
Temple University Press

Chapter Title: Race, Class, and Intimacy in Southern Households: Relationships Between 
Black Domestic Workers and White Employers  

Chapter Author(s): Mahnaz Kousha 
 
Book Title: Neither Separate Nor Equal 

Book Editor(s): Barbara Ellen Smith 

Published by: Temple University Press 

Stable URL: http://www.jstor.com/stable/j.ctt14bstg2.8

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide 
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and 
facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. 
 
Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at 
https://about.jstor.org/terms

Temple University Press  is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to 
Neither Separate Nor Equal

This content downloaded from 
������������134.121.161.15 on Fri, 31 Jul 2020 02:10:40 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

http://www.jstor.com/stable/j.ctt14bstg2.8


MAKING
A LIVING

Copyrighted Material

This content downloaded from 
������������134.121.161.15 on Fri, 31 Jul 2020 02:10:40 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Copyrighted Material

This content downloaded from 
������������134.121.161.15 on Fri, 31 Jul 2020 02:10:40 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Race, Class, and Intimacy
in Southern Households
Relationships Between Black Domestic
Workers and VVhite Employers

Mahnaz Kousha

omestic household service typically brings together women of
contrasting social positions for work that is distinctive in its
site and tasks. Elite women, most commonly white and middle
or upper class, employ less privileged women, often of a sub
ordinated racial and/or ethnic group, to carry out the gen
dered household duties for which all women in the United
States tend to be responsible. l In short, some women pay
other, less privileged women to do stigmatized "women's
work." Whether cleaning toilets, cooking dinner, ironing
shirts, or pushing a baby carriage, domestic workers take care
of many basic personal needs of members of the household
where they are employed.

In the South, the interpersonal dynamics between black
domestics and their white employers have been different
from those in other parts of the United States.2 The history of
explicit, codified subordination of African Americans para
doxically has permitted greater closeness-emotional, psy
chological, physical-between blacks and whites in Southern
households. Unlike their Northern counterparts, the South
ern white women who employ black domestics have not
needed to engage in rituals of social distance or persistently
assert their authority in order to establish their superiority;
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78 Mahnaz Kousha

until very recently, white supremacy was so pervasively required and en
forced throughout the South as to be taken for granted. Further, the
racialized political economy of the South historically meant that white
employers of black domestics included not only elite but also working
class women whose financial status was not so different from that of the
black domestics. Finally, shared aspects of Southern culture, from food
to religion to elaborate racial etiquette, also drew together black domes
tics and their white employers. Thus, being "closer in class and culture,
operating within a clearly defined system of social and racial inequality
... Southern black and white women developed a kind of mistress/ser
vant relationship that was psychologically satisfying, to some degree, to
both groups ofwomen."3

Gender conventions, like so much else in the South, have been highly
racialized in ways that also figure in the domestic-employer relationship.
Elite white women traditionally have rested their delicacy-both symbol
ically and materially-on the more sturdy image and hard labor of black
women who took care of their households. Rigid gender constraints that
persisted well after World War II, combined with race and class privilege,
meant that many elite white Southern women spent a substantial portion
of their married lives confined in their homes. In wealthier households,
one of the few adults with whom they had frequent, regular contact on a
daily basis was their black domestic worker. In some cases, elite white
women became emotionally dependent on their domestics, making
them into personal confidantes who were exposed to the most intimate
details of their employers' lives.

