
 

 

 

EXHAUSTING AFFECTS: 

THE NEGOTIATION OF AFFECTIVE LABOUR, NEOLIBERAL 

SUBJECTIVITY, AND FEMINIST POLITICS AMONG  

ANTI-VIOLENCE WORKERS 

 

by 

 

Roxanne Loree Runyon 

 

 

A thesis submitted to the Department of Gender Studies 

in conformity with the requirements for 

the degree of Master of Arts. 

 

 

 

Queen’s University 

Kingston, Ontario, Canada 

September, 2016 

 

Copyright © Roxanne Loree Runyon, 2016 



 

 

 

i 

Abstract 

This thesis explores the affective and political life of anti-violence labour, with particular 

attention to the ways that neoliberalism comes to bear on subjectivity, embodiment, and 

relationality among women responding to violence. In fall of 2015, I conducted 

qualitative interviews with six women engaged in the work of responding to violence. 

The participants in this project articulated rich descriptions of the affective life of 

neoliberalism and the demands of neoliberal subjectivity, drawing particular attention to 

the affective labour involved in navigating the political complexities of anti-violence 

organizations, negotiating burnout, and affectively self-managing in order to meet norms 

of professionalism. Bringing participant narratives into conversations with feminist 

theories of affect, I argue for an account affective labour that centers the specific, 

materially embodied experiences of that work and for an account of neoliberalism as a 

system of embodied and affective pressures. 
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Chapter 1                                                                                                             

Introduction  

 This thesis seeks to think through how neoliberalism operates in the affective 

lives of women who work in the anti-violence field. Rather than conceiving of 

neoliberalism as an abstract concept, I suggest neoliberalism shapes the ordinary, day-to-

day experiences of anti-violence workers through the exertion of embodied pressures and 

affective demands, which workers in turn must navigate. Subjects adapt themselves to 

neoliberal logics by developing embodied styles of living to endure its demands; in this 

sense, the subjective work of negotiating neoliberalism is deeply transformative. 

 This work was initially conceived as a project about burnout – an inquiry into the 

particular ways people experience being worn down from the pressures of feminist 

struggle.  Burnout is an incredibly common experience among those who work to prevent 

or respond to violence against women – it is in many ways an ordinary experience. 

Perhaps because of its ordinariness, burnout too often becomes taken-for-granted, thus 

fading into the background of anti-violence work; it is considered to be an unremarkable 

personal problem to be coped with individually rather than a political issue worth 

exploring. Inspired by Ann Cvetkovich’s (2012) work on depression, I sought to richly 

describe experiences of burnout. To engage thickly with an affective state that is often 

taken for granted, but also stigmatized and individualized, is to open up the possibility of 

explaining the political conditions that generate it. Cvetkovich’s collaborative work with 
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the Public Feelings project “takes up depression as a keyword in order to describe the 

affective dimensions of ordinary life in the present moment” (Cvetkovich 2012, 11), and 

in this same vein my research seeks to approach anti-violence workers’ experiences of 

burnout and exhaustion as entry points into a rich analysis of how life and labour unfold 

affectively in conditions of neoliberalism. Indeed, this project now extends far beyond 

burnout to consider the complexities of neoliberalism, labour, affect, and political desire. 

 The central questions guiding my research are as follows: what kinds of affective 

labour do anti-violence workers perform in order to navigate difficult feelings in the 

context of neoliberal governmentality? How and to what extent is the neoliberal 

reorientation of the human as homo oeconomicus (a value-maximizing entity) lived, felt, 

and negotiated by feminist activists? How does the affective labour of participation in 

anti-violence organizations and social movements in the context of neoliberalism affect 

people on the level of affect and embodiment? How do people who work and engage 

with issues of sexual assault and gender-based violence experience, respond to, and resist 

burnout? How do people live affectively, in disruptive excess of neoliberalism, even as 

they are regulated and constrained by it? 

 Responding to these questions, this thesis develops four interrelated arguments: 

(1) It is critical to conceive of the affective labour performed by anti-violence workers as 

material rather than immaterial, in that it has material, embodied, and biopolitical 

implications for the lives of anti-violence workers and their broader communities (Vora 

2012; Anderson 2011). Theoretical treatments of labour that imagine disembodied 
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subjects do not adequately get at the material stakes of labour. (2) Similarly, 

neoliberalism is not an abstract political logic or set of processes; rather, it is a logic that 

generates material, affective, and political transformations. Neoliberalism – in particular 

its iteration as professionalism within the Violence Against Women (VAW) sector – 

transforms the conditions of anti-violence labour and shifts the affective and political 

landscape of that field. As workers labour to adapt to these transformations, they 

themselves are transformed (Weeks 2007). (3) Neoliberalism is at once a disorganizing 

and organizing force: it creates conditions of chaos and crisis to which anti-violence 

workers must adapt. These workers engage in dissociative affective practices in order to 

maintain a sense of cohesion in the face of tumultuous conditions of labour (Berlant 

2011). (4) Neoliberalism is a logic that shrinks the horizon of politics, constrains the 

possibilities of affective life, and both affectively and political isolates anti-violence 

workers. This logic is not, however, totalizing; anti-violence workers remain politically 

desiring subjects who imagine themselves as a broader political collectivity and 

movement for political change. The field remains a site of ongoing struggle as workers 

attempt to sustain themselves while still desiring, imagining, and working to bring about 

different, collectively imagined and shaped futures.  

1.1 Theorizing Neoliberalism 

 Central to this project is a concern with neoliberalism as a political and affective 

force. Neoliberalism is a slippery, nebulous term which scholars across the social 

sciences and humanities use to describe diverse but interconnected social and political 
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phenomena. Wendy Brown (2015) points out that neoliberalism simultaneously refers to 

a kind of “economic policy, a modality of governance, and an order of reason [that] is at 

once a global phenomena, yet inconstant, differentiated, unsystematic, impure” (20). Part 

of the slipperiness of neoliberalism arises from its capacity and tendency, as a governing 

rationality, to interact and fuse with local discourses, practices, and institutional forms. In 

her 2015 book, Undoing the Demos, Brown builds on the later work of Michel Foucault 

to demonstrate neoliberalism is most aptly described as “a peculiar form of reason that 

configures all aspects of existence in economic terms” (17). She writes: 

In contrast with an understanding of neoliberalism as a set of state 

policies, a phase of capitalism, or an ideology that sets loose the market to 

restore profitability for a capitalist class, I join Michel Foucault and others 

in conceiving of neoliberalism as an order of normative reason that, when 

it becomes ascendant, takes shape as a governing rationality extending a 

specific formulation of economic values, practices, and metrics to every 

dimension of human life. (30; emphasis mine) 

 

Crucial to Brown’s approach is an emphasis on neoliberalism’s productive power: its 

capacity to shape human subjectivities, organizations, states, and other entities according 

to the logic of capital. This rationality produces a normative impetus for actors and 

entities to organize themselves towards the goals of maximizing their capital value in 

order to compete on the marketplace. The non-profit is remodeled after the corporate 

firm; the university is reoriented towards a service-delivery model; public services such 

as healthcare, education, prisons, and infrastructure become increasingly marketized. 

Moreover, and most crucially for my project, neoliberalism involves the reformulation of 

the human as homo oeconomicus.  
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 Homo Oeconomicus is the ideal-type genre of the human as shaped by 

neoliberalism’s logic. For Wendy Brown, homo oeconomicus is tantamount to 

financialized human capital: an entity who “is concerned with enhancing its portfolio 

value in all domains of its life” (Brown 2015, 33). The project of human capital is to self-

invest in ways that enhance its value or to attract investors through constant attention to 

its actual or figurative credit rating, and to do this across every sphere of its existence” 

(33). Said differently, homo oeconomicus is motivated first and foremost to enhance and 

transform itself in order to be competitive on the market. The market, however, or at least 

market logic, has extended its reach to impact all aspects of life insofar that the purpose 

of competition is operative in all spheres of life and in the constitution of humanity itself. 

Importantly, for Brown, this reorientation of human life towards competition and capital 

gain is a deeply depoliticizing transformation. Indeed, the crux of Brown’s argument in 

Undoing the Demos is her assertion that neoliberalism vanquishes political spaces by 

generating marketized spaces, subjugates political subjectivity with an economically 

motivated subjectivity, and eats away at the foundation of a democratic political 

commons by replacing democratic values with economic ones.   

 Martin Hilgers (2013), like Wendy Brown, is interested in the diffusion of 

neoliberalism through culture, including “the impact of neoliberalism on the construction 

of symbolic systems and systems of dispositions” (77), referring to socially shaped but 

individually enacted moods, temperaments, and personalities. He emphasizes the 

importance of attending to the “dispositions that embody” (78) neoliberalism, pointing 
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out how subjects incorporate neoliberalism’s logics into their being and begin to 

understand themselves and their experiences – to “reinterpret their past and project 

themselves into the future” (82) – according to those sensibilities. Hilgers argues that the 

“disposition induced by neoliberalism is an organizing principle of the self, of the self’s 

relation to the self, and of its relation to others, articulated towards the maximization of 

the self in a world perceived in terms of competition” (83; emphasis mine).  

 While my project will point out and illustrate the workings of neoliberal logic as it 

comes to bear on the structures and institutions of anti-violence work, my central 

curiosity and main line of questioning focuses on neoliberalism’s normative model of the 

human, homo oeconomicus, and the nature of neoliberal transformations of human 

subjects. Wendy Brown begins to sketch out the impact of neoliberalism on human 

beings, but because of the nature of her project and her main sites of analysis (which 

include governance, law, and the university system) her insights remain removed from 

specific lived experiences. I am interested in pushing her insights to account for 

neoliberal lives as they are lived. Similarly, Hilgers importantly brings his thinking about 

neoliberalism to bear on questions of subjectivity, but falls short of engaging in a 

consideration of the lived experience of subjectivity. Both Brown and Hilgers provide 

valuable insight into the question of how neoliberal subjectivity is made, but neither 

delve into a more robust consideration of how that subjectivity is brought to life.   

 My project seeks to explore how the logic of neoliberalism and homo economicus 

are lived and negotiated – corporeally and affectively – by those who are engaged in 
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feminist projects of anti-violence work. Moreover, I seek to locate these experiences in 

relation to anti-violence workers’ specific social locations at the intersections of gender, 

race, and class. Homo Oeconomicus is presumed to be a universal subject – a subject that 

transcends difference – but in fact this normative figure presumes a white, masculine, 

class-privileged, able-bodied, and  – in the Canadian context –  settler subject, and serves 

to regulate and manage the lives of those whose difference from this standard is marked 

as deviant. Ramos-Zayas (2012) suggests that “the personhood that neoliberalism 

requires is that of a solitary achiever, able to succeed without the intervention of the 

state” (27), an ideal personhood that privileges the experiences of white, middle-class 

settler subjects over those who experience systemic marginalization and rely on the 

support of the state or of other people to lead livable lives. The fantasy of the self-reliant, 

responsible, independent subject occludes histories and contemporary realities of racial 

and colonial violence that underpin material inequalities. While homo oeconomicus posits 

itself as a universal subject, it is critical to refuse this universalist imperative, and to 

consider the racialized and otherwise differentiated effects of neoliberal logics.  

 What does it feel like to live in relation to a normative model of the human such 

as homo oeconomicus? What does it mean to labour in relation to the normative impetus 

of homo oeconomicus? What practices of affective management or labour do anti-

violence workers engage in because of the deep influence of neoliberalism on their lives? 

How does neoliberalism work in tandem with heteropatriarchy, white supremacy, settler 

colonialism and capitalism and how do these intertwined systems of power have specific 
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effects in the lives of particularly located subjects? These questions get at the affective, 

embodied, and experiential impacts of neoliberalism, and have guided me throughout my 

research project. These questions push both Brown and Hilgers’ thinking beyond the 

scope of their own projects to account for neoliberal subjectivity as lived, fleshy, and 

feeling. Through my engagement with affect theory and the substantial incorporation of 

participant narratives, I aim to emphasize the feeling, sensate, affective body as a site 

where neoliberalism is negotiated.    

1.2 Theorizing Affect 

 Affect theory has proven to be a rich resource for attending to questions of 

experience as it is lived and embodied. While there is no single, agreed upon definition of 

affect – indeed, as Ben Anderson (2011) suggests, the term “morph[s] and mutate[s] as 

[it] is drawn into connection with different theorists, issues, sites, concerns and 

problems” (30) – the vicissitudes, flows, and complexities of embodied experiences are 

central concerns within many of affect studies’ theoretical projects.   

 The affective turn is sometimes cited (Hemmings 2005; Sedgwick 2003) as a 

response to the apparent supremacy of discourse, language, and social construction as the 

dominant sites of scholarly analysis. Indeed, for Ann Cvetkovich (2012), attention to 

affect involves acknowledgement of “the somatic or sensory nature of feelings as 

experiences that aren’t just cognitive concepts or constructions” (4). Accounting for 

affect might mean that we attend to the “surfaces and textures of everyday life” (5) and 

inquire into what the affects of everyday life can do: how they give shape to our worlds, 
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and our collective and individual bodies (Ahmed 2004a). Affect and emotion are closely 

related, but for the purposes of analysis, I, like many, distinguish them from each other. I 

follow Gould (2009) in using affect “to indicate nonconscious and unnamed, but 

nevertheless registered, experiences of bodily energy and intensity that arise in response 

to stimuli impinging on the body” (19), and using emotion to describe “what of affect – 

what of the potential of bodily intensities – gets actualized or concretized in the flow of 

living” (20) and the partial capture or containment of affect in language. Said differently, 

emotions are interpreted, named, and expressed: they are molded by social norms, 

patterns, symbolic systems, and other systems that shape people’s affective lives, while 

affect is the energy, sensation, and feeling that also exists within these system but always 

also is lived and experienced in excess of those structures. 

 Theorists practice different ways of locating both affect and emotion in 

relationship to networks of social and the political power. Clare Hemmings (2005) seeks 

to place “affective attachment in the context of social narratives and power relations” 

(562), refusing constructions of affect as a radically autonomous force by locating how 

racism functions affectively, situating people of colour as the objects of white people’s 

fear, hatred and disgust. Sara Ahmed (2004a) similarly locates how racism, British 

nationalism, and anti-immigrant rhetoric function affectively, and how racist histories 

situate the bodies of immigrants of colour as strange and fearful. She suggests that affects 

are economic, in that they circulate and move in “relationships of difference and 

displacement” (120), not residing or originating in an individual body or psyche, but 
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rather generated through their circulation throughout a social and political field. For 

Ahmed, affects “work in concrete and particular ways, to mediate the relationship 

between the psychic and the social, and between the individual and the collective” (119); 

affects are moved by histories that make them stick to particular signs, objects, and 

bodies. Ahmed’s approach insists that we must historicize affect, as it is this history that 

comes to bear on the affective lives and experiences of individuals and collectives.  

 Attention to affective experience can help to provide rich, nuanced descriptions of 

the everyday – descriptions that can open new or different trajectories of insight into 

large political structures or systems, such as neoliberalism. As Ann Cvetkovich (2012) 

argues in the introduction to Depression: A Public Feeling: 

Looking at neoliberalism from the vantage point of everyday affective life 

offers […] an alternative approach to master narratives about global 

conditions that are currently circulating in cultural studies. Talk of 

permanent war, states of exception and new security states, important and 

useful as it might be, frequently operates at such a high level of abstraction 

that it fails to address the lived experience of these systemic 

transformations. (12) 

Indeed, beginning from affective experience can illustrate the lived worlds of 

neoliberalism, illuminating not only the details and intricacies of neoliberalism’s 

governing rationality but also the details of how life always resists and exceeds the 

workings of that power. Situating ordinary experiences of feeling, emotion, and affect as 

starting points for inquiry can move us beyond a reiteration of an abstract or macro-level 

account of neoliberalism towards a more nuanced, grounded, and creative engagement 

with neoliberal lifeworlds as they are lived and negotiated. 
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1.3 Bringing Together Analyses of Disciplinary Power and Affect 

 In describing the impacts and lived worlds generated by neoliberalism’s homo 

oeconomicus, I seek to elaborate both on how antiviolence workers are disciplined and 

affected by these political logics. This requires me to describe how I distinguish between 

these two processes but also to articulate how they are related to each other. To describe 

processes of discipline is to describe the ways in which subjects are caught up in 

relationships of bodily regulation and normalization. In Discipline and Punish, Michel 

Foucault (1978) defines discipline as a “constant coercion” (137): a subjugation of the 

body’s capacities through the infiltration of power into space, time, and movement, or the 

enactment of “a relation of docility-utility” (137) on the body. Docile bodies are those 

that, in their entirety – indeed, in their smallest details – are made to be inclined towards 

compliance, efficiency, and productivity. The mechanisms of disciplinary power enact a 

constant, subtle, non-violent coercion of the human body. Through “the meticulous 

control of the operations of the body”, bodies are made docile: that is, power works at the 

micro-level of the body so that it can be “subjected, used, transformed, and improved” 

(136). This process of making docile bodies is a process of assujettissement – a 

simultaneous subjectification and subjugation of the subject that paradoxically increases 

the domination of the body through the improvement of its capacities. When considered 

on the scale of populations, disciplinary power operates as the biopolitical management 

and normalization of targeted groups of people (Foucault 1978). Biopolitics has proven a 

useful theoretical concept for myriad feminist, anti-racist, anti-colonial thinkers 

(Weheliye 2014; Morgensen 2011; Vora 2012) who demonstrate how biopower operates 
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through (and indeed produces) race, nation, class, gender, and other categories of 

difference to “foster life or disallow it to the point of death” (Foucault 1978, 138), deeply 

shaping the life experiences of human beings through targeted forms of violence and 

administration that are specific to their social locations.  

 Invested in the conceptual frameworks of biopower and of affect, my project is 

then situated in relation to larger, ongoing conversations in social and political theory 

about if and how these modes of analysis can be reconciled. There are fundamental 

tensions between these two conceptual frameworks. Work on disciplinary power and 

biopower, at its worst, is an “account of the domination of life without limit or 

remainder” (Anderson 2011, 36) – a diagnosis of the ways in which normalized bodies 

are churned out by the machinations of disciplinary power that leaves little room for the 

creative and political possibilities for life to exceed that regulation. On the other hand, 

affect theory, while lending itself to rich accounts of experience, is often criticized for not 

adequately attending to power and bodily regulation (Tolia-Kelly 2006), or for eschewing 

questions of language and discourse in favour of a romanticized construction of affect as 

pre-social or non-linguistic entity. 

 The apparent impasse created between biopolitical and affective modes of inquiry 

has led to creative methods of bringing them to bear on one another. Ben Anderson 

(2011) offers a preliminary framework with which to think through affect and biopower 

together, without reducing affect to a mere effect of biopower, nor situating totally 

outside of relations of power and discourse. He argues “that the affective life of 
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individuals and collectives is an ‘object-target of’ and ‘condition for’ contemporary 

forms of biopower” (29), but that life and affect constantly exceed and escape biopolitical 

management. In making his argument, Anderson returns to Foucault’s distinction 

between discipline and biopolitics as the two specific technologies of biopower. Whereas 

biopolitics operates thought the management and administration of populations, 

discipline works on the body as the site of regulation – the fleshy, feeling body and its 

physiological capacities, including its affective capacities: 

Discipline works through an embodied version of emotions and feelings in 

two ways: First, discipline individualizes affect, acting on the individual as 

an affective being who can ‘control’ unruly passions through physical 

action. Second, the attention to detail that marks discipline extends to 

emotions as the physiological and biological basis of what a body can do; 

the body’s reactions and actions are automated through a continuous 

entraining of sequences of action. (31) 

 

While affect and the affective capacities of subjects are sites of biopolitical control and 

regulation, Anderson suggests that there is nonetheless “something vital about life that 

escapes biopower” (35). In its dynamic ebbs, flows, and textures, everyday life exceeds 

biopolitical mechanisms of control, and holds potentials for new ways of living and 

relating that confound disciplinary logics. This is to say, importantly, that life is not a 

closed system of biopolitical control. Indeed, there are openings; “affective relations and 

capacities are understood as events, ruptures, and beginnings that herald the birth of new 

ways of living” (35).  

