002: 574) argued,

an important component of good citizenship in an advanced liberal society, in
particular for producing the ideal subject of that society: the autonomous,
independent, self-regulating individual who takes responsibility for managing
his/her own risks and those of their family.

All women, including mothers, with the exception of those with very young
children, are expected to enter the labour market (Irwin and Bottero 2000;
Lewis 2002), reshaping the boundaries between the ‘private’ arena of the
home, the state and the market.

While femininity, domesticity and mothering used to be inextricably inter-
twined, breaking this relationship demands that a new set of associations
with motherhood are established. A new discourse of mothering is emerging,
identified by Pitt (2002) as the ‘new capitalist mother’. The good mother
now is a mother who enters the labour market to raise her own income and
skill levels for the benefit of her children, a mother who no longer occupies
the home as a continuous presence but who hands over the care of her chil-
dren to another for part of the day. In the UK, active labour market policies
which combine ideas about national competitiveness with policies to chal-
lenge social exclusion have been introduced (Social Exclusion Unit 1998;
McDowell 2004, 2005). As well as arguing that the skills affluent middle-
class women possess should not be ‘wasted’, poorer working-class women
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in deprived areas of British cities are also encouraged to seek advancement
through employment, at a stroke resolving their poverty, social exclusion
and the limited social capital of working-class children in these localities.
In an exquisite twist, many of the new job opportunities for working-class
women are in the provision of childcare for the children of the more afflu-
ent, as well as in state-provided care facilities for working-class children.

As childcare is expensive to provide, state provision is limited to the most
needy families through schemes such as the Sure Start programme. All other
families are expected to purchase care in the market. Instead of being a home-
based ‘service’ provided by mothers for love, childcare in recent policies has
been recast as a commodity form, reconstituted as a social responsibility
enacted through the market and performed by the labour of socially unre-
lated others, cither in the homes of individual families or in market-provided
specialist facilities such as private créches and nurseries in other locations.
In the former case, the commodity relation transforms the home into a site
of financially recompensed interactions, rather than a locus in which all the
social relationships and interactions are assumed to be based on ties of love
and affection and largely performed outside a cash nexus. In the latter, car-
ing becomes a commodity relationship, but the spaces in which it takes place
are not imbued with the same social connotations as the home, although
the purchasers of care certainly hope the workers will feel affection for their
charges.

In the rest of this chapter I explore caring work within the home and its con-
sequences for the identity of both workers and their employees and the social
relations between them, including a discussion of the consequences of the new
mobile society identified as a key feature of the new millennium by the sociolo-
gist John Urry (2000, 2004).

Looking afier other people’s children

One of the most obvious differences between nannies and childminders
and their employers in the UK and elsewhere is their class background. As
in the nineteenth century, the working class labour in the homes of the
middle class. This time, however, middle-class women are absent rather
than present — working for wages themselves, unlike the ‘domestic angels’
of previous times. As Cameron, Mooney and Moss noted (2002: 587), in
the twenty-first century ‘there is a large socioeconomic gap between par-
ents who rely on childcare and the workers themselves’. Employers of
childcare typically are middle class and educated, employed in full-time
high-status occupations. Their employees are poorly educated (very few
British childcare workers have any qualifications above GCSE level, the
basic school-leaving certificate in the UK), many of them are from work-
ing-class families, and as Gregson and Lowe (1994) found in their study of
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domestic work in the early 1990s, while the work was predominantly in the
south of the country, many workers came from the more peripheral regions
of the UK where employment opportunities were fewer. This class differ-
ence between employers and employees raises important questions about
what Bourdieu (1984) termed fexis and habitus — class-specific ways of being
embodied and interacting in the labour exchanges that take place within
homes. A good deal of the caring work involved in looking after children
is about the