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The Nanny Chain

ARLIE RUSSELL HOCHSCHILD

Vicky Diaz, a 34-year-old mother of five,
was a college-educared schoolteacher and
travel agent in the Philippines before mi-
grating to the United States to work as a
housekeeper for a wealthy Beverly Hills
family and as a nanny for their two-year-
old son. Her children, Vicky explained to
Rhacel Parrenas,

were saddened by my departure. Even until
now my children are trying ro convince me
to go home. The children were not angry
when [ left because they were still very
young when [ left them. My husband
could nor get angry either because he knew
that was the only way I could seriously
help him raise our children, so that our
children could be sent to school. I send
them money every month.

In her book Servants of Globalization,
Parrenas, an affiliate of the Center for
Working Families at the University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley, tells an important and dis-
quieting story of what she calls the
“globalization of mothering.” The Beverly
Hills family pays “Vicky” (which is the
pseudonym Parrenas gave her) $400 a

week, and Vicky, in turn, pays her own
family’s live-in domestic worker back in the
Philippines $40 a week. Living like this is
not easy on Vicky and her family. “Even
though ics paid well, you are sinking in the
amount of your work. Even while you are
ironing the clothes, they can still call you to
the kitchen to wash the plates. It ... [is]
also very depressing. The only thing you
can do is give all your love to [the two-year-
old American child]. In my absence from
my children, the most [ could do with my
situation is give all my love to that child.”
Vicky is part of what we could call a
global care chain: a series of personal links
between people acrass the globe based on
the paid or unpaid work of caring. A typi-
cal global care chain might work something
like this: An older daughter from a poor
family in a third world country cares for her
siblings (the first link in the chain) while
her mother works as a nanny caring for the
children of a nanny migrating to a first
world country (the second link), who, in
turn, cares for the child of a family in a rich
country (the final link). Each kind of chain
expresses an invisible human ecology of care,
one care worker depending on another and
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so on. A global care chain might start in a
poor country and end in a rich one, or it
might link rural and urban areas within the
same poor country. More complex versions
start in one poor country and extend to an-
other slightly less poor country and then
link to a rich country.

Global care chains may be proliferating.
According to 1994 estimates by the Inter-
national Organization for Migration, 120
million people migrated—Ilegally or ille-
gally—from one country to another. That's
2 percent of the world’s population. How
many migrants leave loved ones behind to
care for other people’s children or elderly
parents, we don't know. But we do know
that more than half of legal migrants to the
United States are women, mostly becween
ages 25 and 34. And migration experts tell
us that the proportion of women among
migrants is likely to rise. All of this suggests
that the trend toward global care chains will
continue. . . .

If it is true that attention, solicitude, and
love itself can be “displaced” from one child
(let’s say Vicky Diaz’s son Alfredo, back in
the Philippines) onto another child (let’s
say Tommy, the son of her employers in
Beverly Hills), then the important observa-
tion to make here is thar this displacement
is often upward in wealth and power. This,
in turn, raises the question of the equitable
distribution of care. It makes us wonder, is
there—in the realm of love—an analogue
to what Marx calls “surplus value,” some-
thing skimmed oft from the poor for the
benefit of the rich?

Seen as a thing in itself, Vicky’s love for
the Beverly Hills toddler is unique, individ-
ual, private. But might there not be ele-
ments in this love that are borrowed, so to
speak, from somewhere and someone else?
Is time spent with the first world child in
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some sense ‘taken” from a child further
down the care chain? Is the Beverly Hills
child getting “surplus” love, the way immi-
grant farm workers give us surplus labor?
Are first world countries such as the United
States importing maternal love as they have
imported copper, zinc, gold, and other ores
from third world countries in the past?

This is a startling idea and an unwelcome
one, both for Vicky Diaz, who needs the
money from a first world job, and for her
well-meaning employers, who want some-
one to give loving care to their child. Each
link in the chain feels she is doing the right
thing for good reasons—and who is to say
she is not?

But there are clearly hidden costs here,
costs that tend to get passed down along
the chain. One nanny reported such a cost
when she described (to Rhacel Parrenas) a
return visit to the Philippines: “When I saw
my children, I thought, ‘Oh children do
grow up even without their mother.” I left
my youngest when she was only five years
old. She was already nine when [ saw her
again burt she still wanted for me to carry
her [weeps]. That hurt me because it
showed me that my children missed out on
alot.”