 In my own inquiry, I attempt to navigate and bring together affective and 

biopolitical modes of critique. Neoliberalism as a governing rationality and homo 
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oeconomicus as a regulatory norm are critical components of my analysis; equally as 

important are complex, rich accounts of feelings, desires, and experiences which, while 

generated by these biopolitical norms and logics, also exceed them. Indeed, an 

experientially grounded analysis demonstrates that neoliberal logics are not totalizing. In 

describing the transformative power of neoliberalism within the lives of anti-violence 

workers, I also attempt to locate desires, attachments, practices, relationships, and affects 

that confound neoliberal logics and the normative figure of homo oeconomicus. In my 

work I am committed to a conception of affective life as holding within it disruptive 

affective and political excess, potentials of other worlds and collectivities, and 

possibilities of resistance. Anderson’s careful engagement with biopolitics and affect and 

his assertion that “attending to the dynamics of affective life may become political when 

brought into contact with forms of biopower that, in different ways, normalize life” (29) 

guides my analysis. My commitment in this project is to thoroughly attend to the 

affective life of anti-violence work, to emphasize the ways that affective life and 

biopolitics are enmeshed with one another, and to describe the ways in which my 

research participants live in ways that are both subject to and in excess of the regulatory 

norm of homo oeconomicus. 

1.4 Literature Review: Emotions and Social Movements 

 In addition to broad fields of scholarship on neoliberalism, biopolitics, and affect, 

my project is situated in conversation with feminist theory and scholarship on emotion 

and social movements, feminist theory, and Marxian theory. I draw on a broad and 
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perhaps somewhat eclectic set of texts from these diverse areas of scholarship in order to 

create a robust and well-rounded account of the social process, systems of power, and 

experiences that I am seeking to describe. This interdisciplinary approach allows me to 

fill gaps and elisions within and across bodies of literature by drawing on diverse 

contributions, and to benefit from the theoretical and methodological insights of multiple 

sites and sources.  

 Academic literature in the social sciences on emotion and social movements, 

while often engaging with emotion rather than affect, has proven to be rich with 

methodological insights and compelling research questions related to burnout and 

exhaustion experienced by activists. Brown and Pickerill (2009) consider the role of 

emotions in motivating political engagement and bringing people into identification with 

social movements. They attend to the question of emotional sustainability and burnout in 

social movements – key questions that I too seek to address – however I am unsatisfied 

with their description of burnout as “a negative consequence of the failure to engage in 

emotional reflexivity” (28) and their subsequent conclusion that emotional sustainability 

in movements can be fostered through increased emotional reflexivity. Their work neither 

thoroughly describes experiences of burnout nor sufficiently contextualizes them within 

the context of systemic power, namely neoliberal governmentality. However, their 

assertion that “there is a need to understand how [social movement] participants 

emotionally experience their actions, how action is embodied, and how meaning is 

constructed out of those experiences and feelings” (27) informs my decision to engage in 
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interviews with activists and to seek out rich descriptions of their experience, while 

situating these experiences in larger political and affective contexts. 

 Janet Newman (2012) fruitfully employs interview methods in her book, Working 

the Spaces of Power, which draws on her interviews with more than fifty women across 

four generational cohorts who have engaged in lifetimes of activism and social justice 

work. Her project seeks to explore the way that women generate political opportunities 

and open up new spaces of resistance and political agency through their labour, in the 

context of neoliberalism’s shrinking of political spaces. While she does not attend 

specifically to affect or emotions, Newman’s project is instructive for its methodology, as 

she uses in-depth participant narrative as the basis from which to develop the thematic 

trajectory of her project, and for its attentiveness to lived experience as a critical 

component to a mapping out of the social and political arrangements of neoliberalism. 

 Cheryl Hercus’ (1999) study of Australian feminist activists uses interviews and 

participant observation to think about how “women negotiate and manage feminist 

identity and the emotions associated with that identity” (35) in situations that are resistant 

or hostile to feminism. Hercus reports that her research participants experienced the 

emotional labour of suppressing feminist anger and restraining expressions of feminist 

identity as emotionally draining; moreover, they experienced this labour as contributing 

to feelings of self-alienation. Hercus’ work is important for its attentiveness to experience 

and emotional labour and her use of qualitative methods. While my project will attend 

more thoroughly to the embodied experience of affect and emotion, Hercus is an 
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important touchstone for me. Indeed, her thinking foreshadows Sara Ahmed’s (2010) 

thinking in The Promise of Happiness about what it feels like to occupy the position of 

the “feminist killjoy” (PAGE) and how drawing attention to what is cause for 

unhappiness can render one an “affect alien” (PAGE).   

 Sara Ahmed’s project in The Promise of Happiness begins with the suspension of 

the belief that happiness is a good thing, and takes up happiness as a construct which 

enables the mobility and flourishing of particular kinds of subjects, while positioning 

those who have grounds for unhappiness – such as those who experience gendered and 

racialized violence –as the cause of unhappiness when they draw attention to what there 

is to be unhappy about and point out the workings of oppression. Ahmed suggests that, in 

our present moment, “happiness become[s] an individual responsibility, a redescription of 

life as a project” (10): a telos that comes to have a normalizing influence on people’s 

lives. She suggests that happiness functions as a form of capital and that “claims to 

happiness make certain forms of personhood valuable” (11), while claims to ‘negative’ 

affective states (such as anger) position subjects as alien to and alienated by dominant 

notions of happiness. Her project helps me to conceive of how neoliberalism constitutes 

an affective economy that places value on particular emotional dispositions, making the 

difficult feelings involved in feminist and anti-racist consciousness difficult to bear. Her 

work aids me in conceiving of the experience of alienation as a particular kind of political 

and affective labour that anti-violence workers often engage in in their social and 

institutional contexts. 
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 Sarita Srivastava’s (2005) research illuminates how women of colour who work 

for feminist organizations experience this kind of affective and political alienation when 

they call out racist practices in those organizations, deploying an anti-racist critique to 

point out how white supremacy comes to bear on experiences of feminist labour. Her 

research participants reported that when they spoke about the racism they observed or 

experienced in their organizations, white women would receive these remarks as personal 

attacks on their feminist identities, often responding with anger, disbelief, or tears. 

Srivastava, as well as Audre Lorde (1984) and Sara Ahmed (2007), illuminates how the 

labour of dealing with difference typically falls onto those who are marked as different. 

For example, people of colour often end up doing the most work to address racism or to 

center the needs of people of colour within a particular movement or organization. The 

above-mentioned theorists all emphasize that the work of constantly having to lead the 

work of addressing racism is often angering, frustrating, and exhausting. Ahmed (2014) 

has described this work as being like constantly running up against a brick wall. 

Srivastava and Ahmed’s work will help me locate my research participants’ experiences 

of affective labour and burnout related to their particular positions at the intersections of 

gender, race, and class, and to keep in sight the intersections of affect, neoliberalism, and 

racism within the field of my inquiry.  

 I also write in relation to feminist activist ethnography, particularly ethnographic 

projects that illuminate how neoliberal political logics and other systems of power come 

to bear on activist labour and affective experience. Jennifer Wies’ (2013) research with 
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domestic violence shelter advocates considers how neoliberal political economic shifts 

have brought about the professionalization of advocacy work, and brings to light the 

political and personal tensions that arise in the lives of advocacy workers in relation to 

these shifts. Beth A. Uzwiak’s (2013) ethnography with women’s rights advocates 

situates neoliberal governmentality as detrimental to the social justice goals of NGOs, 

and damaging to the well being of activists who are pressured to become self-managing 

and self-sacrificing subjects. Both Wies and Uzwiak’s critical interventions into 

neoliberalism approach the questions I am interested in through ethnographic fieldwork 

and analysis, illuminating lived experiences and political realities. I attempt to map out 

the impacts of neoliberalism in a similar experientially grounded way, with a greater 

emphasis on the affectivity of neoliberalism’s shaping of lived experiences.  

 Deborah Gould’s (2006) Moving Politics is a compelling example of the kind of 

interdisciplinary approach to affective experience that I am attempting to engage here. 

Gould’s project traces the affective and emotional life of AIDS activism generally and of 

the direct-action activist group ACT UP specifically. Through interview and archival 

research, she traces the shifting emotional and affective terrain of AIDS activism from 

the early days of the AIDS crisis through to the mid-1990s, drawing connections between 

the movement’s “political horizon” (3) – its beliefs about what political tactics, strategies, 

or goals are possible, desirable, or necessary – and its dominant “emotional habitus”  – 

“the embodied, axiomatic understandings and norms about feelings and their expression” 

(10). Gould situates her project as bringing an “affective curve into the emotional turn” 
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(23) in sociology by drawing on theories of affect that emphasize the embodied, visceral 

elements of affective experience, and masterfully uses her mixed-method approach to not 

only think through activist experiences but also to bring those experiences into a 

conceptually rich and politically generative conversation about social change. Gould’s 

twin concepts of emotional habitus and political horizon are critical theoretical 

touchstones for my project. Additionally, I take methodological inspiration from by 

Gould’s project, as I attempt to weave anti-violence workers’ experiences together with 

theory in order to create a detailed yet nuanced account of their lives and social contexts 

that has relevance for broad fields of scholarship on affect, embodiment, and 

neoliberalism. 

1.5 Research Methodology: Situating Interview Narrative as Theory 

 In this section, I will describe the methodological process of this project, detailing 

the specifics of how I conducted interviews, speaking to the complexities of researching 

affect and affectively researching, and reflecting on my methodological failures around 

race and whiteness.  

 I conducted in-depth, qualitative interviews with six women who, in various 

ways, labour to prevent violence against women or to support survivors of sexual and 

domestic violence. I distributed a recruitment email1 over different mailing lists, to 

several anti-violence organizations and feminist advocacy groups in Ontario and Alberta. 

Ultimately, three of my participants contacted me after receiving the recruitment email, 

                                                      

1 See recruitment email in Appendix I 
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and three of my participants contacted me because they heard of my study through 

mutual friends. I corresponded with each participant over the phone, by email, or in 

person to discuss my project and any questions or concerns they had about their 

participation at that time. Interviews took place in October and November of 2015 and 

were an hour to two hours in duration. I transcribed each interview, and sent each 

participant a copy of their interview transcript so that they could verify the accuracy of 

our conversation, clarify any ideas that they wished, or indicate any parts of our 

conversation that they didn’t want shared. I also sought and received feedback on 

particular written sections of the thesis in the spring and summer of 2016 from three of 

the six participants. 

 Throughout my research process, I sought to treat my participants’ narratives as 

sources of theoretical insight rather than as raw primary material to interpret with 

academic theory. To put this plainly, I have tried to situate my research participants as 

subjects of theory rather than objects of theory. I am interested in a grounded 

investigation of affect – one that engages robustly with people’s accounts of their social 

worlds and their experiences. My choice of interview method was motivated by the belief 

that anti-violence workers hold rich and complex insights and interpretations of their 

lives and worlds that work with and against academic theories of affect, creating a fuller 

picture than academic texts alone could paint. My thinking and practice here is deeply 

influenced by the work of Dr. Katherine McKittrick, a faculty member in the Department 

of Gender Studies at Queen’ University. In her teaching and scholarship, Dr. McKittrick 
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models a radically interdisciplinary approach to theory and research; for example, she 

situates novelist and poet Dionne Brand and hip hop artist Nas as critical black 

geographers who provide rich theoretical insight into the racial politics of space, 

challenging traditional notions of whose knowledge and cultural production counts as 

theory (McKittrick 2015). Her approach led me look into methodological approaches in 

the social sciences – namely, grounded theory (Olesen 2007; Oktay 2012; Charmaz 2014) 

– that would enable me to decenter academic knowledge in my own project. Situating my 

research participants as active producers of knowledge about their lives and their worlds 

– to recognize them as doing affect theory (as subjects of theory rather than objects) – has 

allowed for my project to be more comprehensive, more relevant, and I hope also more 

accountable.  

 One way that I practice this in my research is by bringing participant narratives 

and academic theories into conversation with one another. Rather than using academic 

theories to provide totalizing explanations of participants’ experiences, I have tried to 

maintain the integrity, complexity and nuance of my participant’s accounts, and in this 

way use participant narrative to speak with and against academic scholarship. Further, 

while I bring together the experiences, interpretations, and insights of different 

participants to show how they overlap (as well as how they differ), I have aimed to 

maintain the integrity of each research participant’s narrative as much as possible rather 

than collapsing each woman and her story into a singular narrative. I have tried to honour 

the specificities of each subject’s account of her world. In some instances, particular 
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phrases or concepts that participants use to describe social and political processes have 

become key theoretical concepts (for example, Ainslie’s description of ‘a profession of 

crisis’ or Cynthia’s account of ‘trying to keep it all together’) holding equal conceptual 

weight and epistemological authority as those provided by the scholarly writers I engaged 

in this project. My analysis was guided by these concepts and at times was moved in new 

or different directions. I have tried to work with a sense of curiosity and openness to 

being surprised and moved by the insights that would emerge from the interviews, 

allowing new and previously unconsidered research questions and themes to emerge. In 

this sense, my project has been deeply shaped by the insights that my research 

participants shared with me, which have pushed me to account for particular aspects of 

anti-violence labour that I otherwise would not have addressed. Ultimately, this project 

has been deeply transformed by the contributions of my research participants, and as both 

a researcher and an anti-violence worker I have learned a great deal from these women. 

1.6 Situating Personal Experience in the Research Process 

 My own experiences working in the anti-violence field have also come to bear on 

my research in crucial ways. Having spent several years providing crisis intervention 

counseling, leading sexual violence education workshops, and teaching trauma-sensitive 

yoga at campus and community sexual assault centres, in addition to engaging in 

community-based research and grassroots organizing, I have a familiarity with the 

affective and political complexities of such labour: a familiarity specific to my own social 

positioning as a white, able-bodied, cis-woman with class privilege. My time spent in 
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proximity to feminist, activist, anti-violence communities (which often but not always 

overlap) suggests to me that burnout is a persistent, widespread problem among those 

working for political change. Indeed, this project was initially motivated by my own 

feelings of being worn down and witnessing many of the feminists around me being 

perpetually exhausted. I remember the year I began reading affect theory as a year when 

many of my friends and classmates and I were engaged in important and meaningful 

political and academic work, but were often truly struggling to make it from day to day. 

Exhaustion, depression, anxiety, burnout, despair – many among us were grappling with 

these difficult affective states as we studied, worked, organized, engaged in activism, and 

otherwise tried to live our lives. In this state of exhaustion and in witnessing the systemic 

exhaustion of many in my community, I began to think seriously about the question of 

whether our commitments to doing feminist work could ever lead to feeling more alive 

than burnt out. That question compelled me to write about and to write from that affective 

space and persisted in the desire to continue this work as a graduate student. 

 In beginning the research process from a space of personal experience, it is 

important for me to account for the ways in which my experiences of anti-violence work 

and exhaustion are specific to my own positionality. My personal experience and the 

insight that it might provide are necessarily partial and limited. My work is deeply 

connected to my own experiences of marginalization and violence as a woman and a 

survivor of sexual abuse; while I attempt to struggle in solidarity with people of colour, 

Indigenous people, trans people, poor people, and others whose oppression is different 
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than my own, I have not lived these struggles and cannot provide a lived account of how 

these interlocking oppressions shape burnout and exhaustion. I can, however, account for 

the ways in which my privileges have mitigated my own exhaustion. My whiteness and 

middle-class positioning have facilitated my access to institutions where I have been paid 

and otherwise supported in my anti-violence work. In universities – institutions that 

maintain white, capitalist power hierarchies – and mainstream VAW organizations – 

organizations that are too often created by and for white feminists like me (Koyama 

2006) – my whiteness positions me so that my experiences are more likely to be 

prioritized and my voice is more likely to be heard than people of colour in those same 

spaces. I have never had to fight for the specificity of my oppression to matter in VAW 

spaces, because it is already taken for granted as the norm. My research attempts to 

account for the systemic oppressions and privileges that condition experience, and so 

while my own experience is in some ways a starting point for a project it must also be 

taken as a situated, partial starting point within a broader web of power and difference.  

 In addition to motivating my research, my personal experiences came to bear on 

my interview processes and my interactions with my research participants. While my 

interviews were semi-structured, I did not follow my interview guide2 strictly. Rather, I 

tried to follow the direction of participants’ narratives, picking up on the topics that they 

identified as important and following the trajectories that emerged from their experiences. 

I was committed to locating myself in the research process, both as a researcher and as an 

                                                      

2 See the Interview Schedule in Appendix II 
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anti-violence worker. I shared some of my research goals and questions, and explained 

the thinking underpinning my project. In the later interviews I also would occasionally 

share some of what other research participants had told me, and some of my preliminary 

thinking or analysis based on the research up until that point. At times during the 

interviews I would share my own opinions on a topic or mention my own experiences of 

anti-violence work or survivorship if they resonated with our discussion. My disclosure 

of my own thoughts, feelings, and experiences was a way of trying to establish a 

connection with my participants and encourage them to share their experiences with me. 

In addition to establishing a rapport, when our interviews covered difficult subject matter 

such as burnout, depression, anxiety, experiences of violence, and survivorship – 

experiences that can often feel isolating or shameful – my desire to share similar 

experiences came from a place of wanting to normalize and validate my research 

participants’ experiences. Sharing my own thoughts, feelings, and experiences was often 

intended to create a safer and more reciprocal space for them to speak about difficult 

experiences, and to situate myself as an empathetic witness to the experiences my 

participants were sharing. Additionally, these decisions allowed me to explicitly situate 

myself within the research process and refuse or at least unsettle the construction of the 

interviewer as an objective or neutral questioner (Gunaratnam 2003). 

 In terms of methodology, my decision to explicitly locate myself in my interviews 

through the occasional sharing of my own thoughts and experiences can be framed as the 

navigation of insider/outsider status (Reinharz 1992; Gair 2012). In some ways I was 
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positioned as an insider in relation to my interview participants. As someone who has 

worked in the VAW field, as a survivor of sexual violence, as a cisgender white woman, 

as an anti-violence worker, and as a feminist (in all cases but one), I occupied similar 

positions to my participants. In other ways, I was an outsider – as an academic, as a 

stranger to the cities that my participants lived and worked in, as a relatively young 

woman, and as someone born into middle-class privilege, I was positioned differently to 

some of my participants. My choices in the context of the interviews tended towards 

emphasizing that which I had in common with my participants rather that our differences, 

specifically the experience of having worked in the VAW field and being a survivor. 

While emphasizing that which we had in common may have led to feelings of 

mutuality or intimacy in the interview process, Scott Morgensen (2013) reminds us that 

“despite anti-oppressive or egalitarian intentions” (69) feminist researchers wield power, 

and might in fact shore up the systems of oppression they seek to challenge in seeking to 

create intimacy with research subjects. Morgensen writes: “without dispelling hope for 

mutualistic relationships, feminist ethnography synergizes with intersectional stakes 

when it marks intimacy in ethnography as a key site where research subjects are under 

the ethnographic power to define and control” (70). This is to say that feelings of 

intimacy between researcher and researched are not inherently progressive or egalitarian, 

and that the research encounter itself cannot bridge the barriers or overcome the power 

differentials that separate researcher and researched. Indeed, there is a risk that in feeling 

what Gunaratnam (2003) calls “the affective pull of sameness” (100), the researcher 
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might end up speaking for or on behalf their participants, silencing or distorting their 

voices, rather than allowing participants to speak for themselves. This is not to say that 

mutuality is impossible or altogether undesirable, but rather that we must interrogate 

whether the conditions of intimacy in research relationships enact solidarity and have the 

potential to lead to political transformation. 

