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Globalization, Psychoanalysis, and the Provision of Care:

Roundtable on Global Woman  
Steven Botticelli, Ph.D.

Global Woman describes the migration of Third World women to
the West to find employment as “care workers.” The book
prompts the author's reflections on the current state of our own
female dominated profession of psychoanalysis. With the
ascendance of the relational perspective, notions of care have
gained salience as defining features of our practice as analysts.
This development has prompted a countermovement to reassert a
more traditional conception of psychoanalysis as defined by a
particular set of technical precepts and procedures. The apparent
opposition between these competing definitions can be
deconstructed by examining how many of the technical aspects of
psychoanalysis as currently practiced contain within them a
(generally unrecognized) theory of care. Rather than engage in a
defensive redefining of the caring nature of our work, we need to
criticize our society's undervaluation of care.

—————————————
 Ehrenreich, B. & Hochschild, A., eds. (2003), Global Woman: Nannies,

Maids, and Sex Workers in the New Economy. New York: Metropolitan
Books.
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Global Woman documents the mass migration of women from poor
countries to rich ones that has accompanied the globalization of the world
economy. In large numbers, Third World women have been leaving behind
their own families in order to work as nannies, maids, and sex workers in
First World households and brothels. The stories of these women capture the
coexistence of freedom and constraint that characterizes capitalism. Under
conditions of what one of the editors describes as “emotional imperialism”
(Hochschild, 2002, p. 27), women make the “personal choice” to migrate—
owing to economic pressures that essentially offer them no other option.
Establishing themselves in their new homes, they perform the “care work”
that largely has been abandoned by First World women: cleaning homes,
cooking meals, and tending to the needs of children, the elderly, and disabled
adults.

In so doing, these women ease a “care deficit” in the First World that is
another consequence of developments in the world economy. Whereas 30
years ago it was possible (for some) to provide for a family on the salary of a
single breadwinner, today most women work to maintain a reasonable
standard of living for their families. With the declining power of organized
labor and increased job insecurity, men and women are working more hours
than ever before (Schor, 1991). Less time is available to perform the caring
functions that traditionally have been associated with women. As the editors
note in their introduction, “It is as if the wealthy parts of the world are running
short on precious emotional and sexual resources and have had to turn to
poorer regions for fresh supplies” (pp. 4-5).

Reading the book led me to reflect on matters in our own increasingly
female-dominated profession of psychoanalysis. It may seem appalling, given
the vastly different context and conditions of our work, to consider ourselves,
as analysts, as having anything in common with the nannies and maids—in
some cases, virtual slaves-—whose stories are described in the book. But, in
fact, one of the contributors invites the comparison when she notes that “care
work is inherently relational, whether it consists in routine bodily care … or
in emotional
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attachment, affiliation, and intimate knowledge” (Hondagneu Sotelo, 2000, p.
68).

Further, aspects of the work performed by nannies and maids can at times
resemble psychotherapy. One contributor, Nicole Constable (2002),
describes the work performed by a Filipina domestic worker for her Hong
Kong (female) employer this way: “Elsa was expected to listen and to
express sympathy, to do ‘emotional labor’ for her employer” (p. 137). She
adds that “Employers can feel free to tell domestics secrets they would not
share with their family or friends precisely because the domestic is so far
from being socially and psychologically significant to the employer” (p. 138;
disregarding for the moment whether someone in whom secrets are confided
can really remain psychologically insignificant). Reflecting on the
experiences of women she met while working as a maid for a cleaning
service, Ehrenreich remarks on “the peculiar intimacy of the employer-
employee relationship … Some [employers] seek friendship and even what
their maids describe as ‘therapy’ (p. 93). In a wonderfully tart chapter on
women and men who work as personal attendants to physically disabled
adults, Rivas speaks of the need for the caregiver to “manage her emotions”
(p. 77). To do the work well, the effort of providing care must be hidden, as it
is important for the care receiver to feel that the giver is doing it because she
really wants to do it (think of Slochower's, 1996, work on the need for the
analyst sometimes to bear strain, bracketing her subjectivity in order to
“hold” a particular kind of patient in certain phases in the treatment). Good
care requires “a kind of intense focus on the care receiver” (p. 78). All in all,
“these … relationships … seemed more familial than businesslike” (p. 81).