As a result, domestic service in the South has not been limited to clean
ing, cooking, or child care but has included a hidden "emotional labor"
wherein workers were compelled to respond to their employers' emo
tional needs. Arlie R. Hochschild's research is relevant in this regard. She
sees women as a subordinate social stratum involved in emotional work
that enhances the status and well-being of others.4 Such work "requires
one to include or suppress feelings in order to sustain the outward coun
tenance that produces the proper state of mind in others."5 Although this
unseen emotional labor is crucial to performing many tasks, it is not rec
ognized as "real labor." As Hochschild asserts, "low-status people
women, people of color, children-lack a status shield to protect them
against the poor treatment of their feelings. They become the complaint
department, the ones to whom dissatisfaction is fearlessly expressed.
Their own feelings tend to be treated as less important."6

Representing a subordinate social stratum, Mrican American house
hold w~rkers in th~ South w~re in,:,olved in enhancing the status and psy
chologIcal well-bemg of theIr whIte employers while suppressing their
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Race, Class, and Intimacy 79

own feelings offear, anger, and dislike. They indeed functioned as "com
plaint departments," listening to mistresses, children, and the elderly in
the family. Because their race and occupational status did not grant them
any power to intervene or right the wrongs committed by those more
powerful, they witnessed abusive family relationships and unhappy mar
riages while keeping their thoughts to themselves.

This chapter explores the different strategies that private household
workers chose to use to handle this emotionally intimate yet socially dis
tant relationship with their employers. My research on twenty-four do
mestics and employers suggests that, while some domestics chose to
maintain their distance and stay emotionally detached, others became
close to their employers and willingly acted as consolers, doctors, and
confidantes. In other words, from the domestics' perspective, their emo
tional relationships with their white women employers ranged from
strong attachment to detachment. Their choice of how to define this re
lationship depended on the individual characteristics of both women
and the dynamics of the white family. These emotional strategies were
not mutually exclusive: in one family the worker may have maintained a
detached attitude toward the employer, but may have become attached
to the children or the elderly. In another family, she may have established
close ties to the white woman.

Although at each extreme apparently opposite, these emotional strate
gies represented attempts to maintain personal integrity and assert a
measure of power in a relationship of domination. For the detached
group, claiming to avoid emotional closeness with the employer and her
family functioned as a statement of independence and integrity. These
domestics were available for their employers, but they defined their job
as a means to an end. It must be noted, however, that maintaining dis
tance required hard work from these women, especially when they had
been with their employer for many years. The second group claimed not
only to love their employers but also to share all their life stories and
hardships with them. They testified to a loving and mutual relationship,
thereby asserting the significance of their own role and work.

White female employers, for their part-however much they acknowl
edged emotional ties to black domestic workers-never described the re
lationship in mutual or egalitarian terms. The intimacy of their revelations
and conversations as women took place, for them, within the rigid hier
archies of race and class. Any suggestion that this emotional relationship
constituted a "friendship" trespassed on their race and class privilege and
evoked counterassertions of social and emotional distance. How Mrican
American domestic workers responded to the demand for their emo
tional labor, and how they and their white employers retrospectively
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80 Mahnaz Kousha

defined the emotional component of their work relationship in Southern
households, is the topic of this chapter.

Methodology

This study is based on twenty-four oral interviews with two groups of
Southern women in Kentucky: twelve African American female house
hold workers and twelve white female employers. The women ranged in
age from sixty-two to eighty-two years old. The white women were from
the middle and upper-middle classes, whereas their employees were
working class. In order to locate potential subjects, I contacted women
involved in community work and in oral history programs in addition to
the managers of several retirement and nursing homes. All interviews
were conducted during 1988-89.

All of the black women began work in the 1930s, when they were
young and still in secondary school. Some began to work as domestics
when they were as young as twelve. The majority remained in private
household work throughout their years of paid employment. When the
job options available to black women began to expand in the postwar era,
three of the black respondents quit domestic service and secured clerical
jobs in the public sector. At the time of the interviews, three of the black
women continued to work part-time as household workers and two held
full-time government jobs; the others had retired.

The white women I interviewed lived in three retirement homes. The
majority of this group were widows, except for one woman who lived with
her husband in the retirement home and one who had never married.
Of the twelve white women, ten were full-time homemakers. The single
woman had held a full-time university position; one other informant had
started her own business while maintaining her family. Four of the white
women indicated that they had held part-time jobs before their marriage,
but matrimony had brought an end to their careers. The other six women
did not indicate any employment outside of the home.