1.7 Race and Methodology 

 I turn now to a significant limitation of my project and a discussion of my 

methodological failures that led to it, in particular my failure to include women of colour 

as participants in my interviews. I have been thinking about failure since Shoshanna 

Magnet, a Women’s Studies professor at the University of Ottawa, delivered a guest 

lecture in one of my graduate courses. One topic that she discussed was how we, as 

feminists and as academics, need better ways of talking about failure, and to approach our 

failures as generative of important lessons. Not talking about our failures, trying to 

excuse them, and internalizing difficult feelings we might carry as a result of as our 

failures leaves our broader intellectual communities impoverished from the lessons that 

might be gained. I believe that it’s important to reflect on and to share our failures so that 

they might generate conversation and lead to more ethical and intersectional research 

practices. Putting this belief into practice, I want to discuss my own methodological 

failure using affect and desire as a framework. 

 It was my desire and intention to recruit women with different racial identities (as 

well as different sexualities, class locations, ages, and abilities) as research participants, 
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in order to help illustrate the ways in which neoliberalism and white supremacy work in 

tandem to produce racialized experiences of affective labour and exhaustion. Despite this 

intention, I only ended up interviewing white women. It is important for me to reflect on 

how and why this happened, and to consider how the failure of my method to be 

intersectional might shed light on the workings of whiteness and affective attachments to 

harmful notions of sameness and universality.  

 The following is an excerpt from the ‘call for participant’ email that I sent out to 

organizations and relevant mailing lists3:  

I am looking for people whose work engages with gender-based violence 

and/or sexual violence, including (but not limited to) front-line support 

and service provision, advocacy, public education, awareness raising, 

activism, organizing, and volunteering. 

 

In this call for participants, I did not specify particular identities that were the focus of 

my project. For example, I did not mention that I was hoping to speak to women, nor did 

I mention that I was hoping to speak to people of colour, queer folks, or disabled folks. In 

naming only ‘people’, I had hoped that a diverse group of anti-violence workers would 

see themselves reflected in the call. While I did expect that primarily women would 

respond to this call, given that women constitute the majority of the labour force in this 

field, I believed that the terms ‘gender-based violence’ and ‘sexual violence’ would be so 

broad as to speak and be relevant to a racially and otherwise diverse group of people 

working to end violence and to support those who are affected by it. However, in not 

                                                      

3 The full recruitment email is included in Appendix I 



 

 

 

30 

speaking to the multiple kinds of violence that intersect with gender-based violence, such 

as settler colonial violence, anti-blackness, and islamophoba, I was implicitly 

constructing the kind of violence of concern to my project as violence along a singular 

axis: gender. The discourses ‘gender-based violence’ and ‘sexual violence’, in the 

absence of a specific discussion of how racist, colonial, and gendered forms of violence 

intersect with one another, tacitly signal violence against white women as singular focus 

of my project. White feminists have historically and contemporaneously taken 

womanhood to be a singular identity, eschewing how the very category ‘woman’ has 

been produced through racist and colonial discourses that actively position women of 

colour and Indigenous women on the margins of normative womanhood (Somerville 

2000; Lorde 1984). Said differently, the epistemologies that have generated gender 

difference have simultaneously underpinned the construction of racial difference, 

generating ‘womanhood’ as normatively white. The positioning of womanhood as an 

implicitly white womanhood lives on in contemporary VAW organizations. As Emi 

Koyama (2006), Andrea Smith (2009), and others remind us, anti-violence feminisms 

have an ongoing history of eliding discussion of racism and colonialism, for centering 

white women’s experiences, and for not adequately attending to the specificities of racial 

and colonial violence. Considering how these histories are alive in the present, actively 

shaping people’s experiences of violence, anti-violence work, and burnout, by not 

explicitly challenging the racist construction of categories of women and gender from the 

outset, my project tacitly took these categories for granted and reinscribed them.  
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 Critiques of assumed whiteness and racism in research methods and in anti-

violence movements were not new or unfamiliar to me when I began this research 

project. By all accounts, I should have known better than to assume that my call for 

participants, written as it was, would speak to all women. It has been helpful for me, in 

working through this failure, to think about this assumption as also being an attachment – 

an investment I still hold in the category of ‘woman’ as having universal relevance: an 

attachment to the idea of shared experiences that skirts pressing questions of difference. 

In recognizing the ways in which my methodology naturalized whiteness, I am faced with 

my own attachments to the promise of a universal subject (who is always already white) 

and to my investment in a white feminist fantasy of sameness. In other words, whiteness 

was a site or agent of desire that had material and affective effects on my methodology, 

and it has been important for me to sit with this and to learn affectively (through feelings 

of disappointment, embarrassment, shame) lessons I thought I already knew about 

intersectionality, specificity, and the critical work of interrogating and decentering 

whiteness. As I move forward, both with this project and in other work, I am trying to let 

myself be affected by the weight of failure and to more mindfully and actively engage in 

the often uncomfortable but deeply necessary work of confronting my own investments 

in whiteness.  

 Because of my methodological failures and oversights, my thesis lacks the voices 

of women of colour as participants. My project centers the experiences of white woman 

who are working in white-centered organizations, and I try to account for the specificity 
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of their experiences rather than to make universalizing claims about all women or all anti-

violence workers based on their insights. I attempt throughout this thesis to reflect on the 

specificity of my research participants’ experiences as white women (in combination with 

their multiple other social locations), to think about how whiteness and racism work at 

the institutional level of women’s shelters and sexual assault centres, and to bring a 

discussion of racism and white supremacy into my analysis of neoliberalism and affective 

labour. I also seek wherever possible to locate the experiences of my participants in 

relationship to racialized power relationships and racist/colonial power structures, 

pointing to moments in which they articulate an analysis of race but also pointing to 

moments in which an analysis of race is glaringly absent. 

1.8 Research Participant Descriptions 

 Below are brief descriptions of my research participants. The names included here 

are pseudonyms (chosen either by myself or the participants depending on participant 

preference) and some details have been altered in order to maintain anonymity. Far more 

details about each woman’s life appear throughout this thesis, in their own words; the 

descriptions here are intended as introductions that provide the demographic details 

which are not necessarily included with each excerpt from a participant’s interview. 

1.8.1 Emerson 

 Emerson is a white cis woman with class privilege in her late twenties who 

engages in anti-violence work as a graduate student, community researcher, board 

member for a women’s shelter, and sexual assault crisis line volunteer. At the time of the 
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interview, she was about to leave her position on the women’s shelter board of directors, 

was on a leave of absence from the crisis line, and was actively involved in three research 

or community organizing projects pertaining to violence against women, in addition to 

conducting her dissertation research. Emerson has experienced sexual violence, and 

identifies strongly as a feminist. 

1.8.2 Irene 

 Irene is a white cis woman in her forties who currently works as a relief front-line 

women’s shelter worker and as a counsellor for women who have experienced 

relationship violence. She has been a front-line worker for ten years. She is working-

class, and has at times worked multiple anti-violence jobs at once. She also contributes to 

local feminist organizing. She and her husband (who has serious health problems) have 

two children, both of whom are on the autism spectrum. Irene identifies as a survivor and 

a feminist. 

1.8.3 Jennifer 

 Jennifer is a white cis woman in her thirties. She works as a legal advocate and 

counsellor for women who have left or are leaving their violent partners. She contributes 

to local feminist organizing and identifies as a feminist. It was not mentioned in the 

interview what her class background is. She is married with a daughter. 

1.8.4 Nicole 
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 Nicole is a queer cis white woman in her forties who has been involved with 

grassroots political organizing since her late teens. She has worked in the anti-violence 

sector in multiple capacities, most recently as a community educator for a women’s 

shelter and as an educator at a community college. She is a working-class single mom 

with a young daughter with a disability. She identifies as feminist and as a survivor. 

1.8.5 Cynthia 

 Cynthia is a founding member of a survivor’s advocacy group that advocates for 

systemic change in women’s shelters, with the police, and with other agencies that 

respond to domestic violence. Cynthia is a white, cis woman in her fifties who has 

survived domestic violence and stalking, with two adult daughters. Her class status did 

not come up in our interview. She identifies politically as a survivor, but not as a 

feminist. 

1.8.6 Ainslie 

 Ainslie is a cis, white woman in her early thirties who identifies as a radical 

feminist. While currently a graduate student, she was employed as a frontline care worker 

at a women’s shelter for many years, as well as at a grassroots women’s health collective 

in Vancouver’s Downtown East Side. She grew up poor in a violent home. 

1.9 Chapter Summaries 

Participant narratives are woven into the following four chapters. Chapter Two 

draws on relevant literature in the study of emotional and affective labour, with particular 
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attention to how embodiment is theorized in these literatures. I center the embodied, 

affective experiences of labouring subjects in the context of neoliberalism, setting up my 

conceptual model of affective labour that guides my analysis throughout this thesis. 

Chapter Three situates my analysis within a history of the VAW sector in Canada, 

providing an explanation of how neoliberalism has affected VAW organizations through 

processes of professionalization and depoliticization. In this chapter I describe how these 

processes shape the day-to-day, ordinary experiences of labour with particular attention 

to affective labour that anti-violence workers perform. More specifically, I suggest that 

professionalization creates a normative emotional habitus (Gould 2006) that is 

dispassionate and detached, and that women working to end violence experience a 

dissonance between this normative affective disposition and their feminist political 

commitments.  

 In Chapter Four, I continue to think through the everyday experiences of anti-

violence work, but shift my focus to the sensory and affective pressures of labouring in a 

setting that is characterized by a sense of constant chaos or crisis (Berlant 2011). I draw 

heavily on participant narratives here to illustrate the affective mode or tactics that anti-

violence workers engage in to navigate these difficult circumstances: the exhausting work 

of ‘keeping it all together’.  

 In my concluding chapter, I focus on what my research participants identify as 

making anti-violence work more sustainable, or how they imagine the conditions of their 

work could be transformed so as to be more bearable. In particular, I explore the 



 

 

 

36 

expressions of desire for political community and consider the possibilities of hope as an 

affect and political praxis. I conclude by reflecting on the implications of my research 

and offering suggestions for future inquiry. 
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Chapter 2                                                                                                                     

Situating Anti-Violence Work as Affective Labour 

The labour of reproducing life in the contemporary world is also the 

activity of being worn out by it. 

- Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism, 2011, 28 

 

 In this chapter I draw on key texts that theorize emotional and affective labour in 

order to flesh out my own conceptual framework for thinking through the affective labour 

of women responding to violence. Drawing from multiple theoretical sites, including the 

narratives of the anti-violence workers who participated in my interviews, I will articulate 

how anti-violence work involves the performance of affective labour. Moreover, I will 

center my research participants’ accounts of their experiences, which push up against the 

definitions and descriptions of emotional and affective labour offered by scholarly 

literature. In particular, I will locate and disrupt descriptions of affective labour that 

distinguish between affective labour that is subject to the logic of capital and affective 

management that lies outside the realm of exchange. I also challenge the positioning of 

affective labour as immaterial labour (Hardt 1999) through a commitment to highlighting 

the corporeality of affective labour and the material, embodied experiences of subjects 

who labour – especially experiences of exhaustion and burnout. To center embodiment in 

this way allows me to think through how anti-violence workers experience alienation – 

both alienation from their labour in the Marxist sense, and affective alienation as 

theorized by Sara Ahmed (2010) – in ways that are specific to their particular social 
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locations. Indeed, the ways that my participants describe both their labour and their 

exhaustion and experiences of burnout related to that labour centre the body and demand 

that embodiment be taken seriously as it is wrapped up in the affective and political 

relations of gender, race, and class. 

Throughout my analyses, I follow Kathi Weeks (2007), who insists that we must 

understand “the labour process as a process of subjectification” (240). Indeed the deeply 

embodied process of affective labour has a “transformative effect on the doer” (Weeks 

2007, 241). One of my central concerns is to situate emotional and affective labour as 

projects of self-transformation in relation to neoliberal political logics, and to attend to 

the particular ways in which women who are engaged in anti-violence work might 

experience labour as affectively and corporeally transformative. Thus, as I explore how 

different key texts within relevant scholarly fields have taken up the study of emotional 

and affective labour, I pay particular attention to the ways in which bodies are conceived 

and located in these analyses. 

2.1 Arlie Hochschild: Emotional Labour and Emotions as Doing 

A foundational text in the study of emotional labour is Arlie Hochschild’s 1983 

book The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling, in which she first 

names and develops the concept of “emotional labour”4 (7). This book presents findings 

                                                      

4It is important to note that Hochschild has written several books since The Managed Heart that deal with 

questions of labour, emotions, and capitalism. The reason that I engage exclusively with this early text 

(1983) is because it remains a much-cited source in sociological and other academic literature on emotions, 

and because her subsequent books shift to questions of consumption, time, and family and do not as 

thoroughly describe or engage with processes of emotional labour as she does here. 
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from Hochschild’s mixed-method, qualitative research with flight attendants and uses this 

profession as one of two case studies5 of how labourers are made to mobilize their 

feelings as part of their work. Hochschild defines emotional labour as labour that 

“requires one to induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance 

that produces the proper state of mind in others” (7); in other words, when a worker 

engages in emotional labour they manipulate their own emotions in order to achieve a 

certain emotional disposition, with the ultimate aim of producing a desired emotional 

disposition in other people. For example, the flight attendants who Hochschild 

interviewed explained that the enactment of a cheerful and empathetic disposition was 

necessary for maintaining the comfort and happiness of their passengers and described 

intentionally cultivating such a disposition. 

In my interviews with women who work in the anti-violence sector, I asked 

questions designed to explore how emotional labour factored into their work. While their 

responses push up against the theoretical limitations of Hochschild’s work (which I will 

address later on), the basic initial definition of emotional labour as the performance of a 

particular emotion in order to generate an emotion in other people fits with some of my 

participant’s descriptions. Below is an excerpt from my interview with Irene, a frontline 

support worker in a women’s shelter.  

Roxanne: Can you tell me about how your work involves engaging 

emotionally with other people? 

                                                      

5 The second case study in The Managed Heart is of debt collectors. 
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Irene: That’s a complicated question to answer...I mean we have to be 

emotionally connected. We're dealing with a population that is so… is so 

aware of both verbal and nonverbal body cues. If you are not connected 

with that person, if you are not holding that space with that person for that 

person, they're going to know. And they're going to take it as a sign that 

you're a threat, or they're going to take it as validation that what they have 

to say or what they're feeling isn't worth it. 

 

Irene identifies emotional labour as a critical component of her job. ‘Holding 

space’, being present and connected with a person and demonstrating a non-judgmental 

and caring disposition, is, for Irene, an essential part of frontline work, as it helps to 

create a feeling of emotional safety for clients. Irene points to the importance of 

nonverbal body cues in the work of holding space, indicating that the emotional labour of 

holding space requires one to embody the emotional disposition they are trying to 

cultivate. Irene’s insights resonate with Hochschild’s claim that emotional “labour calls 

for a coordination of mind and feeling” (7), defining “feeling, like emotion, as a sense, 

like the sense of hearing or sight. In a general way, we experience it when bodily 

sensations are joined with what we see or imagine” (17). Hochschild is writing well 

before the ‘affective turn’ and its corresponding emphasis on affect’s visceral and 

embodied qualities, and yet she stresses the importance of the body throughout her 

analysis. Moreover, she offers an account of feeling or emotion as simultaneously having 

a basis in the body and being generated, shaped, and given meaning by social 

arrangements.  

If we conceive of feeling not as a periodic abdication to biology but as 

something we do by attending to inner sensation in a given way, by 

defining situations in a given way, by managing in given ways, then it 
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becomes plainer just how plastic and susceptible to reshaping techniques a 

feeling can be. (27; emphasis in original) 

 

Hochschild offers a theory of emotion as something that we do, a process that has a 

transformative effect on the doer. In particular, her concept of deep acting emphasizes 

this quality of emotion. She describes the process of deep acting as the cultivation of a 

feeling that one desires to present: the work of generating and feeling the emotion that 

they are trying to convey to others. This orchestration of feeling involves the subject’s 

sensitivity to the norms surrounding feeling in a given context – a sense of what one 

should feel – and a sense of what practices might invoke or instill that emotion (for 

example, drawing on emotional memories or on hypothetical emotional situations in 

order to invoke emotion). There are moments in Hochschild’s analysis where she slips 

into a positioning of the subject as the rational manipulator of their feelings, overstating 

the emotional labourer’s autonomy over their emotions and affective life. However, at its 

best, Hochschild’s work in The Managed Heart offers a theory of affect and emotion as 

an embodied communication system: inherently relational, fully visceral, while still 

socially and politically situated.  

2.2 Affective Labour Beyond Institutions: Neoliberalism’s Expansion of Spheres 

of Exchange 

The Managed Heart is primarily concerned with the ways that workers labour 

emotionally as part of paid employment, and thus Hochschild’s central interest lies with 

the institutional management and regulation of feeling in workplace contexts. For 
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example, Hochschild’s ethnographic research takes her to the Delta Airline’s Stewardess 

Training Centre, where flight attendants are explicitly trained in emotional management. 

Flight attendants who attend the training centre learn ‘anger desensitization’ and work 

through roleplay scenarios in which they practice dealing with difficult passengers. 

Reflecting on the impacts that this kind of training or explicit emotional pedagogy has on 

flight attendants’ emotional lives, Hochschild is interested in the question of “how deep 

institutions can go into an individual’s emotional life” (28) and a consideration of the 

consequences when “emotional management moves up to the level of the institution” 

(49). Institutions are particularly dense sites of emotional management, as many people’s 

experiences of emotional labour are in relation to the particular policies and practices of 

the organization at which they are employed (including my research participants, all but 

one of whom currently are or have at one point been paid employees or volunteers at 

women’s shelters, sexual assault centres, women’s counseling and advocacy agencies, 

community colleges, or universities). 

While not discounting the important work of attending to institutional contexts of 

affective labour, I want to stress that adequately thinking through affective labour in the 

context of neoliberal capitalism requires thorough attention to the broader context in 

which institutions are situated. What I mean specifically is that it is critical to theorize the 

ways that neoliberalism, as a diffuse, capacious governing rationality, shapes affective 

labour beyond institutions. As discussed in the introduction to this thesis, neoliberalism 

can be described as a political logic that reorganizes and reshapes life according to the 
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logic of capital (Brown 2015). Emotional and affective labour take shape in relation to 

this neoliberal rationality, which shapes institutional cultures and practices, and also 

functions as a system of normativity that generates affective subjectivity through 

multiple, diffuse, power-laden sites.  

Importantly, much of the scholarship on emotional labour has located this labour 

within gendered systems of normativity, pointing in particular to the ways in which 

cultural constructions of women as naturally more caring, nurturing, and emotional have 

led to the naturalization of women’s emotional labour (Mirchandani 2003). Kiran 

Mirchandani (2003) points out, however, in that performing a gendered analysis of 

emotion work, studies tend to rely on and reinscribe homogenous and universalized 

categories of ‘men’ and ‘women’, not attending to the multiple axis of difference within 

these categories. Indeed, she notes that “little to no attention has been paid to the 

racialized dimensions of emotion work” (721) and stressed the importance of attending to 

“the relationship between the occupation of workers and their social location within 

interactive race, class, and gender hierarchies” (722). In attending to how neoliberalism, 

as a governing rationality, shapes experiences of emotional and affective labour, it is 

critical to attend to how relations of gender, race, class, sexuality, and other meaningful 

forms of difference complicate and shape that labour. The affective labour emerging from 

the intensification of neoliberal logics always also involves the negotiation of difference, 

power, and privilege. 