Noting these similarities calls attention to the fact that in our work as
analysts we too, like the domestic workers, are involved in providing care.
Indeed, with the relational turn, we have gotten more comfortable thinking
about our work in such terms. Perhaps, in developing an orientation to
clinical work that (broadly speaking) puts relationships and people's need to
feel valued and cared about where drives and interpretation of
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conflict used to be, we too are moving in to fill a “care deficit” that has
become especially acute at this time. Among the various contributors to the
development of the relational orientation in psychoanalysis, the globalization
of the world economy and its consequences for the citizens of western
countries (in particular, the U.S.) is a factor that perhaps has been
overlooked. To some extent replacing the family as a haven in a heartless
world, our consulting rooms have become a place to which people turn to feel
cared for and appreciated.

This view of psychoanalysis as the provision of care finds expression in
Jonathan Slavin's (1997) definition of analysis as a “healing human
relationship in and of itself.” Within such a model, considerations of
technique take on a decidedly secondary importance: “The technical
parameters of the process… flow naturally from this understanding rather than
being seen as ends, or sources of change, in themselves” (p. 813). But it also
appears in the thinking of Julia Kristeva (not generally known as a
relationalist), who in a recent interview spoke evocatively of psychoanalysis
as a practice of care, a mode of “restor[ing] … psychic space to well-being
… the process of transference and countertransference involved in the
psychoanalytic cure is an example of the economy of care” (Zournazi, 2003,
pp. 65-66).

This redefinition presents us with a dilemma: to the extent that the work we
perform increasingly is needed in this more “nurturant” form, it becomes
susceptible to the devaluation to which such work has perenially been
subject. This devaluation has everything to do with gender: the low value
placed on care work in our society goes hand in hand with the fact that
traditionally women do it. Among the consequences for psychoanalysis:
reduced reimbursement rates, fewer men entering the profession, lower
“prestige” for the field within the larger culture.

Jessica Benjamin (1997) sees this vision of psychoanalysis as caregiving
as defining one pole of an opposition that is currently operating in
psychoanalytic discourse, emerging in reaction to the more traditional notion
of analysis as defined by a set of technical principles and procedures. She
seems to regard this “caregiving” position as antitheoretical, based as it is (at
least

- 74 -

Copyrighted Material. For use only by PEPWeb. Reproduction prohibited. Usage subject to PEP terms & conditions (see terms.pep-web.org).

http://www.pep-web.org/document.php?id=pd.007.0803a#p0813


following Slavin's definition) on “the phenomenal experience of the
relationship led by the goal of healing” (p. 794). Problematically, to the extent
that it gives rise to a “naïve, compliant” stance on the part of practitioners,
this makes “our field more susceptible to the controlling inf luences of the
economic bureaucracy and the conformist norms of the culture” (p. 795).
Here, I take her to mean that by subscribing to such a “soft,” atheoretical
model of working, we become more vulnerable to the dictates of agents
outside the field (such as insurance companies) who want to define the terms
and conditions of our work for us.

Indeed, Freud originally may have developed psychoanalysis as a highly
articulated set of theoretical ideas and technical principles in part precisely to
avoid such pitfalls. In his recent biography of Freud, Breger (2000)
concludes from his study of Freud's work with his patients (including source
material beyond Freud's published accounts) that in almost no case was a
successful outcome achieved by the methods recommended in his published
papers (abstinence, anonymity, interpretation of unconscious wishes). On the
contrary, his most successful treatments seem to have been characterized by
exactly those activities that he proscribed in his published papers on
technique: personal support, praise, friendly interactions, the giving of gifts.
Breger concludes that what was curative in these treatments was patients'
coming to feel liked, valued, and appreciated. Ignoring the evidence of his
own experience treating patients, Breger suggests, Freud insisted on defining
psychoanalysis in terms befitting the respected scientific discipline he wanted
it to be.