Strategies of Detachment: III Will Leave If the Grass Is
Greener on the Other Side of the Streetll

Private household workers inevitably learn personal information-in
some cases, innermost family secrets-in the course of their employment
in other people's homes. 7 Witnessing interpersonal dynamics, love af
fairs, frictions, and abuses (both physical and emotional) literally comes
with the territory. The physical structure of the house (for example,
sleeping arrangements) communicates information about the family's
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Race, Class, and Intimacy 81

habits and interactions. The household worker may not be interested in
knowing the intimate details of her employer's life, but they are nonethe
less revealed when she enters her employer's private domain. She cannot
close her eyes to what she cleans; she cannot shut her ears to what she
hears. Further, many employers consider private household workers to
be harmless; they may even treat such workers as "invisible" and make lit
tle effort to conceal from them potentially embarrassing information
about their home lives.s

An example comes from Toni Jones, sixty-seven years old at the time
of our interview, who eventually quit domestic service to work in a hos
pital. While employed as a domestic, she recognized that one of her em
ployers had a drug problem simply by cleaning her bedroom. Jones re
called the incident:

She had days she would be in bed sick, shut off in her room. She'd be sick
a couple days and I'm finding this very strange. What's wrong, you know,
we don't see her? She doesn't have to come out if she doesn't want to, but
this is a young woman, this woman is only thirty-eight. I didn't know
whether she was living or what. So I'd go and knock on the door, 'cause it
would scare me, and see if I could do anything. But then when I was clean
ing her purses, [in] almost every one of them I found a bag of pills. And,
of course, what can I do? And I thought, this is what it is.

In addition to identifying her employer's drug addiction, Jones also
concluded that the husband encouraged his wife's drug dependency. Al
though she claimed to maintain a detached attitude toward her em
ployer, Jones was nonetheless disturbed by the unequal gender rela
tionships in this particular family, commenting that "she's the good wife
behind her husband. She is the good woman that is in the background
and that rubbed me wrong because ... that's a second-class position."

Some white women employers add to the information that domestics
inevitably acquire by discussing intimate aspects of their personal lives
and feelings. The employer's willingness to disclose private information
is not only a function of the domestic's familiarity but also her inferior
social position. Allowing friends, neighbors, or relatives access to infor
mation about family dynamics or personal feelings could be harmful to
one's ego and self-esteem, or even dangerous to one's social position, but
sharing it with a domestic is not considered a threat. Domestics are not
part of the family or the employer's race- and class-defined social circle;
moreover, they may be fired. If a domestic's comments about her em
ployer were made known, they could be easily refuted because of the do
mestic's lack of power in her employer's social circles. Not therefore per
ceived as a threat, a domestic worker is a person to listen, share, and talk

Copyrighted Material

This content downloaded from 
������������134.121.161.15 on Fri, 31 Jul 2020 02:10:40 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



82 Mahnaz Kousha

with, but not necessarily someone to listen to or consult on a problem.
Thus, a domestic is a perfect "complaint department" for an employer.

Sometimes the mere presence of a domestic, the fact that she is com
ing to work, can be a pleasant part of the employer's day. Particularly for
those Southern white women who were isolated in their homes, domestic
workers were important links with the outside world, with other human
beings. The arrival of the household worker broke the monotony and si
lence of the "big house." Maggie Billings, a sixty-eight-year-old part-time
household worker, described her morning routine with one employer:

In the mornings, when I'd go there, she was the nicest thing, she would
say, "Come on in, come in, I'm waiting for you. I got the coffeepot on and
I made us some little cheese bits" or whatever, you know, little cakes. She'd
have set out places on the table and I would sit there and she would talk
and tell me the scoop.... Honey, you hear a lot of stories. They tell you
everything. I would look at my watch sometimes and it would be twelve
o'clock. And I hadn't even started to work. And then sometimes, she would
sit there and talk to me until one 0'clock and then say, "You can just clean
up the kitchen and then go." And pay me.