 

 

 

44 

Brown’s (2015) conceptualization of homo oeconomicus is helpful in beginning to 

address the question of how neoliberalism demands particular forms of affective labour. 

Homo oeconomicus – a normative model of the most valuable human according to the 

logic of market value – situates some emotional dispositions as more desirable than 

others. The particular content of the most valuable emotional disposition is context-

specific, and a comprehensive description or analysis of what the content of a normative 

affective disposition or “emotional habitus” (Gould 2005) of homo oeconomicus looks 

like in the context of anti-violence work will take place in the next chapter. For the 

purposes of my argument here, I want to emphasize that neoliberalism makes particular 

affective dispositions and forms of affective labour normative, and that the affective 

logics of neoliberalism that compel affective labour work through multiple sites, not only 

though institutions. 

Neoliberal logics come to bear on the affective labour undertaken in paid 

employment and institutional settings, as well as on the affective labour that subjects 

engage in when managing their emotions as part of everyday life. While the affective 

imperatives of neoliberalism come to bear on institutional and workplace contexts, they 

also come to bear on the ways that we engage emotionally in casual, intimate, familial, 

and otherwise ordinary and everyday contexts. We subtly manage and maneuver our own 

emotions, influenced by the cultural logics of emotion that discipline not only behaviour 

but rather our embodiment of emotion, shaping our affective responses and experiences. 

There are times when we might be aware of these norms and intentionally manage 
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ourselves accordingly, but most emotional norms and our self-transformations in 

relationship to them also happen tacitly, under the surface of conscious awareness. These 

norms are always gendered, racialized, and classed: positioning people of colour, women, 

and poor people as having to affectively self-regulate in order to navigate a neoliberal 

system of logic that is simultaneously racist, heteropatriarchal, and classist (Srivastava 

2005; Mirchandani 2003). 

While everyday affective labour occurs outside the context of waged 

employment, this is not to say that it is removed from the logics of neoliberal capitalism, 

or outside relations of exchange. The labour one undertakes to mange one’s own feelings 

and affective disposition, for example, while not obviously commercialized or 

commodified, is not a private or individual affair, divorced from cultures of capitalism. 

As early as the 1960s and 1970s, socialist feminists (Firestone 1970; Eisenstein 1979; 

Mitchell 1966) drew attention to the ways in which women’s socially reproductive labour 

– including housework, child rearing, and other caring labour – rather than being outside 

of relations of capitalism, is in fact central to and constitutive of capitalist relationships of 

production and exchange. Household labour and caring labour, activities long-

constructed as women’s natural feminine activities within the private sphere of the home 

and family, and thus not counted as productive labour, became politicized sites of 

feminist struggle and debate. Indeed, Kathi Weeks (2007) argues that “one of socialist 

feminism’s major achievements […] was to rethink dominant conceptions of what counts 

as labour and attend to its gendered relations in a time when work was typically still 
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equated with waged production of material goods” (235). As Robin Goodman (2013) 

puts it, “considering reproductive work on the same historical plane as capitalist 

production allowed [feminist] theorists” (41) to critically attend to the specificity of 

women’s labour and subordination under capitalism. While there was a diversity of 

theoretical positions on the relationship between capitalism and reproductive labour 

within 1960s and 1970s socialist feminisms, and indeed some socialist feminist thinkers 

upheld the notion of ‘dual systems’ or separate reproductive and productive spheres6, for 

Weeks, the conversations among socialist feminist thinkers expanded the categories of 

work and labour and laid the foundations for the critical interrogation of easy distinctions 

between labour as either inside or outside of capitalist relations.  

In addition to these socialist feminist critiques that situate ‘private’ relations of 

care and reproductive labour firmly within capitalist political economies, academic work 

that is focused on the present conditions of neoliberal capitalism further render untenable 

a conceptual division between emotional labour that happens on the market and private 

emotional management. Again, I drawn on Wendy Brown (2015) here, as her analysis 

poignantly illustrates how neoliberalism applies economic logics and metrics to all 

realms of life, transcending conventional boundaries between public and private spheres. 

She suggests that “although we continue to refer to ‘the’ economy – its activity, health, 

growth rates, predicaments – this usage is becoming almost anachronistic as the 

boundaries of the economic erode through the neoliberal dissemination of market metrics 

                                                      

6 See Weeks (2007) for her critique of socialist feminists’ reliance on a separate sphere model.  
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to all other spheres of life and human activity” (82). Michael Hardt (1999) agrees that 

under post-industrial, neoliberal capitalism, “production has become communicative, 

affective, de-instrumentalized” (96) and so thickly intertwined with human relations that 

any distinction between economics and culture breaks down. There is no emotional 

relationality that is private, insofar as the private is conceptualized as describing a realm 

of existence or activity situated outside the reach of economic, cultural, and political 

logics. For Brown, in neoliberalism, we are always already on the marketplace; we 

manage ourselves as if we were on the market, oriented towards our competitive value 

and a futurity of exchange. There are few, if any, spaces where the logic of capital isn’t a 

generative force, and indeed, the reorientation of the human according to economic 

metrics transcends any divisions of public and private life and diffuses into life via 

multiple nodes. This is to say that the ways in which we labour are always subject to the 

logic of capital because we as subjects are always subject to the logic of capital. Thus, the 

private management of feelings and personal relationships is not truly private, but is 

rather a form of labour, even though it is not waged. 

2.3 The Affective Labour of Feminist Consciousness  

To illustrate some of this thinking about affective labour that I’ve outlined so far – 

particularly the ways in which it occurs in relation to neoliberal logics broadly speaking 

rather than within a wage relation, I draw on excerpts from my interview with Emerson, a 

graduate student whose research and advocacy are focused on sexual violence and 

domestic violence. From the outset of our interview, Emerson indicates that the labour 
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involved in her anti-violence work cannot be contained within a narrow definition of 

labour as that which is waged. Rather, her labour permeates her life as a person dedicated 

to ending violence.  

Roxanne: To being with I was hoping that you could tell me a little bit 

about how you're involved in anti-violence work. 

Emerson: I would say I'm formally, informally, personally, institutionally 

involved in anti-violence work. It’s labour but also a commitment to 

things, so it's hard for me to distinguish between the labour activities that I 

do along with activities that I wouldn't necessarily count. The most 

obvious answer to your question is that I spend my time working on the 

board of a domestic violence shelter, doing crisis support for the sexual 

assault centre, thinking through how to deal with rape culture on campus, 

and trying to do community-based prevention projects. But there are also 

more intangible kinds of labour that are hard to get at. Like chatting with 

your colleagues and reminding them that sexual violence matters. It can be 

hard, because I often feel like I’m the only voice bringing these things up. 

Roxanne: Can you say more about how you find it hard to distinguish 

between the labour and the commitment? 

Emerson: So, the anti violence work that I’m involved in takes a lot of my 

time. And some of the work is recognized and some of it's not, which 

matters when you're thinking about the ways that labour is counted. For 

me it becomes really blurry because I see everything as sort of coming 

together and making sense around a commitment to end gender-based 

violence through whatever labour I can put into it, as well as things that 

are not traditionally considered labour like having conversations with 

people and building relationships. I find it hard to distinguish but then I 

also feel a pressure from my supervisor to distinguish between work 

related to my thesis, and then all of my other stuff as extracurricular, 

which I have a really hard time with. 

When asked to describe her labour, Emerson points out the ways that some work counts 

as labour, while other work is rendered into the category of private, extracurricular 

activity. For her, all of her activities coalesce around her commitment to ending violence 
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and her orientation of her time and efforts (both affective and intellectual) towards this 

commitment. In other words, all of this activity is experienced as labour directed towards 

the production of a world without violence, although only her research activities 

sometimes fall into the realm of paid labour. In our conversation, Emerson indicated that, 

in particular, the affective labour she engages in transcends conventional categorizations 

of what counts as labour. In the following passage, she speaks to the anger she often feels 

about sexual violence, as well as the anger she feels in response to the words or actions of 

others – in particular, men – who are ignorant of the issue of sexual violence or who are 

actively participating in sexist conversations or behaviours. She describes how the labour 

of managing this anger, both in public interactions and in her personal life, is challenging. 

Emerson: I lose patience with people easier around sexual violence when 

they don't see it as important. It’s so frustrating. We’re talking about a 

fundamental thing, an experience that no one should go through. So, while 

I don't think I need to be more patient with these people I also see the 

downside of sometimes not being as patient with someone who’s not 

willing to discuss these issues because they could become an ally. I 

remember being at a party with a colleague and a lot of her friends were 

conservative assholes and they had started making rape jokes and I had to 

leave. I just don't have patience for those things. There’s a lot of emotional 

labour that goes into correcting someone. I can get really angry around 

these things and I don’t think it's bad to be angry around it at all, but, it 

just takes a toll on you and sometimes it's isolating because my partner 

will be like “why are you so mad about this” and I’ll tell him “cause I can't 

handle another rape joke, like I can't handle it!” and he's like "okay I get 

that, but I don't get your anger', which I think also adds to the emotional 

labour, to have to explain your labour, or your anger. 

Emerson’s narrative here illustrates the management of anger and frustration as examples 

of day-to-day affective labour involved in negotiating rape culture, labour that is neither 

paid nor recognized. She demonstrates how the affective and relational labour is not 
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limited to the work that she is paid for or formally recognized as doing. Rather, her 

affective self-management (like suppressing anger in order to maintain professional and 

personal relationships), and the work she does to get other people to care about sexual 

violence (to get them to feel differently) extends far into her life outside the realm of paid 

labour or the official duties of any of her work or volunteer positions. In cases where 

Emerson feels that she must bring up sexual violence in spaces where it is not considered 

a pressing issues, she takes up the position of what Sara Ahmed (2010) names the 

“feminist killjoy” (50): a figure who points out the workings of patriarchy and oppression 

and refuses to go along with or participate in forms of happiness that rely on the elision 

of that oppression. This figure is an “affect alien” (41) – one who is considered strange 

because of their refusal to go along with normative ways of feeling. Killing joy by 

occupying this position of affective alienation simultaneously performs affective and 

political work, by shedding light on troubling social and political issues and disrupting 

the happiness or complacency of others (Ahmed 2010).   

 All of life’s moments and interactions hold potential to be opportunities to 

challenge rape culture, and Emerson situates herself as always potentially laboring to 

bring about change: always potentially taking up the position of the feminist killjoy. This 

illustrates the breaking down of divisions between productive and reproductive labour, 

and also suggests that neoliberalism’s positioning of all of life’s activities as potential 

moments of productivity and its impetus to constantly produce and increase one’s value 

as homo oeconomicus have come into a congruence with the aims of feminist anti-
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violence politics. This is a key finding in Beth Uzwiak’s (2013) research. She conducted 

ethnographic research with women working at a feminist human rights NGO, and found 

that individual advocates were situated at the intersection of their personal commitment 

to feminism and a neoliberal imperative to be self-sacrificing and self-regulating subjects. 

The women she interviewed struggled with being overworked and exhausted, and 

Uzwiak’s analysis indicates that “burnout is linked to personal ideological beliefs in both 

human rights and feminism” (130), in that activists devoted themselves to their 

organizations despite their frustration with these organizations’ neoliberal, managerial 

practices. Workers strived to be ‘good activists’ or ‘good feminists’, and would endure 

unreasonable demands for productivity in the name of feminist politics and feminist 

identity, a symptom of what Uzwiak describes as “the fallout of feminist ideology as it 

collides with neoliberal values” (129). Similarly, in Stephen Valocchi’s (2010) life 

history interviews with more than thirty activists, his participants emphasized how their 

deep commitment to social justice was tied to their experience of burnout: how caring 

intensely about social change fueled their labour but also tied their sense of self-worth to 

their productivity, which was taken as an indicator of one’s commitment to activism and 

identity as a ‘good’ activist.  

 Above, Emerson described the impetus to be a good feminist not as something 

that emerged from a particular workplace, but rather from her commitment to feminism 

and anti-violence work more broadly and the apprehension of all of life as potentially 

productive of change. Emerson’s personal commitment to the political goal of ending 
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violence and her attachment to a feminist politics renders everyday interactions and 

activities into acts of labour. What I mean here is that moving through the world with a 

politicized consciousness is a form of caring labour: the affective labour of caring about 

injustice and inequity, and the desire to align one’s actions with a feminist politics. 

Sandra Bartky (1975) has described feminist consciousness as an anguished 

consciousness: an acute and painful awareness of conditions of oppression, and a sense of 

responsibility for struggling to change those conditions. While this anguish can be 

politically generative, in that it animates feminist activisms and demands for social 

change, it nonetheless can be a difficult burden to bear. Emerson’s feminist politics 

situate her in the affective and political position of feeling that she ought to intervene in 

other people’s expressions of sexism or rape culture in daily interactions, and also comes 

to bear on her feelings of anger and frustration in constantly coming up against such 

expressions. Emerson describes her anger at sexual violence, the constraints around her 

ability to express this anger, the unintelligibility of her anger to others (including her 

partner), and the demand for her to provide a rational account of her anger, as all creating 

a particular kind of affective labour: the labour of caring, of being angry, and the burden 

of compartmentalizing that anger or being made to provide a rational account of her 

feelings. Her experiences suggest that embodying the position of an affect alien (Ahmed 

2010) can be deeply exhausting; when one’s life and affective energies are so fully 

directed towards enacting political change that being affectively at odds with the world is 

an ordinary experience, this can prove to be extremely labourious.  
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Overall, Emerson’s account of her labour makes the point that her experiences of 

labour and labouring do not abide by their analytical separation into waged/unwaged, 

private/commercialized, or productive/reproductive. Her own labour renders these 

categories inadequate, as her affective, intellectual, relational efforts are all directed 

toward realizing a world free of violence, regardless of whether or not she is paid for 

them. Her political orientation and her affective attachment to the goal of ending violence 

position her as engaging in the labour of caring, and inform her work of enduring 

exhausting and frustrating conditions of work in the name of feminist social change. 

Further, all of this labour takes place in the context of neoliberal governmentality, in 

which all of her labour is tied up with the imperative for human beings to maximize their 

potential and increase their value. As Uzwiak (2013) points out, neoliberal 

governmentality comes to bear on how feminist anti-violence workers understand and 

practice their activist identities, encouraging self-sacrifice and heightened productivity in 

the name of social change. While neoliberalism was not explicitly a central aspect of 

Emerson’s narrative here, I argue that it constitutes the background to her insights (and 

indeed, she spoke at length about neoliberalism throughout her interview). The kinds of 

personal sacrifice and dedication she gives to the work can be understood as emerging 

both from her feminist attachments and from the neoliberal imperative to be a self-

sacrificing, committed, and competent worker-subject (Uzwiak 2013). Thus, her affective 

labour is carried out in relation to this political and affective context.  
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In describing the political and affective context of Emerson’s affective labour, it 

is critical to point out how dynamics of gender, race, nation, and class are at play. The 

specificity of Emerson’s experiences matters: as a white cis woman with class privilege, 

she is not positioned as having to labour to endure racism, classism, or transphobia; she is 

exempt from performing the “emotion work of dealing with inequity” (Mirchandani 

2003, 738) as it pertains to all aspects of her social location other than her gender. While 

she can labour to do work that addresses these forms of oppression, she does is not 

actively harmed by them and thus this labour is not linked to her own survival. As she 

struggles to challenge violence against women and grapples with the normative impulses 

of neoliberalism, her whiteness provides the background for her experience (Ahmed 

2007), allowing her to navigate the white-dominated anti-violence organizations and 

social networks that she is part of with a relative sense of ease. Emerson’s whiteness can 

be conceived as a political and affective resource. As Ahmed (2007) might put it, the 

institutional whiteness of mainstream VAW organizations supports and extends 

Emerson’s being within these spaces, whereas people of colour experience the same 

institutional whiteness as inhibiting and constraining. Emerson does not have to fight for 

the experiences of white women to be taken seriously, because white womanhood is the 

taken-for granted norm. Her affective labour can be directed towards challenging racism, 

but not made to bear the affective burden of experiencing racist oppression. 
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2.4  (Im)Material Labour, Human Vital Energy, and the Corporeality of 

Affective Labour 

 Autonomist Marxism is another theoretical home for the study of affective labour 

that provides rich insight into its political and affective context. Those writing in the 

autonomist Marxist tradition challenge and ultimately refuse the separation of 

reproductive and productive labour. According to Kathi Weeks (2011), autonomist 

Marxists (among others) have pointedly updated Marxian theory for the post-Fordist 

context and demonstrated that “under the conditions of post-Fordist production, the very 

same practices deemed unproductive in one site directly produce value in another and 

thus this simple distinction between what is inside or outside the circuits of capitalist 

valorization becomes increasingly untenable” (238). An example of this is the work of 

emotional support or ‘holding space’, which is not productive of capital value in private, 

interpersonal contexts, but is productive of value when workers at anti-violence agencies 

support survivors. It could be the case that clients pay for support and counseling, 

whereas some agencies receive government funding based on the number of clients they 

support – either way, the affective labour of emotional support falls into the realm of 

capitalist value. 

Indeed, Michael Hardt (1999) argues that affective labour – in our contemporary 

post-industrial moment – is central to capitalist production. This is in large part because 

of the Global North’s shift to a service economy, in which relationality is the site of 

capitalist exchange and human relationships themselves become commodified. Service 

labour, for Hardt, is characterized by the important role of “knowledge, information, 
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communication, and affect” (91). The ways in which this labour requires the mobilization 

of the self – one’s intellectual, energetic, affective and relational capacities – renders any 

clear difference between the production of value and the reproduction of life itself 

difficult to ascertain, since we draw on these capacities in all of our interactions and all of 

our interactions are ultimately steeped in neoliberal capitalism. As Weeks puts it, “social 

reproduction can no longer be usefully identified with a particular site, let alone imagined 

as a sphere insulated from capital’s logics” (Weeks, 238). So while political commitment 

and affective attachments to the feminist labour of preventing and responding to violence 

already confound attempts to place boundaries between what counts as labour and what 

does not, such attempts are further rendered futile by the conditions of post-Fordism. 

Hardt categorizes multiple forms of service labour together as immaterial labour: 

“labour that produces an immaterial good, such as a service, knowledge, or 

communication” (93), and specifies that affective labour requires the production or 

manipulation of affects in the context of either virtual or actual human contact and 

relationality. He writes: “[Affective] labour is immaterial, even if it is corporeal and 

affective, in the sense that its products are intangible: a feeling of ease, well-being, 

satisfaction, excitement, passion – even a sense of connectedness or community” (96). I 

want to make a few interventions into Hardt’s conception of the immateriality of 

affective labour, as I believe that positioning affective labour in this ways has untenable 

implications for how the body of the subject that labours is imagined. First, feelings – the 

‘products’ of affective labour – are not intangible. While they are perhaps not visible, or 
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not transparently so, affective states are felt viscerally in the body, and indeed create 

material changes in the body. This can be true both for the individual who consumes or is 

the intended subject of affective labour and the subject who performs affective labour. 

Indeed, I wonder how Hardt’s conception of labour makes sense of the embodied 

experience of the affective labourer, a subject whose bodily capacities can be affected in 

material ways – who is materially transformed – by her labour. I argue that a conception 

of affective labour as immaterial labour does not adequately account for the materiality 

of bodies that labour, and thus cannot adequately attend to the complexity of bodies that 

are exhausted by labouring affectively. The materiality of the body must be made central 

in an account of the exhausting effects of labour. 