Benjamin suggests that the opposition between caring and professional
technique can be transcended, by using knowledge to ref lect critically on
psychoanalysis and its history of establishing certain ideals, and, in the
process excluding others. But I wonder whether the opposition itself can be
deconstructed. If our sense of our work as providers of care seems at odds
with the rigors of theory and technique, perhaps it is because care is a concept
that has been undertheorized in psychoanalysis. Or rather, psychoanalysis
does contain a theory of care, but this is not generally noticed because it
inheres within our technique.
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For example, when the moral philosopher Joan Tronto identifies attentiveness
as one of the four elements of care (the others being responsibility,
competence, and responsiveness), the description she offers (borrowed from
Simone Weil) approximates a definition of freely hovering attention:
“Attention consists in suspending thought, leaving it available, empty and
ready to be entered by its object … thought must be empty, waiting, seeking
nothing, but ready to receive in its naked truth the object that is about to
penetrate it” (Little, as quoted by Tronto, 1993, p. 128).

Relational reworkings of analytic concepts and technique have made
psychoanalysis even more exemplary as a practice of care, as Tronto might
define it. Responsiveness of the care receiver to the care provided, another
aspect of care, requires recognition of the care receiver's vulnerability and
the state of inequality that exists between care giver and receiver, based on
the latter's need. For Tronto,

Responsiveness suggests a different way to understand the needs of
others rather than to put our selves into their position. Instead, it
suggests that we consider the other's position as the other expresses
it. Thus, one is engaged from the standpoint of the other, but not
simply by presuming that the other is exactly like the self [p. 136].

Within relational theory, these concerns are embodied in Aron's (1996)
notion of the “mutual but asymmetrical” nature of the analytic relationship; the
analyst's ability to hear “realistic” perceptions of herself, and not simply
distortion, within the patient's transference; and the focus on the uses of
countertransference. This last, as Benjamin (1997) notes, “marks an end to
the unquestioned acceptance of the tradition of subject-object thinking, in
which the analytic subject can objectively know the object” (p. 793).

If relationalists such as Benjamin have been skeptical of regarding analysis
foremost as a practice of care, this is understandable; to do so makes us
susceptible to the marginalization and devaluation with which care work
tends to be met. But rather than take this fact as a reason to shift our
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self-definition away from an emphasis on caring/healing, this recognition
could be the basis for asking the question of why it should be so that caring
functions are denigrated. Tronto argues that the devaluation of care serves to
maintain existing power relations in society. Those who command the most
resources in society do so in part through ignoring, “not noticing,” the efforts
of others who have allowed them to accede to this position. The “self-made
man” would appear less powerful to us if the efforts of all those who helped
him get there were fully visible—think of George W. Bush, a man of quite
limited abilities, who by drawing on family connections and the support of
numerous advisors, speechwriters, etc., appears to us as the most powerful
man in the world. The distinction between who is cared for and who is not,
and in what ways, is one of the means by which hierarchy is established in
society: to be powerful is to not have to concern oneself with the question of
whether and how one will be taken care of. One way to identify who is
privileged is to ask the question, “Who is excused from thinking about what
parts of daily life, and why?”

In Tronto's hands, care becomes an instrument of political critique. To
recognize the value of care is to call into question the structure of values in
our society. We are able to see how the value of care is kept low through its
association with “lesser” social values: the emotional, the private, the
“weak” and the “needy.” To make care a central concern of human life would
involve us in a wholesale remaking of our social and political institutions.