This self-disclosure is not necessarily reciprocal. The white employer
has no comparable access to direct information about the black domes
tic's family life or personal feelings, although she may seek to gain it.
Other studies have depicted the strong tendency of employers to feel free
to inquire about their domestic's private life.9 Because of their privileged
race and class standing, employers may see it as their right to ask about
such details while the same right-that of questioning their employers
is denied to the domestics. Domestics often tend to preserve their privacy
by trying to change the topic of conversation, leaving the room, not
telling the truth, or simply confronting the employer. Thus, whatever
knowledge the employer may gain through questions and conversations
is both limited and conditional. It is limited because it is the kind of in
formation that the employer is interested in having. It is conditional be
cause securing the information depends upon the domestic's willingness
to share her private life.

Martha Poole, a seventy-year-old woman who was still working part
time at the time ofour interview, described herself as a household worker
who tried to maintain her own privacy and emotional distance from her
employers. Nonetheless, she had stayed with the same family for thirty
years because they treated her fairly. During summers and at Christmas,
when the white family was in New England, Poole was paid so she did not
have to look for a new job. She knew many intimate details of her em
ployer's life. Some of this information was gathered by simply being in
the household for a long period of time; other knowledge came from
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Race, Class, and Intimacy 83

conversations with her employer. When asked if she in turn opened up
to her employer and talked about her family, Poole said, "No, I never did;
it wasn't their business. They volunteered to do that [talk with me] on
their own; I didn't ask them for ir."

These domestic workers described numerous examples of abusive
marriages among their employers; their stories suggest that many of the
elite white women for whom they worked experienced isolation and un
happiness in their families and turned to their female domestic workers
for solace. Poole, for example, recalled many such stories about her mul
tiple employers. One was about a mistress who "was very nice." In Poole's
words:

They had money. But he gave her five dollars a week to spend. She told me
about it. She said, "He only gives me five dollars a week." The husband was
in a car business and he'd bring her a new car every year. And then at the
end of the year if anything happened, if she didn't do something that he
thought she should do, he'd send and get the car and make her walk allover
the town. And she would just cry. She couldn't leave him because, "Well, he
told me that if I left him he would pay people to testify that I wasn't a fit
mother and take the children away from me."

Poole added, "Which he could have because he was rather mean. I have
seen him sit down and eat his food at the table and not say a word to her.
It was a very unhappy couple."

Poole knew not only everyday details of this family's life but also many
of its private aspects. The house was divided into two sections: three bed
rooms on one side were occupied by the wife and children, and the two
bedrooms on the other side were for the husband's winter and summer
use. Poole continued: "Ifhe came home and something was wrong or out
of place on his end of the house, he would raise holy hell. Everything had
to bejust right for him, but for her and the children, anything would do."

Poole also recounted stories of two other employers who had unhappy
marriages. One employer expressed her happiness after her husband's

death. Poole recalled:

When she got a little too much to drink, she told you all different things.
She told me that she was glad when that son of a bitch died. She said,
"When he was sick I had to sit by his bed the whole time and I made that
damn rug and I'mjust as sick of it as I can be." She also said, "I couldn't
come out and say good morning to none of my help, he'd get jealous."
Her meals had to be served up there in the room with him.

Another employer thought ofher husband as "the meanest man that God
ever made. He held a gun on me one night all night long and dared me

to move."
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84 Mahnaz Kousha

Maggie Billings also related tales of unhappy marriages. One em
ployer explained that she refused to travel with her husband because he
wanted her to remain in the hotel room. Billings recalled that the woman
told her:

"1 used to travel with my husband and 1 got tired of staying in the hotel
room. 1 would go down to the lobby and sit there and read and watch peo
ple." She said one time she went down there and sat in the lobby and her
husband came in and he pitched a fit about her being in the lobby. He
didn't want her down there where other men could see her. She said,
"Maggie, 1 didn't do a thing, but 1went upstairs and 1 packed my trunk
and 1 came home and 1 haven't been to no place with him [since]."