My research participants’ accounts of their labour, but also the particular ways in 

which they experienced being exhausted by their labour, illustrate the importance of 

accounting for corporeality and the materiality of embodiment in thinking through 

affective labour. Jennifer, a counselor and legal advocate for women who has 

experienced relationship violence, describes her labour: 

Roxanne: In what ways do you engage with people’s emotions in your 

work? How would you describe that? 

Jennifer: In the family court support role that I do, it’s less therapeutic and 

more practical support. So people are coming in and I’m providing them 

with information about their rights, their options, the ways things work in 

the legal system, and how I can them navigate it. When my position was 

created the ministry made it pretty clear that this was not a counseling 

role, but when you’re in it it’s impossible to avoid people’s emotions 

being involved in this kind of situation. If you think about a family in 

separation and having to go through the legal process, going to Family 

Court and things like that, it’s stressful for anyone. So someone who’s 
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been in an abusive relationship and having to deal with that, it just adds to 

the complexity of it. So my clients certainly come in often feeling scared 

and defeated, and those emotions are pretty present in the room. I think as 

far as how I engage with emotions is that…I try to be an empathetic and a 

safe person. I do a lot of normalizing of people's feelings because they’ll 

often come in and think that what they’re feeling isn’t normal or that 

something's wrong with it. I meet them at whatever level they’re at and let 

them know that what they are experiencing is okay and is normal. I think 

that it's just trying to create a sense of comfort and relationship-building so 

that people feel safe expressing those emotions to me. 

Like Irene (whose description of the labour of holding space was discussed earlier in this 

chapter), Jennifer describes affective labour as a key part of her job. Creating a sense of 

emotional safety, validating and normalizing people’s emotions, and otherwise holding 

space for clients’ complex emotional experiences, are the basis for the relationships that 

Jennifer creates with her clients. Importantly, she identifies engaging emotionally with 

clients as a part of the job that is invisible, in that it evades her official job description. 

This illustrates the porousness of any boundaries drawn between labour and non-labour. 

She also talked about the how the labour of hearing people’s stories and providing them 

with support during difficult times could be emotionally difficult. 

Jennifer: It can be hard. The stories that I hear everyday are really hard 

stories and it can change your worldview and it can be it can be tough 

when you're hearing these things everyday to stay hopeful and feel like 

and remember that there is good in the world. I certainly have been and 

am affected by hearing all these tough, painful stories and knowing that 

these people are living these stories and so certainly that’s something that I 

am sensitive to. I’ve had to learn ways of being able to carry that and not 

be consumed by it. 

Jennifer’s metaphor of being consumed by the painful stories of others in the context of 

her description of how she is affected by her work gestures, in my mind, to the 
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corporeality of affective labour. When she described her experience of burnout, she more 

fully describes the physical impacts of this work. 

Roxanne: You mentioned experiencing burnout in the crisis intake 

position. You might not have called it burnout yet, or maybe you did, but 

what was the first time you realized something was wrong? 

Jennifer: Well I know that I was leaving work every day feeling….really 

high anxiety and I would get into my car and just feel like I was about to 

fly through the roof of my car. I just felt stressed all the time. My body 

didn't feel well. 

Burnout manifested, for Jennifer, in corporeal experiences of anxiety and stress. Her 

account suggests that she was overtaken or consumed by the intense affective demands of 

her work, and the exhaustion or hyper-activation of her affective capacities. This points, I 

suggest, to the embodiedness and thus the materiality of affective labour. My 

conversation with Ainslie further gives weight to a theory of affective labour as material 

labour in that the efforts of affective engagement draw on corporeal capacities and have 

material effects on the bodies labouring subjects. Below, she describes the emotional 

labour involved in her front-line shelter work.  

Roxanne: How do you see the work that you've done in this field as 

involving engaging emotionally with people? 

Ainslie: Well, it’s two ways. Well, there are lots of ways. But the ways 

that I was influenced most directly was working with people that were 

coming in and out of these services, and then also working with my fellow 

employees. So those were two very different methods of engagement that 

were extremely emotionally taxing. I was working with people in the 

shelter system on a case-to-case basis and getting to know them, with 

varying degrees of emotional connection. But I think it's an impossible 

field of work to be in without becoming somehow emotionally engaged. 

And then working with the staff is an entirely different beast. Because…it 
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is such a sensitive and often volatile environment…it’s very emotionally 

charged. 

Roxanne: Can you talk a little bit more about that? About what made the 

environment volatile? 

Ainslie: Well, I have one specific experience working in Vancouver at a 

shelter. I shared an office with this other woman and it was a very volatile 

environment. This particular person wasn't doing any of their own 

emotional work that you need to do in order to be able to sustain yourself 

in this field. Having to deal with her every single day was harder for me 

than having to deal with the clients, because it’s a particular kind of 

energy that you have to absorb. And in that case it was very negative. 

Plus, it’s also a very political environment. So often times there're all 

kinds of different political beliefs. Those kinds of politics come out with 

your coworkers and you hear the kinds of things that they say and you 

know what their beliefs are, and so that can be an intensely emotional 

challenge because you do have to work with these people, even if you 

vehemently disagree with their politics. 

Ainslie’s account illustrates multiple forms of affective labour that she engaged in. 

Importantly, she suggests that her interactions and relationships with coworkers, rather 

than clients, was an intensely draining and emotionally laborious aspect of her work. In 

particular, she describes the emotional toll of working with people and in an environment 

not aligned with her feminist politics. This resonates with Emerson’s tiresome 

experiences of navigating non-feminist spaces and my suggestion that feminist 

consciousness can be understood as a mode or caring labour in that it can make everyday 

situations and spaces laborious, wearing on one’s affective capacities. Ainslie’s 

description of how absorbing the negative energies of her coworkers impacted her on an 

emotional level further points to the embodied impacts of affective labour. This metaphor 

of absorption, like Jennifer’s metaphor of consumption, gestures towards the corporeal. 

Ainslie further drew on this metaphor when describing what it was like to burn out. 
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Roxanne: With your work, were there moments where you had an 

experience that you would describe as burnout? Or maybe you described it 

as something else… 

Ainslie: I actually got sick. So like…burnout, that is a thing. It is not not a 

real thing. I became so depressed. I had no hope for anything. I literally 

was just like “everything is really fucked up”. I didn’t figure out that I had 

incredibly and intensely burnt out until about a year after I had completely 

walked away from that kind of workout altogether. I was devastatingly 

depressed, debilitatingly depressed for about a year after that, and I 

actually just had a clear epiphany one day. I was like “oh, there’s a 

sickness inside of me. I have absorbed something very bad”. And I 

realized that I had experienced burnout and that’s what had happened. And 

that's why I was so depressed 

The metaphor of absorption – of the incorporation of something external into the 

interiority of her body – coupled with her description of burnout as a sickness, illustrate 

Ainslie’s profoundly corporeal experience. Indeed, Ainslie articulates her burnout as 

related to the physically transformative effects of affect and affective labour on her body: 

a bodily incorporation of the negative affects of others and the endurance of affectively 

demanding labours and situations.  

In conceptualizing affective labour, if we center the body of the subject that 

labours and take seriously the transformative effects of labour on embodiment, we must 

also think about affective labour in terms of materiality, rather than immateriality. 

Certainly both Ainslie and Jennifer’s accounts of their experiences ask for their labour to 

be taken up in this way. Kalindi Vora’s (2012) scholarship models an approach to 

affective labour that makes embodiment central, through an attention to the use of 

biological capacities in performing labour. In her analysis of transnational surrogacy and 

call-centre work performed by workers in India, Vora conceptualizes surrogacy and call-
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centre work as modes of reproductive labour that are simultaneously biological and 

affective in that they involve “producing and transferring human vital energy directly to a 

consumer, through the work of affect and the intentional or dedicated use of bodily 

organs and processes” (682). For Vora, workers are biologically and emotionally affected 

in complex ways that trouble disembodied accounts of labour and unsettle neat 

separations of reproductive versus productive labour (or of commercialized versus private 

spheres). Vora engages with feminist materialist analyses of reproductive labour to 

theorize its dual nature: reproductive labour’s simultaneous regeneration of the labour 

force and the production of ‘immediate life’. Extending this analysis of reproductive 

labour to think about biopolitics at the global scale, her analysis calls for us to think about 

surrogacy and call-centre work as generating “the exhaustion of biological bodies and 

labours in India to extend ‘life’ in the First world” (684). This biopolitical global division 

of reproductive labour both inherits and participates in the continuation of colonial and 

imperial histories of labour, and the colonization of racialized and colonized people’s 

vital energies for the benefit of the colonizers.   

Vora centers the material body in her theorization of affective labour by attending 

to what she calls ‘human vital energy’. This concept, as I read it, captures the deep 

corporeality of affect: the inextricability of affective energies and their deployment in 

labour from the materiality and biology of bodies. Vora also attends to the exhaustion of 

the biological in the process of affective labour. Vora suggest that, given how caring and 

service work involve the use of the material, biological body and thus the engagement of 
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the worker’s whole embodied self, the bodily requirements and effects of these activities 

impact the labouring subject to the extent that a construction of a sphere of production 

and exchange that lies separate from a private sphere of reproductive is untenable. Her 

emphasis on labouring embodiment thus provides a critical intervention into the 

discussion of spheres of labour occurring throughout this chapter, as well offering an 

critical emphasis on the materiality of labour I am concerned with here. 

Returning to Hardt, I find his theorization of affective labour generative for 

thinking about labour under the conditions of post-Fordism, but his notable commitment 

to emphasizing the immateriality of affect (as an intangible product of labour) prevents 

him from accounting for the complex, embodied impacts and effects of that labour. His 

account of affective labour as immaterial seems to be reliant on his inattention to the 

experiences of the bodies that labour. In this sense, he makes the subject who labours 

invisible. Angela McRobbie (2010) points out that Hardt, Antonio Negri (a frequent 

collaborator with Hardt) and other autonomist Marxist theorists tend to avoid case studies 

or a focus on actual specific labour practices or experiences of workers. By too-often 

remaining in the realm of meta-concepts and theory and eschewing a grounded analysis, 

such theorists render difference invisible, which is particularly troubling because of how 

affective labour continues to disproportionately be the performed women and people of 

colour. Thus, a crucial difference between Hardt and Vora’s analyses of affective labour 

is perhaps not only their respective assumptions about the ontological status of bodies or 
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of affect, but rather a differing commitment to centering the experiences – the deeply 

embodied and thus material experiences – of marginalized subjects who labour. 

Upon closer reading, I find there to be an unexplored or unelaborated connection 

to the biological (or to the corporeality and materiality of affect) within Hardt’s article. 

Hardt says: “caring labour is certainly entirely immersed in the corporeal, the somatic, 

and the affects it produces are nonetheless immaterial. What affective labour produces 

are social networks, forms of community, biopower” (96). While social networks, 

communities, and biopower can be ephemeral, shifting, and nebulous, they are not 

immaterial, if we take immaterial to mean disembodied. In particular, I am troubled by 

Hardt’s position here that biopower is immaterial; biopower, while operating through 

discourse, shapes bodies in real, material ways. Hardt himself indicates that biopower “is 

the power of the creation of life” (98). To argue for biopower as the literal creation of 

life, but to hold that the biopolitical is immaterial seems deeply contradictory. Indeed, it 

is difficult for me to conceive of life without accounting for its material, visceral basis. 

Ben Anderson’s (2011) nuanced analysis of the relationship between affect and 

biopower provides further weight to my argument that affective labour ought to be 

conceptualized as material (rather than immaterial) labour, and thus that accounts of 

affective labour must center its materiality. Anderson’s interest lies in the ways that affect 

is made the object-target of biopower, and yet always also exceeds biopolitical control. 

He indicates, “to be more precise about the relation between affect and biopower it is 

useful to return to the distinction Foucault originally drew between the two ‘political 
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technologies’ that make up biopower, discipline and biopolitics" (31). He reiterates 

Foucault’s identification of two poles of biopower: the population and the body, the latter 

being the site of anatomopolitics. Anatomopolitics are “concerned with the integration of 

actions into systems of efficient control, techniques must work on what a body can do, 

will do or may do” (31). This is to say that the body’s capacities – including its affective 

capacities – are targeted for biopolitical control; situated as points of application of 

power. Affective labour, as an embodied form of labour, is a site through which biopower 

works. In the chapters that follow, I will more specifically describe the particular 

embodied and affective capacities that are cultivated and engaged by my research 

participants in order to elaborate and illustrate the connections between affect, 

biopolitics, neoliberalism and affective labour. 

 In this chapter, I have drawn on multiple theoretical sites, including my research 

participants’ narratives, in order to think through how best to attend to affective labour. 

My analysis suggests that an analytical separation between affective labour in the sphere 

of exchange and private affective management is an inadequate framework for attending 

to lived experiences of the affective labour involved in anti-violence work. Indeed, my 

participants’ description of how their labour is tied up with their political values and 

identities and their identification of everyday interactions as sites of emotional 

management and affective labour refute such a framework. These insights, when 

considered together with contemporary neoliberalism’s effect of transforming life itself 

into a realm of exchange, productively expand the definition of what ‘counts’ as labour. 
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Further, I suggest that the deeply embodied experience of labouring affectively in the 

context of anti-violence work that my research participants describe challenges a 

construction of affective labour as immaterial labour.  

 In the next chapter, I get more specific about the conditions and experiences of 

affective labour in the anti-violence sectors. I will consider how neoliberal and other 

political shifts have translated into the everyday experiences of women who work in the 

VAW field, and think through what further kinds of affective labour arise out of this 

context, bringing attention to how the bodily energies that workers direct towards anti-

violence goals are incorporated into depoliticizing neoliberal projects. 
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Chapter 3                                                                                                           

Professionalism and Everyday Labour: Exploring the Emotional Habitus and 

Political Horizon of the VAW Sector 

In this chapter I seek to describe the everyday, ordinary affective experiences of 

anti-violence workers. I begin by locating the experiences of my research participants 

within the broader political, economic, and institutional histories of anti-violence 

organizations in Canada in order to parse out the various systemic neoliberal pressures 

that come to bear on feminist anti-violence organizations and the experiences of people 

working within them. I will move from a brief discussion of this larger history to an 

elaboration of how the macro-political processes of neoliberalization and 

institutionalization play out in the register of the everyday, considering particular 

practices in which workers are made to engage: the ordinary labour that constitutes these 

shifts in grounded, material, relational contexts. I draw on Deborah Gould’s (2009) 

concept of emotional habitus to help explain the relationship between the changing 

political landscape of anti-violence work (or more specifically, the depoliticization of 

anti-violence organizations) and the ordinary affective experiences of anti-violence 

workers as they engage with clients, co-workers, managers, and publics, and as they 

understand, mobilize, and mange their own affects. Specifically, the dominant emotional 

habitus of VAW work can characterized by the norm of professionalism, which is 

simultaneously connected to the shrinking or containing of the political, the constraining 

of affective intensity and emotional expression, and the limiting of relationality between 
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workers and clients. I argue that the everyday processes of labour that workers carry out, 

as embodied enactments of neoliberal political and discursive shifts, occur in a co-

constituting relationship with an emotional habitus that is aligned with neoliberal logics. 

Workers take up (and also sometimes contest) neoliberalism as a network of embodied 

and relational practices.  

The emotional and affective life of ordinary antiviolence work – the day-to-day 

negotiation of policies, practices, and relationships – is an important site for exploring the 

effect of neoliberal shifts and logics in antiviolence work and for locating resistance and 

creative subversion of these logics. I hope for my analysis here to highlight how feminist 

subjects remain politicized and strive to live in accordance with their political values and 

ethics at work in the face of a constantly shrinking political sphere and increased 

organizational resistance to feminist politics.  

3.1 From Grassroots Feminist Organizing to Complicity with the State: A Brief 

History of VAW Organizations in Canada 

Since their emergence in the 1970s as largely grassroots organizations, feminist 

anti-violence agencies have been subjected to ongoing, systemic neoliberal 

reorganization (Beres et al. 2009; Knight and Rodgers 2012; Wies 2013; Uzwiak 2013). 

The resulting changes in institutional, discursive, funding, and policy contexts have had 

tangible impacts on the conditions in which anti-violence workers carry out their labour, 

and the experience of the labour itself. As my analysis will indicate, the history of 

women’s organizing informs most of my research participant’s political subjectivities – 
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many are highly attuned to the politicized roots of the anti-violence movement, historical 

transformation of anti-violence work under neoliberalism, and the implications of this 

transformation for their own labour. Thus, a brief discussion of a larger history of 

feminism and anti-violence politics in Canada will allow for a deeper and more complex 

consideration of both the conditions of labour and the complex affective experience of 

the labour itself.  

Many contemporary women’s shelters and sexual assault centres can trace their 

roots back to the 1960 and 70s, which marks a period of heightened feminist activism in 

Canada in which women took collective action against sexual violence and intimate 

partner violence (Beres et al. 2009). Deeply rooted in the grassroots women’s liberation 

movement, women’s collectives organized to advocate for systemic political change, 

create safe spaces for women to talk about their experiences of gender-based violence, 

facilitate peer support according to a horizontal women-helping-women model, and to 

raise women’s consciousness about the systemic nature of violence against women (Wies 

2013). Kristin Bumiller (2008) indicates that “most shelters and rape crisis centers 

formed as distinctive ‘feminist organizations’ that explicitly recognized the need for less 

hierarchy, democratic decision making, and women working with women” (3), thus 

incorporating a feminist politics of collectivity into the fabric and processes of their 

organizations. 

 As ‘women’s issues’ in general and violence against women in particular were 

taken up as policy matters in the 1970s and 1980s and the federal and provincial 
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governments began to provide financial support for some of the women’s movement’s 

anti-violence initiatives, sexual assault centres and women’s shelters “moved into more 

cooperative relationships with state actors” (Beres et al. 2009, 138) in order to secure 

funding. While this funding enabled feminist organizations to dramatically expand their 

activities and to remunerate staff for their work, it also brought these organizations into 

an uneasy relationship with the state. At the root of this unease is the way in which the 

mainstreaming of violence against women and the framing of the problem as a public 

health crisis, while bringing legitimacy to and visibility to the issue of violence against 

women, has effectively extended the disciplinary reach of the state into women’s lives 

(Bumiller 2008; Beres et al. 2009). So while the state’s involvement with this issue 

brought state funding and official recognition of the problem of violence against women, 

women’s shelters and sexual assault centres were effectively transformed into agents of 

state management and control: compelled to engage in particular techniques of 

governance in order to maintain their status as recipients of state funding. The practices 

engendered by compliance with state funding – such as keeping detailed case files on 

clients, maintaining statistics, and reporting on measurable outcomes – positions these 

organizations as sites through which survivors of gender-based violence – as a population 

– are biopolitically managed, surveilled, and disciplined in line with the aims of the state. 

Indeed, as Emi Koyama (2006) suggests, women’s shelters and other anti-violence 

agencies enact state violence against women – especially women of colour, poor women, 

and indigenous women – when they engage in such policing and disciplinary activities. 
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Reliance on state funding increases the likelihood that anti-violence organizations will 

work in complicity with state anti-violence approaches, which might include mechanisms 

to strengthen of the criminal justice system, a system which disproportionately polices 

and incarcerates people of colour, indigenous people, and poor people (Smith et al. 

2006). As Beres et al. (2009) note, while many anti-violence workers have been and 

continue to be critical of the collusion of anti-violence organizing with the state, the 

organizational structures and practices of anti-violence work shifted considerably away 

from a model that centers consciousness-raising and political advocacy towards a 

depoliticized client-services model.  