Sometimes the toll it takes on the do-
mestic worker is overwhelming and sug-
gests that the nanny has not displaced her
love onto an employer’s child but rather has
continued to long intensely for her own
child. As one woman rtold Parrenas, “The
first two years I felt like I was going
crazy. . .. I would catch myself gazing at
nothing, thinking about my child. Every
moment, every second of the day, I felt like
[ was thinking about my baby. My
youngest, you have to understand, I left
when he was only two months old. . . . You
know, whenever I receive a letter from my
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children, I cannot sleep. I cry. It's good that
my job is more demanding at night.”

Despite the anguish these separations
clearly cause, Filipina women continue to
leave for jobs abroad. Since the early 1990s,
55 percent of migrants out of the Philip-
pines have been women; next to electronic
manufacturing, their remittances make up
the major source of foreign currency in the
Philippines. The rate of female emigration
has continued to increase and includes col-
lege-educated teachers, businesswomen,
and secretaries. . . .

The End of the Chain

Just as global capitalism helps create a third
world supply of mothering, it creates a first
world demand for it. The past half-century
has witnessed a huge rise in the number of
women in paid work—from 15 percent of
mothers of children aged 6 and under in
1950 to 65 percent today. Indeed, American
women now make up 45 percent of the
American labor force. Three-quarters of
mothers of children 18 and under now work,
as do 65 percent of mothers of children 6
and under. In addition, a recent report by
the International Labor Organization re-
veals chat the average number of hours of
work per week has been rising in this
country.

Earlier generations of American work-
ing women would rely on grandmothers
and other female kin to help look after
their children; now the grandmothers and
aunts are themselves busy doing paid work
ourside the home. Srtartistics show that over
the past 30 years a decreasing number of
families have relied on relatives to care for
their children—and hence are compelled
to look for nonfamily care. At the first
world end of care chains, working parents
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are grateful to find a good nanny or child
care provider, and they are generally able
to pay far more than the nanny could earn
in her native country. This is not just a
child care problem. Many American fami-
lies are now relying on immigrant or out-
of-home care for their elderly relatives. As
a Los Angeles elder-care worker, an immi-
grang, told Parrenas, “Domestics here are
able to make a living from the elderly that
families abandon.” But this often means
that nannies cannort take care of their own
ailing parents and therefore produce an
elder-care version of a child care chain—
caring for first world elderly persons while
a paid worker cares for their aged mother
back in the Philippines.

My own research for two books, The Sec-
ond Shift and The Time Bind, sheds some
light on the first world end of the chain.
Many women have joined the law, acade-
mia, medicine, business—bur such profes-
sions are still organized for men who are
free of family responsibilities. The success-
ful career, at least for those who are broadly
middle class or above, is still largely buile
on some key traditional components: doing
professional work, competing with fellow
professionals, getting credit for work,
building a reputation while you're young,
hoarding scarce time, and minimizing fam-
ily obligations by finding someone else to
deal with domestic chores. In the past, the
professional was a man and the “someone
else to deal with [chores]” was a wife. The
wife oversaw the family, which—in pre-
industrial times, anyway—was supposed to
absorb the human vicissitudes of birth,
sickness, and death thar the workplace dis-
carded. Today, men take on much more of
the child care and housework at home, but
they still base their identity on demanding
careers in the context of which children are



360

beloved impediments; hence, men resist
sharing care equally ar home. So when par-
ents don't have enough “caring time” be-
tween them, they feel forced to look for
that care further down the global chain.
The ultimate beneficiaries of these vari-
ous care changes might actually be large
multinational companies, usually based in
the United States. In my research on a For-
tune 500 manufacturing company I call
Amerco, 1 discovered a disproportionate
number of women employed in the human
side of the company: public relations, mar-
keting, human resources. In all sectors of
the company, women often helped others
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sort out problems—both personal and pro-
fessional—at work. It was often the wel-
coming voice and “soft touch” of women
workers that made Amerco seem like a fam-
ily to other workers. In other words, it ap-
pears that these working mothers displace
some of their emotional labor from their
children to their employer, which holds it-
self out to the worker as a “family.” So, the
care in the chain may begin with that
which a rural third world mother gives (as a
nanny) the urban child she cares for, and it
may end with the care a working mother
gives her employees as the vice presidenc of
publicity at your company.