After a few moments of silence Billings added, "She was real nice, a real
lovely person, just as nice as she could be."

Private household workers like Maggie Billings, Martha Poole, and
ToniJones became listeners and observers in a one-way relationship with
their employers. They played the role of "best friends" and confidantes
while not benefiting from the status and equality associated with these po
sitions. They were treated as insiders but expected to act as outsiders.
They were talked to, but were not expected to initiate a conversation or
offer their opinions.

Their response to this demand for their emotional labor was complex.
Their narratives often emphasized their employers' unhappiness and
emotional neediness, and thereby magnified the significance of their
own role; at the same time, their refusal to reciprocate with personal self
disclosure reinforced their self-depiction as strong and emotionally self
contained. They did not share their life stories or experiences in part be
cause they knew their status did not provide them with relationships
based on equality and mutual respect; not sharing information was a
means of demonstrating their insight and power. They remained myste
rious and unknown, and could, as a consequence, feel intact. "Sticking to
a work basis" enabled some of these women to perceive their time in
white homes as merely ajob and thereby sustain their personal integrity.
This emotional strategy was based in part on the collective consciousness
among African American household workers about how to survive in
asymmetrical relationships with white employers. 10

Even with a detached stance, however, the intimate setting carried a
strong potential for attachment that the worker had to resist. She could
get attached to children who were mistreated. She could come to feel
sorry for the elderly who were taken for granted. She could become con
cerned about women employers who remained in abusive relation
ships.11 It can take extraordinary effort to remain detached when one has
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Race, Class, and Intimacy 85

intimate knowledge of a family. Indeed, "detached attachment" may bet
ter describe the strategy of many domestics who claimed detachment.
This term was developed to describe the emotional stance of family day
care providers who must respond emotionally yet not become overly at
tached to the children they are paid to take care of. 12 Mildred Charlton,
seventy years old at the time of our interview, expressed the ambivalence
of "detached attachment" in the following passage: "It's hard to deal with
the separation. That's one of the things that I found very difficult-the
separation. I never built any kind of a strong relationship. I just did my
work and handled it that way and didn't get myself emotionally involved
in anything."

As Bonnie Thornton Dill has shown, although many Mrican American
women stayed in household service all their lives, they were capable of re
defining theirjobs, restructuring salient features, and maintaining their
sense of self-worth and personal dignity.13 Since most domestic workers
needed a job, they often used indirect strategies to preserve it. Women
such as Maggie Billings and Toni Jones responded as necessary to their
employers' demands for emotional labor, but they also minimized the ex
tent of that labor by pursuing a strategy of emotional detachment. They
remained with their employer if they were treated fairly, but they left if
new opportunities developed. Even Billings said, "I will leave if the grass
is greener on the other side of the street."

Strategies of Attachment: "We Are the Best of Friends"

Not all private household workers claimed to stay detached. Some be
came loving lifetime companions to their employers. Unlike the first
group, they did not merely listen to their employer'S problems and feel
ings, they also shared their life stories. Creating a dialogue with their em
ployers enabled this group of domestic workers to take pride in their mu
tual sharing and understanding.

However, mutual sharing and expressions of love did not bring gen
uine equality or a balance of power to this relationship. Expressions of
love and caring, although admirable, still moved within the constraints
of socially unequal positions-white women and black women, employ
ers and workers. Thus, these intense interpersonal interactions did not
ultimately challenge racial and class barriers. Interviews indicated that
the women, especially employers, had little comprehension that their re
lationships rested on acceptance of the unequal power relations of class

and race.
I met Mary Fine, a seventy-six-year-old retired household worker,

through her former employer, Janet Rorty, whom I also interviewed. At
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86 Mahnaz Kousha

the time of our interview, Fine was living alone in a government housing
project. Very attached to her employer of fifty years, she maintained that
she and Rorty were still the "best of friends." Fine described the rela
tionship:

When Mr. Rorty died, she Uanet Rorty] was so lonely, then we really got to
be companions. Most of the day, we'd go out, we'd talk. She'd go to the of
fice. I'd just sit at the office and read books, just being company with her.
And she was lonesome and so lonely. Then when the evening comes, and I
would get off of work, she would bring me home, and she would sit in the
car and would talk. I wanted to get in the house, 'cause my husband was at
work, and I had to have dinner ready for him. And most of the time, when
he would come home, I'd still be sitting in the car ... [laughing] talk-
ing to her.