 In critiquing the neoliberalization and depoliticization of the feminist anti-

violence movement, I want to be careful not to romanticize early feminist organizations 

or movements. Emi Koyama (2006) calls for feminists to be critical of attempts to 

eulogize the pre-institutionalization battered women’s movement as a utopian movement, 

and asks for antiviolence feminists to understand that any movement that emphasizes 

‘women’s shared experience’ is likely to universalize women’s diverse experience, 

collapse differences such as race, class, and sexuality, and in doing so to naturalize 

racism, white supremacy, capitalism, and heterosexism. Discussing the limitations of 

feminist antiviolence organizations, Koyama suggests that “by focusing excessively on 

‘the power of shared experience among women’, these radical feminists created a 

movement that discourages and suppresses the discussion about the specificities of each 

woman’s experiences within a complex matrix of social inequalities and examinations of 
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ways in which some well-intentioned feminist women can and do abuse power over other 

women” (216). So while it is important to point out how problems within the anti-

violence movement have been intensified along with intensification of the neoliberal 

state’s relationship with women’s shelters and other anti-violence organization, it is as 

important to make clear that structural racism and classism have conditioned the 

movement from its very beginnings. Because of this, when critiquing depoliticization it is 

crucial not to romanticize a previous ‘more politicized’ era of anti-violence work. 

 In this earlier period of anti-violence organizing, both sexual assault centres and 

women’s shelters were predicated on a model of survivors helping survivors, with little 

distinction between those providing and receiving support. Survivors were leaders and 

decision-makers in the movement, and activism and advocacy were a central component 

of VAW organization activities. More recently, these organization have largely shifted 

towards a ‘service-delivery’ or ‘victim-services’ model in which organization staff are 

positioned as professionals holding expert knowledge over survivors’ experiences and as 

the gatekeepers to healing (Wies 2013; Beres et al. 2009). In thinking through the impacts 

of funding cuts to gender-based infrastructure and women-run organizations under the 

Conservative government of Prime Minister Stephen Harper, Knight and Rodgers (2012) 

demonstrate that changes in Status of Women Canada’s mandate resulted in “drastic cuts 

to funding for women’s groups, and [the reallocation of] funding from organizations 

supporting advocacy for women’s rights to those providing front-line service” (272). 

Moreover, changes in Status of Women Canada’s mandate and criteria for funding have 
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produced discursive and material shifts that indicate the diffusion of market rationality 

into the VAW sectors. The emphasis on client services (rather than feminist advocacy) 

reflects the reconstruction of the VAW according to market discourse and metrics. 

Indeed, the shift to a client-services model is a depoliticizing shift – one that moves away 

from a political analysis of violence against women toward one that draws on 

psychological and medical discourses to explain the problems of individual victims of 

violence. This depoliticization is particularly important for thinking about the dominant 

emotional habitus of workers; while depoliticization is a broad set of political and 

discursive processes, it comes to bear on and shape the day-to-day practices of anti-

violence labour within VAW institutions. 

3.2 The Making of Neoliberal Subjects Through Everyday Work Practices  

Having discussed the broad historical shifts shaping the conditions of anti-

violence work in Canada today, I want to narrow the scope of my analysis to focus on 

what these shifts mean for the lived, day-to-day work practices of those in the field. It is 

in the everyday realities of work that discourses come into contact with bodies and 

materialize in the world through the relationships between embodied actors; it is in the 

realm of the ordinary that subjectivities are shaped and relationships moulded in relation 

to larger cultural logics and political processes. 

Knight and Rodgers (2012) are interested in how shifts in federal and provincial 

funding structures work to govern women’s organizations by extending the logic of 

neoliberalism into the organizations themselves, impacting the activities that the 
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organizations engage in in order to fulfill their mandates, carry out programming, and 

obtain funding. They note that market rationality diffuses into the VAW sector in 

particular through fund-seeking labour. In order to access funding, anti-violence 

organizations must navigate dense grant applications, utilizing highly technical language 

and demonstrating “planned quantitative and qualitative results that are concrete and 

measurable” (277). Workers must begin to think, to articulate their labour, and to imagine 

the futures of their organizations in terms of economic or neoliberal discourses. In the 

process of seeking funding, “the various technologies that are employed in terms of 

process, evaluation, and criteria for consideration shape, normalize, and instrumentalize 

the conduct of individuals” (Knight and Rodgers 2012, 278); this is to say that through 

engaging in funding-seeking activities, feminist anti-violence organizations and the 

people who work at them are called to (re)produce and reconfigure themselves in 

alignment with neoliberal logics and values. I want to stress here the importance of Kathi 

Week’s (2007) insight that labour is always a process of asujettissement; it generates 

subjectivities. Through labouring in relation to neoliberal logics, or more specifically by 

engaging in the particular labour practices involved in keeping an anti-violence 

organization running under neoliberalism’s constant reformulating, feminist subjects are 

disciplined and affected by these logics. Their capacities as subjects are fuelled by these 

logics and directed towards the ends of value accumulation. 

Neoliberal transformations and the labour practices that they engender, as part of 

their subject-forming power, create emotional habitus that work on and shape the 
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affective lives of anti-violence workers. In Moving Politics, Deborah Gould (2009) 

develops the concept of emotional habitus as a framework for thinking through the 

interconnectedness of the social and the visceral, the political and the embodied. 

Moreover, her concept challenges the clear distinctions between the categories by 

elaborating how a social group’s “emotional dispositions, that is, members’ embodied, 

axiomatic inclinations toward certain feelings and ways of emoting” (32) are shaped by 

(but never completely reducible to) social and political processes: 

Operating beneath conscious awareness, the emotional habitus of a social 

group provides members with an emotional disposition, with a sense of 

what and how to feel, with labels for their feeling, with schemas about 

what feelings are and what they mean, with ways of figuring out and 

understanding what they are feeling. An emotional habitus contains an 

emotional pedagogy, a template for what and how to feel, in part by 

conferring on some feelings and modes of expression an axiomatic, 

natural quality and making other feeling states unintelligible within its 

terms and thus in a sense unfeelable and inexpressible. A social group’s 

emotional habitus structures what members feel and how they emote. (34) 

 

For Gould, affect is shaped and contained (although never completely) by an emotional 

habitus; an individual’s visceral responses, the meaning they intuitively make of those 

responses, if and how they communicate those responses to others, and the action they do 

or do not take emerging from those responses – these are all are shaped according to the 

emotional logics and habits of both the particular social groups that they belong to and 

the broader cultural emotional logics.  

An emotional habitus is related to people’s willingness and capacity to act and is 

thus inherently political. Gould’s analysis twins the concept of emotional habitus with the 
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notion of a political horizon – a given social group’s beliefs about what is “politically 

possible, desirable, and necessary” (3). What people feel and the sense that they make of 

those feelings affects the trajectory of political action; a collective sense about what 

actions ought to be taken is exactly that: a sense, a feeling. As Gould puts it, “emotions 

help to structure the politically thinkable, the horizon of political possibilities and of 

imaginable futures” (119). Importantly, there is a dynamic interplay between emotional 

habitus and political horizon: each feeds into and shapes the other, with the possibilities 

for change potentially emerging from either of these sites. Gould’s twin concepts of 

emotional habitus and political horizon allow me to ask: How are affect and political 

action harnessed to the logic of capital? How is the asujetissement of workers through 

their labour simultaneously generative of affective and political subjectivities? How do 

the particular kinds of labour performed in anti-violence agencies reproduce, negotiate, 

and transform emotional habitus and political horizons? How does neoliberal 

depoliticization resonate in the emotional lives of workers? With these questions in mind, 

I turn now to a discussion that draws on my research participants’ narratives in order to 

demonstrate that emotional habitus and political horizons come to bear on experiences of 

labour, and that emotional habitus and political horizons are reproduced (and also 

potentially transformed) through ordinary practices of labour – perhaps particularly 

through practices of affective labour.  

 The women I interviewed provide critical insight into what the ordinary life of 

anti-violence work in the context of neoliberalism involves and – importantly – feels like. 
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They provide situated, experiential knowledge of what neoliberal changes and shifts 

mean on the ground, and provide a critical perspective on the affective life of negotiating 

these changes. In speaking about political and organizational shifts, they simultaneously 

map out the emotional habitus of anti-violence organizations and describe the political 

horizon of the mainstream VAW sector. Each woman’s contributions to this mapping of 

an emotional habitus is necessarily partial and incomplete – limited by their particular 

location at the intersections of gender, race, class, ability, and sexuality – and I attempt to 

locate their experiences in the context of their particular interlocking privileges and 

oppression. I do not attempt here to paint a complete picture of the VAW sector, but 

rather seek to illuminate resonances between the experiences and insights of my 

participants and draw on the rich theoretical insights that they offer in order to bring 

academic literature into conversation with accounts of lived experience. 

It is important to keep in mind here that my interviews were structured around 

affective experiences; in particular, experiences of emotional exhaustion and burnout 

were the theme with which I framed the interviews. So while my conversations with 

participants covered a great deal of different topics, the undercurrent of emotions or the 

affective impacts of anti-violence work is present throughout. I asked my participants 

about factors that contributed to their work in the anti-violence field being emotionally 

difficult. Many were quick to point to questions of organizational funding and resources, 

providing grounded accounts of the neoliberal shifts described above. In reflecting on the 

sexual assault centre that she both works and volunteers at, Emerson indicates that: 
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Emerson: The sexual assault centre is in this stage where they have to 

chase money and they're chasing money from the Ministry of Health. And 

so they have to operate by those awful guidelines and those things and 

they're super problematic. So not that money fixes everything, but their 

scarce resources leads to a lot of these...problems. Because then they 

spend time chasing money and then when they're chasing money it comes 

along with reporting requirements, and it comes along with other things 

that you need to do which takes time always from other labour. 

 

Here Emerson points to how the changes in labour that are affected by shifts in neoliberal 

funding structures. Seeking money through grants requires more labour, and if grants are 

received, this produces the need for more labour in the form of reporting. She goes on: 

Emerson: I really buy into Andrea Smith's idea that non-profits actually 

are kind of hellish, in that they don't do the radical work that needs to be 

done because they do get caught up in reporting cycles. They get caught 

up in the neoliberal model, and they have to buy in to stay viable. So can 

non-profits ever be spaces where this work happens in a radical way? I 

don't know. 

 

Her insights both drawn on and contribute to feminist critiques of non-profits under 

neoliberalism, making the connection between neoliberal funding models, the exhausting 

of an organization’s labour capacity through fund-seeking activities, and the 

corresponding decrease in an organization’s capacity to do radical political advocacy. She 

draws here on the thinking of scholar and activist Andrea Smith (2009), who has noted 

how the co-optation of non-profits by state and funder interests have led to increasing 

professionalization those organizations, with an accompanying decrease in the radical 

political advocacy that non-profit organizations engage in. To use Gould’s (2009) 

language, Smith and Emerson are describing a shift in the political horizon of anti-
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violence organizations that is deeply related to larger neoliberal trends. Nicole, a 

longtime advocate in the VAW sector further illustrates the implications that the 

neoliberal models of state funding have on the political horizon of anti-violence work: 

Nicole: Going into the VAW sector, I was surprised at how 

professionalized it had become. So I found it easier working as a 

community education coordinator because I was a bit more separate and I 

could work somewhat independently. Yeah, I mean, it comes with 

neoliberalism. And I guess the cooptation came also with funding. When 

women’s shelters started, my understanding is that they were very 

grassroots and there were certainly a lot of problems related to that, but 

because it wasn't tied to government funding, there weren’t the same kind 

of expectations. And since it is now tied to government funding there's 

more and more shelters and sexual assault centers tending towards 

conservatism. The type of board members shelters end up getting often 

end up not having a feminist analysis and are generally more conservative 

or liberal - small “l” liberal - and don't get it. And we move towards 

credentials becoming more important than actually having lived 

experience. 

 

Nicole’s insights account for the shifting political topography of sexual assault centres 

and women’s shelters: the transformation from grassroots feminist activism to 

professionalized service delivery coopted by state interests. As an individual who has 

dedicated her life to radical grassroots politics and is deeply critical of neoliberalism, 

Nicole reported having often struggled to reconcile working for anti-violence 

organizations that were becoming increasingly less politically radical and increasingly 

more engaged with the state, and to navigate norms of professionalism. Jennifer, who 

works at a counseling and advocacy centre that serves women who are currently in or 

have left abusive relationships, also drew connections between the specific neoliberal 

funding situation of her agency and the pressures she experienced as a labourer to adhere 
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to a norm of professionalism characterized by efficiency. She offered the following 

insights when I asked her how labour is valued at her agency: 

Jennifer: There are staff within my organization and management staff that 

really value the quality of clients service and, I mean, that’s supposed to 

be…this is important to us. But at the same time there are the pressures 

that come from – for one thing, our programs are all funded in very 

different ways. We have several different government ministries that fund 

different programs and we get some funding through the United Way or 

provincial grants. Then we have fee-for-service programs where clients 

are actually paying for service. So it's a funny little melting pot of funding 

sources and in certain programs we’re expected to generate some revenue. 

We’re a non-profit but that revenue sustains some of the other programs 

and the ability to give free counseling and this or that program or whatever 

it is. 

The Ministry has standards that we need to meet and we need to show 

them each month that we’re meeting these standards. So sometimes it feels 

almost like working on a factory line; we’re like “pump out the clients” so 

we can say that we’ve met our target on this month or whatever it is. But, 

you know, I think we're still doing good work it's just that sometimes it 

seems like the importance is more about how much work can we produce 

– and I think that's generally in the world we live in right? Its like, how do 

we maximize performance and get the most work out of people. 

 

Jennifer here identifies the ways in which government departments’ requirements 

for measurable outcomes and reporting, and the contingency of funding on meeting these 

requirements, have an impact on the agency overall, and relate directly to the agency’s 

capacity to provide free counseling and other programs that provide accessible support 

and advocacy to women who’ve experienced violence. In order to maintain the 

programming that aligns with a politics of providing accessible support to low-income 

women, the agency must engage in profit seeking activity and seek to work with 

efficiency. Jennifer’s thinking here also points out the overarching neoliberal logics at 
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play – the demands for efficacy, self-maximization, and the reformulation of human 

value in line with these qualities (Hilgers 2013). 

Jennifer also spoke about the ways that the current funding model leads to 

competition and hostility between anti-violence organizations. She explained that when 

her organization received funding for her position, other organizations in the region that 

had also applied for the funding were upset. Jennifer found that when trying to 

collaborate and build partnerships with other organizations, she was coming up against 

mistrust and unwillingness to work together: 

Jennifer: There were other people who were already doing similar work 

and I think that they felt threatened or that I was coming in and trying to 

take away their jobs or their clients. I can understand that fear and that 

insecurity of maybe feeling their job is threatened. But I just wanted to 

link up with anybody doing similar work so that we can make the services 

better for people accessing them. It took awhile for me to gain trust of 

some of these other people and get them to see that “I'm not here to step 

on your toes. I just want to see if there are ways that we can work together 

if there are things that you know, if I'm ever really busy or you’re ever 

really busy and we can partner up and figure out if there a piece that you 

can do and a piece that I can do” and that kind of thing. So I think it’s just, 

um, it was tense for a while. 

 

Jennifer draws important connections between the competition for state funding, a feeling 

(and indeed, a reality) of resource scarcity that generates fear and distrust between anti-

violence organizations, and the resulting tendency of these organizations to not work 

collaboratively. Like corporations in competition with each other for profit, anti-violence 

agencies are made to compete with each other for funding and for clients. Ben Anderson 

(2011) argues that in the context of neoliberalism, “competition becomes both the 
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transcendent measure for all of life (a norm) and a means of organizing interpersonal 

affective relations around winning and losing. The effect sought is a society subject to the 

dynamic of production” (39). Professionalism thus takes place within this normative and 

affective climate of competition, although individual workers like Jennifer labour to build 

bridges and foster trust and interdependence between organizations in spite of the 

structures that discourage collaboration. 

 Jennifer and Emerson’s insights together illustrate how neoliberalism, specifically 

here a neoliberal state funding model, comes to bear on the everyday labour of anti-

violence work. The political horizon (Gould 2009) – the anti-violence movement’s 

collective sense of what is politically possible and desirable – is shaped by the ethos of 

competition, efficiency, and depoliticized notions of professionalism, limiting 

organizations’ and workers’ possibilities of collaboration and the opportunities for doing 

radical political work. In addition to this political containment, the affective life of the 

work is impacted, in that the work becomes ‘hellish’ (as Emerson described it above) and 

isolating, and in that various kinds of difficult emotional labour are required in order to 

challenge the norms of competition and efficiency or to otherwise stretch the boundaries 

of the political horizon.  

3.3 Techniques of Neoliberal Governance: Professionalism and the Construction 

of ‘Us and Them’ 

In addition to their insights about how the emotional habitus and political horizon 

of anti-violence work have shifted along with neoliberal structural changes, my research 
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participants described the ways neoliberalism gives shape to the possibilities of human 

relationships in the work environment. Indeed, relationships between anti-violence 

workers, their colleagues, and the people they are helping are mediated through – and 

become affectively complex because of – the interrelated discursive and affective 

economies of neoliberalism, professionalism, and the clinical model, as well as the 

normative figures that these discourses produce.  

Ainslie, a former front-line women’s shelter worker, identifies her interactions 

with shelter clients as enacting or operationalizing neoliberal logics and describes the 

ways that her relationality with clients was mediated by disciplinary technologies. Ainslie 

identifies as a feminist and is deeply critical of neoliberalism; she spoke of her deep 

discomfort with being put in a position of power over vulnerable women and described 

the affectively-charged ethical dilemmas that she experienced due to her own cognizance 

of how she was positioned as a proxy of the state.  

Ainslie: Another thing I saw happening a lot in that environment was staff 

abusing power. 

Roxanne: Can you provide an example? 

Ainslie: That was actually at the time in my life where I first started really 

thinking about power and what power actually is and how it plays out in 

institutional ways. This was supposed to be a safe haven for people, but 

staff would utilize their power over people by enforcing all kinds of rules 

and “this is the policy in this place”. Obviously places have policies, but 

for some staff it was as if they were some kind of police warden for a 

shelter for women. 
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Ainslie further reflected on the ways in which her anti-violence labour positioned her in a 

power-laden relationship to clients during a part of our interview that was focused on the 

idea of professionalism: 

Roxanne: How would you describe – in terms of professionalism – what 

you see that as demanding, or what that asks of people in terms of 

emotions or how to engage with others? Can you describe that a bit? 

Ainslie: Well I guess the professional thing is the boundaries. The client is 

not your friend. They’re not somebody that you're going to sit there and 

have a chat with. Well, you are, but it’s going to be a particular kind of 

chat. Where you’re the one receiving all this information and just kind of 

relating it back to them in some ways, you know? I’m also thinking about 

how some organizations mandate ‘skill building’ or ‘life management 

skills’. It’s this very particular approach: there’s this list of things and then 

the client comes and you have a meeting with them once a week and you 

ask them “are you fulfilling this?”. It’s a very by-the-book way of 

interacting with people. Which I guess would be a kind of professionalism 

that I never particularly connected with. Like asking people “have you had 

a bath this week?” [sarcastically] and those kind of things. I remember 

being so disgusted that this was a real thing we were expected to do. 