Similarly, viewing our work as analysts through the prism of care provides
a vantage point from which to consider the political implications of relational
psychoanalysis. On one hand, these appear quite progressive and
oppositional. To place the highest value on human relationships, on values of
care and healing, puts us at odds with a culture that places concerns with
profit and productivity above all other considerations. At a time when what
activist Naomi Klein refers to as the “look-after yourself mentality”
(Solomon, 2003) has become all-pervasive in this country and what remains
of a social safety net is being rapidly dismantled, a practice that simply
acknowledges human interdependence can seem radical all by itself. It is
worth
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recalling here that in the work that is generally considered the foundational
text of relational psychoanalysis, Greenberg and Mitchell (1983) noted the
affinity between the thinking of many of the analysts who shaped the relational
sensibility and Marx's view of human beings as fundamentally social
creatures.

Where psychoanalysis falters in providing a critical theory of society is in
locating all important social functions within what theorists in the tradition of
socialist feminism would call “the privatized family” (e.g., German, 1989).
As Jane Gallop (1982) puts it, “One of psychoanalysis' consistent errors is to
reduce everything to a family paradigm. Sociopolitical questions are always
brought back to the model father-mother-child” (p. 144). If anything, this
tendency has been exacerbated in relational theory, in which the Winnicottian
mother-child unit looms large as the paradigmatic context for the provision of
care. Tronto points out that such dyadic understandings take for granted that
caring is naturally individualistic, even as few societies in the world regard
child rearing as the sole responsibility of the birth mother. In assuming that
care is dyadic, relational psychoanalysis overlooks “the ways in which care
can function socially and politically within a culture” (Tronto, 1993, p. 103).

In a recent article, Judith Butler begins to challenge this limited and
limiting conception of care, arguing that relational ties need to be construed
more broadly than the dyad. She argues that an apprehension of our common
human vulnerability compels a recognition of “our collective responsibility
for the physical lives of one another” (2003, p. 19). Such recognition can
move us to “forge new ties of identification and to reimagine what it is to
belong to a human community” (pp. 26-27). I hear her arguing that
relationality needs to be conceived within a larger framework. It is an
important insight, one that leads one to wonder to what extent the
psychoanalytic couple (mother-child, analyst-patient, adult-romantic) is a
reified form, even as it is the form in which we currently live most of our
relationships.

While it is a tradition in psychoanalytic writing to begin an essay by citing
Freud, here I upend this convention by concluding with him. In the spirit of
calling attention to a road not taken by psychoanalysis (so far), I want to
consider Freud's largely
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overlooked essay “Why War?” It is one of the few places in Freud's writings
in which he imagines the possibility of positive social bonds, ones that do not
inevitably lead to violence (as in the primal horde), or that veer into mystical
experience (the oceanic feeling). Freud speaks here of how the “recognition
of a community of interests” among a group of people united by common
concerns “leads to the growth of emotional ties between the members …
communal feelings which are the true source of its strength” (1932, p. 205).
Whatever leads people to share important interests operates to lessen the
danger of war by giving rise to identifications, a “community of feeling” (p.
212), in Freud's evocative phrase.

“What would it be like to live in a society where the need for care and the
work of care were supported materially and symbolically?” asks Rivas, who
writes about personal attendants in Global Woman. So far the globalizing
economy has taken us further away from that goal, increasing the amount of
inequality and exploitation in the world. To invoke a distinction made by
journalist Richard Falk (cited in Callinicos, 2003): What we have
experienced is “globalization from above,” the implementation of policies by
the most powerful states and international trade and finance institutions (e.g.,
the WTO, IMF, and World Bank) designed to benefit transnational capital.
What we need is “globalization from below” (p. 14), based on “communities
of feeling” among people united by our wish for a better world.

In recent years, when, by whatever means, the corrupt leaders of two
countries—Bolivia and Georgia—were removed by popular uprisings (what
these citizens replace them with remains in progress). Here's to the day when
we can start to build a society where we get to discover, at last, what human
caring is all about.
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