Fine perceived her former employer's marriage as abusive and won
dered why Rorty missed her husband so much after his death. The chil
dren, for example, were a constant source of conflict and jealousy. Fine
believed that Robert Rorty did not want his wife to love her sons more
than she loved him. Fine recalled: 'The boys were very fearful of their fa
ther ... Well, 1 don't know, maybe because they were boys, ... he thought
that she shouldn't be so close to them, so loving to them." To Fine, the
husband was jealous not only of his sons but also of his wife's friends. "She
had a lot of friends when she married. But he was a person that wanted
her for himself. She gave up all those friends for him, and that's why she
was so lonely." Fine added that a "lot of times she Danet Rorty] would
have to really put her foot down. And sometimes take abuse 'cause he
was, sometimes, he would be abusive."

For more than fifty years, Mary Fine and Janet Rorty shared many of
their life experiences; each was a widow at the time of her interview. Af
ter Robert Rorty's death,Janet was left alone without the friends she had
given up for him, and Fine was her chief confidante. At the time of the
interview, neither could drive, so they were unable to visit each other,
but they kept in touch through telephone. Fine found a young white
woman to take care of Rorty's needs at the retirement home. Fine as
serted, "Always 1 was their family. We had a wonderful relationship..
All these years that 1 worked with her, we still, we are the best of
friends."

The case of Mary Fine and Janet Rorty comes close to represen ring a
relationship based on mutual understanding and friendship. Fine ex
pressed her love not only for Rorty but also for her sons. Rorty, for her
part, said, "I loved her [Fine] very much and still do. And we talk all the
time. She still knows all about me." Both women were proud of their mu
tual sharing and understanding.
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Race, Class, and Intimacy 87

However, while Fine believed that she was part of the family and that
she and Rorty were the best of friends, Rorty saw the relationship dif
ferently. Rorty did express her love and admit that they always shared
everything. Nevertheless, she was unable to repudiate her own privi
lege and superior race and class standing in order to claim Fine as an
equal.

Well, I don't know. It'sjust like somebody that comes and scrubs, and
washes the dishes and everything, but we were just a little bit closer, a little
bit different. She used to say that she felt like we were sisters. And I never
particularly cared for her making that remark. But, she used to always tell
people that she feels like she was my sister instead of my servant. I think it
made her feel good.

Paradoxically, it was the race and class distance that enabled this white
employer to become so intimate with her black domestic; yet, in the end,
after more than fifty years together, it was also race and class that pre
vented her from identifying Mary Fine as a "sister" or "friend."

Like Janet Rorty, Leslie White felt great sorrow when her husband
died. Betty Davidson, her household worker of many years, however, was
there to help. White described the time: "Mter my husband died, she'd
[Davidson] make an old-fashioned for me every evening before dinner.
And I'd have it in the library while I watched the news. She spoiled me to
death. She was very good to me."

ToniJones, who was detached in most of her employee/employer re
lationships, did have one employer, Roberta Harding, to whom she be
came attached. Her comments about this relationship sound very much
like Mary Fine's description of her friendship with Rorty. Jones recalled
that Harding "was probably the closest friend I've ever had. And rarely
do you meet people that, especially if you are of a different race, you can
talk about anything and feel comfortable with. She was that kind of per
son. I felt like she was more like a sister. She appreciated me."