 

Ainslie demonstrates here the ways in which shelter workers are positioned as 

professionals and how this role leads to a kind of compromised or foreclosed 

relationality: how organic, meaningful connection to clients was constrained by particular 

neoliberal technologies and how she was made to comport and to reshape herself in 

accordance with them. Everyday, ordinary practices related to keeping statistics, 

maintaining case files, and measuring outcomes (for example, tracking whether or not a 

client is progressing according to state-defined standards with a list of ‘life management’ 

skills) are dense with the relations of power and neoliberal governmentality working 

through them. Further, these ordinary practices are, for Ainslie, dense with affect. Indeed, 
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she expressed how the significance of these practices began to weigh on her and alienate 

her from her labour. She experienced the restricted form of human connection and 

absence of a feminist analysis or politic at the shelter as toxic and harmful to her 

wellbeing. Here it is possible to see the correlation between neoliberal logics, the 

technologies that enact neoliberalism, the subjects that enact the technologies, and the 

subjects on which the technologies are enacted. Tracing neoliberalism from a discursive 

biopolitical regime, down to the embodied practices of relating to women escaping 

violence that Ainslie describes (practices that ultimately participate in the surveillance 

and moral regulation of those women), it is possible to see that neoliberal technologies 

influence the possibilities for emotion and relationality. 

Ainslie and other interview participants engaged in a similar critique of how 

relationships between shelter workers and shelter clients are constrained by larger 

political rationalities, pointing in particular to the shift to the clinical model in front-line 

work. For Bumiller (2008), the shift to the clinical model is characterized by the 

intensification of medical and psychological discourses and the use of these discourses to 

account for, diagnose, and intervene in the problems that survivors face. She suggests that 

“the creation of a professional language to account for, intervene in, and prevent rape and 

domestic violence is a major part of this [professional] apparatus and is regularly used as 

a means by which violence against women is rationalized as a chronic yet treatable 

problem” (13). Front-line workers are called to engage in these discursive economies and 

embody the positions of epistemological authority that professional and clinical models 
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demand. While certainly individual workers who have a feminist analysis of gendered 

and racialized violence can and do bring this politic to bear on their work and their 

interactions with clients (and articulate critiques of the clinical model), they are working 

within a larger context of institutional and discursive constraint (which is deeply tied to 

neoliberal funding and governance structures) that does not easily allow for the insertion 

of feminist ideological concepts into the caring relationship (Bumiller 2008). Indeed, 

Ainslie’s experience provides a compelling example of how despite the feminist 

consciousness she brought to her work, she was hard pressed to make change when 

coming up against the deeply engrained clinical model. 

In thinking through the clinical model as a barrier that lies between anti-violence 

workers and the clients they are helping, it is crucial to identify it as a system of 

knowledge and practice that enacts racist, classist, and colonial logics. Indeed, women’s 

shelters and other VAW agencies are institutions designed to biopolitically manage 

differences in race, class, ability, sexuality, and nationality. Scholars and activists (Smith 

2009; Koyama 2006) have pointed out the ways in which women’s shelters replicate 

colonial logics through the surveillance and management of indigenous and racialized 

peoples. My questions didn’t specifically get at this and thus, while my participants offer 

meaningful insight into the ways that neoliberalism and state governmentality situate 

them in positions of power and control over the survivors of violence who use the 

services they work for, they do not explicitly engage with questions of race and class 

difference, or reflect on how their whiteness and the structural racism and colonialism of 
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anti-violence organizations marginalize women of colour who use their services. So 

while Ainslie and other participants made note of how their positions as staff within anti-

violence organizations enacted power, it is important to take these insights further and 

state explicitly that in enacting institutional power over women who are staying in 

shelters, white anti-violence workers enact racialized power over Indigenous and 

racialized service users.  

For Irene, the clinical model and the professionalism that it mandates for workers 

create a demand for a separation between ‘us and them’, constructing a binary between 

‘helper’ and ‘victim’, in ways that can come into a painful tension with her feminist 

politics, her identity as a survivor, and her desires for social change. As a front-line 

worker at a women’s shelter for more than a decade, Irene found that this distinction 

between ‘us and them’ was both practically and affectively significant in her work.  

Irene: One of the things that I always found interesting as far as being a 

front-line worker or shelter worker is that fear...I always call it the fear of 

the us and them. To be equated – and I had it too for the longest time – to 

be equated with the women that we were helping. And I had heard that 

from women that were coming into the shelter too. There were a few 

women staying in the shelter over the years that were nurses or that were 

working in mental health fields, and there was…there was this fear that 

somebody was going to identify you as being like somebody that you're 

serving. And even before I went off on stress leave when I started to look 

for counseling, because you know our benefits packages only covered five 

hundred dollars, which over a year for therapy isn't going to get you 

anywhere. Um, so the only other services that we could access would be 

another counseling service that was free for women. So it was fearful to go 

into a therapeutic setting and have this realization that you could be sitting 

across from a woman that you did suicide prevention for, you know, or 

you did risk assessment with, or somebody who you had asked to leave the 

shelter because they were drinking sitting across from you. 
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Roxanne: Mhm 

Irene: And um, and I experienced that from both sides. Being the person 

going in and asking for help and also being the person that was listening to 

another healthcare or service provider, saying ‘I don't want people to think 

I'm like them’. 

 

I found myself surprised by this, a response that indicated to me my own 

investments in peer support models and my underlying assumptions that most feminists 

working in the anti-violence sector would share this attachment. This was an important 

moment of having my own political attachments and values become salient to me in a 

way that has compelled me to take account of how those attachments have influenced my 

research process. I had not adequately considered the ways that these neoliberal and 

depoliticizing shifts come to bear on the desires and attachments of anti-violence 

workers, and how norms of professionalism manifest in a sense of separation from rather 

than connection with clients, for example. Moreover, I had not considered how desires 

for a more horizontal, peer-based way of relating are made difficult to sustain by the 

institutional structures of VAW organization. Indeed, I asked Irene to elaborate on where 

‘the fear of the us and them’ comes from, and she highlighted the systemic and 

institutional roots of this particular feeling. 

Irene: I think it's the switch to the clinical. When women's organizations 

were grassroots there was the expectation that you were coming from 

some sort of experience. There was a personal acknowledgement there. I 

think that personal acknowledgement is still there, but I think we’re also 

trained and expected to be impervious to our own vulnerabilities. It's very 

fearful to be sitting with a woman, who you could totally relate to because 

you yourself have either been in or were still in an abusive relationship, or 

because you’ve struggled with alcohol. It hits your own triggers. You 
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know, part of what makes us good at our jobs is that fact that we have that 

empathy because it's come from experience and that interest because it's 

come from experience. But it’s also...very, very frightening to realize that 

either you have been or you could be where that person is sitting across 

from you is. 

 

Irene, herself a survivor of domestic violence and someone who has struggled with 

alcohol abuse, indicates that for her the identification with women in the shelter and the 

recognition of shared experience was not experienced as a site of sisterhood, political 

solidarity, or consciousness-raising. Rather, the recognition of shared experiences was 

fraught with fear: fear of being recognized as vulnerable, fear of failing to meet 

workplace standards of professionalism, and fear of what the consequences of that failure 

might be. Despite a political identification with the women in the shelter rooted in shared 

or similar experience, Irene found herself complying with a clinical or professional model 

of engaging and forming relationships with them in which she was made to suppress that 

shared experience. The shift to the clinical mode has produced a corresponding normative 

emotional habitus – one that demands an objective, impartial, and invulnerable emotional 

disposition – that uneasily comes up against the grassroots feminist political origins of 

the shelter movement or an individual’s feminist political values. 

Irene: And even as feminists we're being told, you know, we have to 

follow the clinical or the medical model when we're working with our 

clients and that's not...that's not feminism. 

 

These insights shared by Irene, for me, truly illustrate the convergence of being affected 

and disciplined by homo oeconomicus, in the form or professionalism. To be 
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professional, to be valuable as a worker – to meet the standards of neoliberal subjectivity 

as they are operative within her workplace – Irene engages in affective self-management 

in order to disguise her own emotions and vulnerabilities. She experiences an internal 

struggle over the tension between her politics and the demands of professionalism, and 

experiences difficult feelings such as fear and isolation in relationship to the invulnerable 

and dispassionate form of subjectivity that she actively tries to create. She transforms 

herself in relation to neoliberal logics to become the kind of worker that the clinical 

model demands, and she experiences the affective complexity and weight of those 

transformations.  

3.4 The Clinical Model, Depoliticized Spaces, and The Foreclosure of Emotion 

 Importantly, the shift to clinical understandings of and approaches to violence 

against women do not only operate in front line work. Emerson identified this same 

clinical approach and its underlying neoliberal logic at play in the context of her work on 

the board of directors of a women’s shelter, making the connection between 

neoliberalism’s discursive shifts, labour practices, and the emotional life of anti-violence 

labour. 

Roxanne: I want to ask about how you engage emotionally in your work, 

either by deploying your own emotions, or maybe by engaging with the 

emotions of other people. 

Emerson: What this makes me think of is the ways in which I often feel 

like I need to turn off emotions to deal with this work. Particularly in the 

board setting, because of how neoliberal it’s become. This language of 

efficiency and of governance has its positives. I think that boards need to 

be run well. But what also happens at that same moment is the board 
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becomes a space that’s almost clinical. We’re not allowed to be angry 

about the issue, we're not allowed to care about the issue in a passionate 

way. Unless you’re passionate about good governance...which I am, but it 

shouldn’t be the only thing you're passionate about on a board that's 

supposedly interested in ending gender-based violence. Supposedly. And I 

find that for me, almost the unspoken requirement, decorum, whatever – 

of emotional detachment to be sometimes the most difficult. 

For Emerson, the affective or emotional politics of the board is enmeshed in the political 

tensions between feminism and neoliberalism. To articulate her insights in conversation 

with Gould (2009), Emerson points out how the emotional habitus of the board influences 

and is influenced by its political horizon, suggesting that the lack of passion and emotion 

among board members makes her suspicious of the board’s political commitments. Later 

in our conversation she described particular conflicts on the board that centered on 

questions of feminism and feminist politics, or more specifically the question of whether 

the shelter should situate feminism at the forefront of its identity as an organization. 

These debates carried with them a strong subtext of what the proper emotional habitus of 

the board should be. To illustrate this, Emerson describes one particular incident in which 

a former board member with a radical feminist analysis and rich history of involvement 

in grassroots organizing was alienated from the board due to the ways in which she 

passionately and angrily articulated a feminist critique of the board’s activities.  

Emerson: So some of the people that we have on the board are more like 

on-paper feminists than emotional feminists. So that makes it really 

difficult. And this particular board has actually alienated the more radical 

people who do on-the-ground organizing. We lost one woman last year, I 

think because of her alienation in terms of her anger, because she got 

angry so many times at the board and she was shut down. I was chairing 

some of the meetings in which she got really angry and, like, I felt this 

discomfort, not with what she was saying but with the sort of room space, 
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if that makes sense. She was really upset and I was like ‘I don’t know how 

to deal with this because I totally agree with you and I am angry with you 

but I feel like I can't express this here, and I also feel like I need to 

somehow make you not angry right now because this is not a space to be 

angry’. There was really just no space to have emotions on this board. 

Emerson further elaborates on the linkages between the emotional habitus and feminist 

politics (or lack thereof) of the board in her description of debates the board had 

specifically pertaining to whether or not the organization would center feminism as part 

of its organizational identity. 

Emerson: So there was an issue on the board where we were debating how 

forefronted feminism needed to be. Some board members were like "well 

we don't need to think about feminism at the forefront”. And I was like 

‘we're becoming this clinical...like this could be any non-profit. What’s 

the difference between this and something else?’ It was really frustrating 

that this was the discussion was happening at all. And then, I think some 

of the stuff behind it was the idea that if we put feminism at the forefront 

then there's almost like a demand for emotional engagement. 

Emerson directly situates feminism as a project that demands passion and emotional 

engagement, which comes into conflict or tension with neoliberal demands for 

emotionlessness and stoic rationality. Said differently, the emotional habitus set up by 

neoliberal logics is one that rejects emotional engagement, whereas, for Emerson, a 

feminist identification demands emotional engagement and a passionate attachment to the 

issue at hand. Emerson’s experiences illuminate the normative pressure of a professional 

emotional habitus, as well as the ways in which her own affects and political desires – her 
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anger about sexual violence and her desire for systemic changes – exceed that emotional 

habitus and political horizon7.   

3.5 Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have attempted to illustrate the ways in which neoliberal logics 

are operative in the daily labour of anti-violence workers in terms of what their work 

duties are and how they carry them out, but also in terms of how they are expected to 

engage emotionally with clients and coworkers and what overall affective disposition is 

positioned as normative. Importantly, emotional engagement and self-management, as 

argued in the first chapter, are themselves labour activities, in that they draw on the 

bodily capacities of workers and have a transformative impact on their subjectivities. My 

research participants describe how neoliberalism, the clinical model of service delivery, 

and professionalism have depoliticizing effects on their workplaces, and how the norm of 

a dispassionate, rational disposition is tied up with these shifts. Their accounts of the 

lived realities of anti-violence work illustrate the relationships between the mainstream 

anti-violence sector’s political horizon and emotional habitus: at the same time as anti-

violence work becomes less about political change and more about individual client 

service, the space for affective expression and engagement in this work is constrained.  

 In the next chapter, I continue to think through the relation between affect and 

politics, or more specifically to describe how neoliberal political processes and logics 

have meaningful impacts on the affective lives of anti-violence workers. Moving beyond 

                                                      

7 This excess is, I suggest, politically generative, and is explored more fully in chapter five. 
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the framework of emotional habitus and a description of normative affects, chapter four 

engages deeply with participants’ experiences of what it feels like and what affective 

labour is required to endure the difficult and exhausting conditions of anti-violence work.  
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Chapter 4                                                                                                                     

Crisis Ordinariness and ‘Trying to Keep it All Together’ 

Ainslie: You’re literally in a mode of crisis. All you deal with is people in 

a crisis. All day long. 

Roxanne: What does that feel like? Can you talk about where you have to 

be to operate in that mode? 

Ainslie: It’s super stressful. And I mean that on a physiological level. You 

end up feeling super frazzled and this constant sense of dread. Cause it’s 

always the same – it’s always different but it’s always a crisis of some 

kind. You’re never just dealing with not crisis [sigh]. Obviously there are 

lesser and greater degrees of crisis, but nevertheless with this kind of work 

you’re in the profession of crisis in a way 

 

In this chapter, I think through the ways in which anti-violence work is experienced as 

what my research participant Ainslie calls ‘a profession of crisis’. More specifically, I 

will describe how anti-violence workers frequently and intimately experience turbulent, 

unpredictable, and disorganizing events and scenes – what Lauren Berlant (2011) 

describes as crisis ordinariness – and develop seemingly intuitive skills to manage the 

affective and sensory pressures of living and labouring in conditions of precarity and 

upheaval. My thinking in this section and my engagement with participant narratives will 

emphasize the affective and embodied practices that are necessitated by simultaneously 

navigating crisis as well as negotiating the demands of a normative professional 

emotional habitus described in the previous chapter. By elaborating on the intuitions, 

habits, and affective styles of moving through the world that enable subjects to sustain 

themselves amidst the disorganizing turbulence of the everyday, I consider how workers 
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do the work of affectively self-managing and attempt to get at what this work feels like. 

Participant narratives illustrate how the multiple and complex attachments that workers 

have to their own sense of passion and politics, to professionalism and the emotional 

habitus that it entails, and to the logic of neoliberalism, all come to bear on the practices 

and rituals that they engage in to sustain themselves. While these modes of adapting to 

(and surviving in) neoliberalism are themselves conditioned by neoliberal logics, I would 

argue that we might simultaneously think of them as practices of self-making and self-

sustaining that tell us something about feminist desires, or more specifically the desire to 

stay attached to feminist projects of social change and transformation in spite of how 

difficult they are to endure.   

4.1 Crisis Ordinariness, Depoliticization, and Affective Exhaustion 

In the previous chapter I traced how the structural changes effected by 

neoliberalism come to bear on the organizational or institutional realities, labour 

practices, and day-to-day affective and embodied experiences of anti-violence workers. 

My discussion in this chapter continues to think through neoliberalism and structural 

change in the register of the ordinary, moving into a more focused account of the 

affective life of the ordinary: the habitual and intuitive practices of self-management in 

the face of disorganizing conditions – what my research participant Cynthia calls the 

affective labour of trying to keep it all together. In Cruel Optimism, Lauren Berlant 

(2011) illustrates how everyday experiences of upheaval and turbulence necessitate and 

generate new modes of navigating the world. As crisis-like conditions become an 
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ordinary feature of life, subjects constantly adapt and reshape themselves in order to go 

on and to maintain a sense of cohesion. Berlant positions her mode of analysis as 

departing from trauma theory, which constructs the disruption of a subject’s life as 

exceptional to ordinary experience. This shift away from trauma as the lens for attending 

to disruption allows her to describe “crisis-shaped subjectivity amid the ongoingness of 

adjudication, adaptation, and improvisation” (54); in other words, her project attends to 

the ways that people habitually move through unpredictable, ever-changing social worlds, 

and the affective practices they engage in in order to manage and sustain themselves 

amidst this consistent upheaval.  

Lauren Berlant’s concept of crisis ordinariness shaped some of my early thinking 

about neoliberalism and the modes of subjectivity it generates, but I did not anticipate the 

extent to which the workers I interviewed would articulate their experiences drawing on 

the language of crisis. My research participants described their anti-violence work as 

involving an intimate relationship with unrelenting, disorganizing conditions – 

illustrating how crisis functions as a temporality of pressing urgency, as a structural 

condition of precarity, as a feeling of being-in-crisis – which led to insightful and 

theoretically generative conversations about how they navigated perpetual crisis-like 

circumstances and the meaning they derived from these experiences.  

In the excerpt from our interview that opens this section, Ainslie describes 

frontline work as a profession of crisis. Having worked as a front-line support worker at a 

both a women’s shelter and a women’s health collective in Vancouver’s Downtown 
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Eastside (an area in which a large concentration of socially, politically, and economically 

marginalized people reside, especially homeless folks, addicted folks, and street-level sex 

workers, many of whom are people of colour or indigenous), Ainslie ultimately 

experienced a period of intense burnout and depression after leaving the latter position. 

Her account here highlights how overwhelming conditions were a structural component 

of that labour. High volumes of clients, clients with complex needs and traumas, toxic 

relationships with other staff, and staff shortages were among the factors that Ainslie 

identified as inducing these conditions, ultimately requiring her to operate in a ‘mode of 

crisis’ – an embodied and affective style of navigating the conditions of her labour.  

That she describes the work as, specifically, a profession of crisis, is incredibly 

relevant, as it invokes the ways in which professionalism simultaneously operates as 

neoliberalism’s normative emotional habitus, a process of depoliticization, and the 

embodied enactment of a particular kind of affective disposition and mode of relating to 

clients that anti-violence workers are called to embody. Indeed, the rise of 

professionalism – as a position of expertise and emotional detachment grounded in a 

clearly demarcated separation between the helping service provider and the client – 

corresponds to the shifting of the political horizon (Gould 2009) and the shrinking of the 

political sphere (Brown 2015). In the following excerpt, Ainslie furthers a discussion of 

depoliticization as being amplified by the crisis-like pressures of anti-violence spaces and 

organizations.  

Ainslie: When you start this work, you have all these ideas that you’re 

going to bring in your political ideals, or your professionalism, even your 
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‘social service training’ – and I think back to the things we learned and 

how unrealistic it is actually once you’re on the street working with 

people. It’s totally unrealistic. 

Roxanne: That reminds me of what another research participant said. She 

talked about how when she was doing front-line shelter work all 

opportunities for transformative work or even just doing things differently 

were just, like, very much lost in the context of the day-to-day operations 

of just doing the work. 

Ainslie: Exactly! The feminist or political ideology is kind of obliterated 

because you’re just like “whoa, what the hell” and actually literally have 

to deal with crisis after crisis after crisis. And it just kind of becomes a 

matter of stage management in a way. You know just making sure 

that…you get through the day and nobody dies. 