Jones and Harding talked about politics, school integration, the rela
tionship between whites and blacks, their children, and men. They ad
vised each other. However, when Jones had a job offer with better op
portunities for advancement, she left her position with Harding. Mter
working for her for twenty years, quitting was not easy. Jones recalled: "I
had been there so long. I remember when I told her and it hurt so bad.
I thought about it a long time before I got to tell her that I was going to
be leaving." Until Harding died four years later, Jones called and main
tained their contact.

Mildred Charlton, despite her claims to "detached attachment," be
lieved that she met some of her best and most lasting friends when she
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88 Mahnaz Kousha

worked as a domestic. She worked for one family for four years, long
enough to save money and go to college. She kept in touch with them
and believed that her employer was probably the best friend she ever
made in her life; however, she realized the limitations of this relationship
and knew that, while she would use the word "friend" to describe her em
ployer, the employer would not reciprocate. She was quick to explain that
her former employer's family saw friends as those in their own social cir
cle: 'They might talk about how much they love me or that sort of thing,
but I don't think, I can't think of an instance where the word 'friend' has
been used."

These domestic workers experienced the demand for emotional labor
from their employers, but they chose to respond quite differently from
the first group. Rather than claiming emotional distance and detach
ment, they reciprocated their employer's self-disclosure with revelations
and intimate information of their own. Although in one sense opposite
from a strategy of detachment, reciprocity endeared them to their em
ployers, giving them a different but very important source of emotional
power in this otherwise unequal relationship. A strategy of attachment al
lowed them to redefine emotional labor as friendship, and thereby assert
equality with their white, class-privileged employer.

This definition of the employer-domestic relationship as a friendship
was not advanced by any of the employers, however, even those who ac
knowledged strong attachment, even love, for their domestics. The lop
sided nature of the relationship was evident even after employment had
ended in the pattern whereby the women maintained contact. Among
these twenty-four women it was usually the domestic who took the initia
tive and kept in touch with the employer. In other words, the person with
less social power made the telephone calls. The unequal nature of
race/class relations seemed to place the favorite household worker in an
everlasting state of emotional labor, while it entitled the white employer
to enjoy regular phone calls from her former employee, being reminded
that she is still loved. Former employers only called when the favorite do
mestic had missed a few calls.

Through revelations of personal feelings and problems, the vulnera
bility of their white female employers became known to these black do
mestic workers. This sharing, however, did not bring a balance of power
between the two women. White women characterized their household
workers as "my right hand," "the best domestic," "the ideal help," and "my
jewel." They did not call them "sister" or "friend." Race and class bound
aries, enforced in these cases by white employers, counteracted the po
tential for interpersonal egalitarianism, or friendship, that some of the
black domestic workers sought to assert.
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Conclusion

Cooking dinners, scrubbing floors, washing dishes, and performing
other physical tasks are not the only demands of domestic service. In
Southern households, domestic workers have also been called upon to
perform extensive emotional labor. Although other research has focused
on the emotional relationship of black domestics to white children, this
study examined the interaction between adult women-white employers
and black domestics. 14 The findings suggest that, in response to their em
ployers' demands for emotional labor, these domestics engaged in emo
tional strategies ranging from detachment to attachment; regardless of
where it was located on this continuum, each strategy functioned as a
claim to emotional integrity and social power in a relationship of in
equality.

Elite white Southern households, dependent for their very existence
on the hierarchies of race, class, and gender, were the all-important con
text for these interactions between black domestic workers and their
white employers. The paradoxical nature of these subordinations both
defined these women in relationship with each other and at the same
time drove them apart. Although some of the domestics sought to tran
scend structural inequalities through individual claims to friendship,
none of the employers was able to reciprocate. Elite white women's race
and class privilege prevented them from claiming black domestics as
equals, but did not obviate their own gendered subordination; indeed,
insofar as many were dependent, financially and otherwise, on abusive
husbands, their enjoyment of privilege rested on acceptance of their own
subordination. Their function within the microcosmic setting of their
own households was thereby contradictory: on one level victims, they
were also beneficiaries and enforcers of the larger system of social in
equality in the South.
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