Roxanne: Can you describe what you mean by that, by stage management? 

Ainslie: I guess you just end up kind of feeling like your role is … you just 

go from crisis to crisis to crisis so it’s just about managing all the crises 

that you encounter and trying to help people navigate their own crisis in 

some ways. Rather than deal with root issues. And I think that is also one 

of the things - I think anything that isn’t sustainable leads to burnout. And 

so I think when you’re on a day-to-day basis not dealing with root issues, 

then it leads to burnout.   

 

In consistently putting out fires, managing crises, and scrambling to attend to the 

basic needs and well-being of clients, Ainslie makes clear that the kind of transformative, 

feminist work that she was hoping to do as a front-line worker was next to impossible to 

carry out. Instead, she was made an expert at ‘stage management’ – performing tasks 

aimed at managing the present and its emergencies rather than envisioning and working 

toward bringing about a different future. This metaphor of stage management points to 

the political stasis of anti-violence organizations situated at the intersections of economic 

precarity, depoliticization, and the ongoing reality of violence against women. This 
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metaphor of stage management also describes the labour of affective self-management 

that becomes necessary for overwhelmed workers to do in the face of these crises. 

Bringing these two meanings together, this metaphor points to how the political stasis or 

depoliticization is generated in part by the overwhelming of a worker’s affective and 

political capacities to engage with clients beyond the work of helping them survive the 

day-to-day. Ainslie’s interview excerpt illustrates how the ongoing, day-to-day 

encounters with overwhelming situations, her inability to create meaningful change, and 

her feelings of ineffectiveness collectively contributing to her being exhausted by 

frontline work. This raises a critical question about how, at the intersections of the 

affective demands of professional emotional habitus and the affective pressures of 

intensely disorganizing scenes and events, anti-violence workers self-manage and 

affectively labour to endure to these pressures.  

 Jennifer’s account of her experiences in the anti-violence sector echoes Ainslie’s 

in that she, too, describes intimacy with crisis-like conditions as an ongoing condition of 

her work. She found that in her former role as an intake worker at a women’s counseling 

agency, constantly encountering people in distress with little to no opportunity to engage 

in transformative work was emotionally and physically taxing. 

Jennifer: Before I started doing specifically the violence work, when I was 

doing intake, that role was such a busy role and it was very crisis-based 

because you're just talking to everybody for the first time and you're 

hearing problem problem problem and you’re never really getting to do 

the work where you’re…that continual ongoing work which is usually 

more rewarding work because you build a relationship with a client and 

you see them through some tough things. Maybe their life improves or 

maybe it doesn’t’ but it's, you know, there's some satisfaction in that. 
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Whereas when you're just doing all the crisis intervention stuff and 

hearing problems all day, um, that's a lot to take on and it was a really 

busy job. So, in that job I certainly felt like I, I burned out really fast and I 

had a really hard time…for a while coping and I had to take a step back 

for a little bit and figure out what I needed to do to take care of myself. 

 

Like Ainslie, Jennifer describes her work experience as requiring her to consistently 

respond to people’s urgent situations and engage in ‘stage management’, and identifies 

the labour of constantly responding to emergency as wearing her down. She points out a 

connection between her sense of being burnt out, the labour of managing the present, and 

the seeming unendingness of crisis: the inability to create deeper relationships or to sense 

any meaningful change on the horizon made it difficult for her to integrate or cope with 

these overwhelming experiences in sustainable ways.  

These two stories illustrate how disorganizing conditions and events resonate in 

the affective and embodied experiences of front-line workers. They also ask for a 

conceptualization of depoliticization as a process that implicates and exhausts individual 

bodies, and lead to a series of questions about how anti-violence workers negotiate this 

‘profession of crisis’: how do people organize themselves and ‘keep it all together’ as 

they move through their worlds negotiating their various relationships, responsibilities, 

and embodied and affective states? I am interested here in the multiple practices that anti-

violence workers engage in in order to navigate crisis and sustain themselves; the 

intuitive, embodied expertise that they develop in order to manage overwhelming but 

ordinary experiences. Further, I am interested in the multiple, complex origins of these 

practices – the logics that underpin them, and the contexts that have generated or instilled 
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them – and participant narratives will show that neoliberal emotional habitus and 

emotional pedagogy, norms of white middle-class femininity, feminist political 

attachments and lived experiences of embodiment all have a pedagogical influence on the 

affective modes and practices that my participants engage in. 

4.2 Going Through The Motions: Dissociation as a Genre of Navigating the Ordinary 

Roxanne: So when you went on stress leave, or at any point that you've 

experienced your shelter work as exhausting, how does that show up for 

you? 

Irene: Um, well working overnights I slept a lot [laughs]. I slept a lot. And 

then, I've always felt – disconnected; like I felt disconnected when I was at 

home because the only reason I was going home was to sleep. And then I 

always felt disconnected at work because...I was working by myself. Um, 

so, and I was constantly dealing with other people's – trauma. And so, 

yeah, there was just – I was just floating between the two worlds and I felt 

like neither one was truly authentic, so I could go home and I could be 

with my kids and I could enjoy my time with them but I would be so 

exhausted that, that time would be so limited. Um, you know, or I would 

find time to be with my partner but again, it was just exhaustion. 

 

Irene, currently a relief front-line shelter worker and formerly a full-time night shift 

shelter worker, offered incredible insight into the embodied and affective experience of 

being burned out. The excerpt from our interview points to a significant theme that 

emerged throughout my interviews: a sense of being disconnected or dissociated from 

life, and the difficulty of reconciling different elements of one’s life. 

What does it mean to ‘float’ between worlds – an idea that Irene articulates 

above? In Structures of Unfeeling, Berlant (2015) points out the tendency for theorists of 

affect to attend primarily to affective intensity – to the affects that are apparently (if not 
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powerfully or forcefully) present. Such a reading (a reading that centers intensity) relies 

on or emphasizes a relationship between felt affect and the bodily expression of affect. 

Berlant reminds her readers that affect does not necessarily surface into a socially 

intelligible expression or signifier of emotion: that affect often cannot transparently be 

read off or expressed from the body. Underperformed emotion – such as flat affect, 

dissociation, and deadpan – “forces into the foreground the problem of understanding the 

mediations of affect historically” (Berlant 2015a, 194). These underwhelming and muted 

affective states, for Berlant, most clearly exemplify the impossibility or difficulty of 

clearly reading affect off the body, and serve as a reminder that all affects are non-

transparent, heterogeneous in their cause, origins, or expressions, and always at least 

partially inaccessible to the critic or the witness. 

Berlant’s interest in recessive styles of affective engagement or underperformed 

emotion extends beyond the methodological insights that she gleans from them. She is 

interested in how these affective styles are modes of apprehension (rather than 

expression) that “dilate or suspend the becoming-genre of events as we conventionally 

understand them” (Berlant 2015a, 195). Underperformed emotions or flat affect perhaps 

indicates the sensing of an event or the suspension of an expressive response – the 

incident has an impact but the form that it will take or be given has yet to be determined. 

For Berlant, then, a style of suppressed or muted affect “can point to something stuck, 

neutral, or withheld in relationality, a hesitation or a defense against presence. It can 

point to the overcloseness of the world, and be a distancing mechanism” (Berlant 2015a, 
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195). This pause creates distance, which serves as a buffer between the subject and the 

world that is pressing on them: it allows the subject to be suspended, to float. 

In this sense, dissociation is “a practice of attaching to life” (Byler 2012), a 

“negative affective state” (Berlant 2015b) that the subject can inhabit as a mode of 

adjustment to the multiple crises and dramas of the present. Dissociation is one mode of 

organizing oneself in relation to the disorganizing forces of capital, neoliberalism, 

heteropatriarchy, white supremacy, and other systems that produce precarity and 

uncertainty. It is one mode of living affectively that responds to the pressure to maintain 

existence or to keep it all together in a world that has the capacity to exhaust and erode. 

Irene’s above account of ‘floating between worlds’ provides a fruitful illustration 

of underperformed emotion, particularly an affective state of disconnection or 

dissociation. In what follows, I bring additional participant narratives into conversation 

with each other to illuminate the resonances between their experiences of recessive 

affect. Their accounts of ‘floating between worlds’, ‘going through the motions’ and 

otherwise moving through the world in a recessive style provide lived accounts of how 

these affective states function as genres of navigating difficult and exhausting 

circumstances and illustrate how dissociative modes of engagement are a way of 

sustaining the self and staying attached to life. While my participants identify 

dissociation as a necessary skill for navigating difficult spaces, situations, and emotions, 

they also identify this dissociation as itself being harmful or the cause of exhaustion, or as 

preventing them from practicing forms of relationality that might prove sustaining and 
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even transformative in the face of neoliberalism’s sensory pressures. So while 

dissociation is an affective practice that enables anti-violence workers to keep it all 

together – to stay attached – it is also a mode of affective labour, a mode of enduring that 

wears on and exhausts the capacities of these subjects.  

4.3 Trying to Keep It All Together 

For Cynthia, a survivor of domestic violence who founded a survivors’ advocacy 

group, maintaining a professional appearance and disposition requires the labour of 

putting difficult emotions aside and maintaining composure. She suggests that this labour 

comes relatively easily to her because of her experiences as a survivor. This insight 

emerged when I asked her about whether her advocacy work required her to deliberately 

put on or perform emotions: 

Cynthia: When we’re sharing our experiences of abuse in presentations, 

it’s legit, and the emotions that come out are true emotions from the 

person that’s speaking. Around committee meetings and that, there might 

be times when we have to stuff some stuff down and keep going. 

Especially if you’re chair or co-chair or something like that [long pause]. 

So I guess you just kind of put it in the back of your head and try and try 

to put a professional front on…and keep going. 

Roxanne: Professionalism is an idea that’s come up a lot in my interviews 

so far. How do you see professionalism as something that kind of affects 

you? 

Cynthia: Well, I think it’s different for different people. I actually think 

that most women who have been through abuse have…two lives. Two 

parts to themselves. You've been abused the night before, so you have to 

go into work the next day and pretend that nothing happened, that it was 

an ordinary evening like everybody else has. So, in a sense, you're putting 

on a professional face. Trying to keep it all together. 
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The parallels that Cynthia draws between having to ‘stuff some stuff down and keep 

going’ in order to maintain professionalism in the context of committee meetings and 

having to maintain a façade of normalcy to the outside world when experiencing 

domestic violence resonate, I think, with Berlant’s framing of dissociation as a mode of 

living that allows people to keep on going in the context of difficult circumstances. The 

labour of stuffing stuff down, of affectively organizing oneself so that the impact of 

painful emotions is not characterized by immediacy but rather is deflected, protects the 

subject from the disorganizing intensity of painful or overwhelming emotions. 

Dissociation is a way of disarming or diffusing the affective thrust of painful emotions so 

that one can continue to live in the world, to go about one’s ordinary life and engage in 

the necessary labour, relationships, and activities of living. For Cynthia this labour is 

necessary both in spaces that are coded as professional spaces, but also in ordinary day-

to-day interactions. Her account provides important insight into the question of how we 

respond affectively to the pressure to maintain existence in a world in which we are not 

safe, by demonstrating how underperformed emotion or a dissociative genre of 

engagement is (to draw on Berlant’s language) a mode of presence.  

 As Cynthia notes above, engaging in a process of dissociating from affect was 

necessary to effectively do the work required of her. It is important here to make clear 

that for all of the respondents, keeping it all together and the practices and techniques of 

dissociation that doing so requires was something that they identified as necessary for 
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doing good and effective work. When I asked Ainslie whether there were moments that 

she had felt like she had to ‘keep it all together’ on the job, she quickly responded: 

Ainslie: Oh yeah. All the time. I mean, it's really intense stuff that you see. 

At the women's health collective, I would see people come in that were 

literally going to die. Like, they're going to die, that day or something. 

You also see a lot of things that are viscerally disturbing, like people 

coming in with open wounds and completely out of it. Or coming in with 

no pants on, or things that you're just like “whoa”. It's stuff that stops you 

in your tracks. It's not just because they said something crazy to you. It’s 

like “what the fuck is going on right now?” kind of stuff. So, I mean, in 

those moments you really have to keep it together because, sometimes you 

actually are the only person that’s going to provide any kind of framework 

for a person, even for the next twenty minutes, you know what I mean? 

Also you have to keep it together when people are telling you things that 

are really deeply disturbing. You know, like hearing intensely violent 

stories about rape. You have to hold it together. You can't – that's not the 

moment of losing it, you know what I mean? 

 

Ainslie illustrates how affective self-management arises not only from the neoliberal 

imperative to be professional. It is a capacity and a practice required in order to provide 

support and service to the people who are vulnerable and in crisis. Indeed, providing a 

‘framework’ and a steady and grounded presence are key part of the work. While this 

self-managing affective labour cannot be separated from the neoliberal emotional habitus 

that provides a framework for it, neither can it be divorced from its role in providing 

effective support. Said differently, affective practices that induce dissociation are, for 

Ainslie, tied up (at least to some extent) with a feminist-informed praxis of caring labour 

and front-line work.  

Cynthia and Ainslie’s accounts point back to the emotional habitus of 

professionalism that I elaborated on in chapter three. They elaborate on professionalism 
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or the clinical model’s demand for emotional detachment and disconnection, illustrating 

the embodied and affective depth of dissociation that is required: a style that implicates 

the full embodied affective personhood of the worker and requires the concentration of 

their vital human energies (Vora 2012) towards self-managing affective labour. The 

emotional pedagogy of professionalism requires the subject to create and maintain 

appropriate boundaries, to compartmentalize, and otherwise self-organize in particular 

ways so that they can present as rational, non-emotional, objective, and unhindered by 

whatever emotionally difficult circumstances they might encounter. To explain 

dissociative methods of coping with disorganizing circumstances as simply arising from 

professionalism, however, would be too simplistic. Moreover, professionalism needs to 

be parsed out as a neoliberal emotional habitus that is always also a racialized, gendered, 

classed, and colonial system of normative logics and pressures. The pressures to keep it 

all together are deeply shaped by the logics of racism and classism, and indeed the 

controlled, rational emotional disposition that operates as the norm within anti-violence 

organization is organized around a neoliberal subject who is presumed to be a masculine, 

white, and upper-middle class. Mirchandani (2003) suggests that that “women’s work in 

managing their feelings in relation to their [employment] is structured by the social 

location they occupy vis-à-vis the society at large” (733). In the case of my research 

participants, as white women, the dissociative affective labour they perform in order to 

maintain professionalism can be conceived a labour that enables them to reiterate their 

privileged position of whiteness. At the same time, for those who come from poor 
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backgrounds, the same work is a way of negotiating their class-based marginalization 

from the category of professionalism and the competency and status that it entails. My 

point here is that while we might productively conceive of recessive modes of coping as 

encouraged though neoliberal professionalism’s emotional habitus, it is critical to attend 

to the complex sets of systems, relations, and structural pressures that neoliberalism 

operates in tandem with in order to attend to the specificity of experiences at different 

social locations. Our affective modes of engaging from the world have different visceral 

impacts and are animated with different meanings and desires based on our unique 

political positionalities and attachments. Lauren Berlant (2015) suggests that we might 

think of the “present as a barometer of pressures inducing people to keep things to 

themselves, for so many reasons and as the effect of so many histories, forces, and 

experiences in living” (210). The impetus, the imperative, the desire, the habit, to 

internalize difficult affective situations and mange them individually is something learned 

and incorporated into the bodily field from multiple, interconnected sites and sources. 

The experiences of this work, and the consequences of not doing this work, differ 

according to an individual’s specific location at the intersections of gender, race, class, 

and other meaningful differences.   

4.4 Dissociation and the Labour of Enduring The Present 

At the same time that a dissociated mode of engagement or a recessive style 

sustains the subject, it also can have an exhausting effect on the subject. Indeed, most of 

my interview participants described their experiences of being dissociated as having had 
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a draining effect and being implicated in burnout. For Ainslie, the shift from feeling 

personally interested, passionate, and politically motivated when she entered the field to 

being burnt out, sick, and exhausted from her work involved a period of being 

disconnected, a period in which she describes her mode of engagement as ‘going through 

the motions’: 

Ainslie: I really think a lot of the time people don’t know they’re burnt 

out. I had that happen to me, where I just didn’t know. You start also 

entering into the realm of just routine, and ritual or just going through the 

motions. Which I think is the case with most jobs, but that one’s a 

particularly dangerous zone, because it’s not just like you’re at an office 

being bored all day on Facebook. It’s like you’re actually deeply 

becoming psychologically wounded sometimes. 

 

Ainslie’s account of her experience gestures towards the realm of the habitual – the 

taken-for granted, embodied, routinized modes of moving through the world. She 

identifies something insidious about living in the dispassionate or recessive mode; in this 

state of numbness and recessive mode of being, there is the possibility of becoming 

‘wounded’ or being harmed. Her description of going through the motions articulates the 

experience of enduring sensory, psychological, and affective erosion. Going through the 

motions, for her, was connected to a state of burnout, existential distress, and to her 

diminished capacity to engage with the world in ways she found satisfying or personally 

meaningful. 

For Irene, too, dissociation is related to a diminished capacity to engage. In 

addition to the practice of ‘floating between worlds’ discussed above, Irene described 

how a recessive affective style was something that she induced through processes or 
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practices of compartmentalization and putting up walls. While she identifies these 

processes as a necessary part of her work, she also identifies them as diminishing her 

capacity to engage fully in her worlds: as diminishing her ability to be fully present and 

as diluting the quality or intensity of her relations with others. In the interview excerpt 

that opens the previous section in this chapter, Irene describes her sense of exhaustion 

from her work and the mode of living that she describes as ‘floating between two worlds’ 

as coinciding aspects of her experience. When I asked her more about what this was like 

– this experience of ‘floating between two worlds – she brought up that a large 

contributing factors was the difficulty of debriefing with her partner and thus integrating 

her work experiences with her home life and familial relationships. 

Irene: I didn’t debrief with my husband. Sometimes if I had a really bad 

day I would be able to tell him some things, or he kind of knew at times. 

But there was lots that I didn’t tell him. I never told him about the woman 

who attempted suicide on my shift, or, you know, the woman that I had to 

turn away because her wheelchair wouldn’t fit through the door. Which 

was…devastating. 

Roxanne: Yeah 

Irene: Um, you know, and I didn't tell him - I definitely didn’t' tell him 

how guilty I felt about those things, and that's what started to wear me 

down was that I couldn’t debrief. 

Roxanne: Yeah, absolutely. What do you think prevented you from 

debriefing some of those particular experiences? 

Irene: I was very compartmentalized. Home life was home life and work 

life was work life. And I think in some aspects it's great, but it’s not 

always possible to keep them completely separate. So…but at the same 

time, my partner isn't in this field and he knows nothing about, you know, 

doing crisis work. Um, so being able to tell him what that was like would 

just be...he wouldn’t, he wouldn’t...I'd be like trying to explain everything 
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to him and that, and he just doesn't know how to…he couldn’t handle that 

kind of stuff because that's not – he was never taught how to. 

Roxanne: Mhm 

Irene: You know, we spent how many years in school learning how to, 

properly put up that disconnect, so that you can do that work and be able 

to go home at the end of the day. 

 

Irene’s account of compartmentalization describes it as the separation of experiences and 

their associated affects and emotions into discrete categories: home life and work life. 

Compartmentalization, apparently a process she had been taught to do in order to manage 

the affective burden or impact of emotionally difficult frontline work, had the effect of 

making her experiences of frontline work difficult to integrate into the rest of her life8. 

What on the one had is a practice of creating boundaries that created space from 

overwhelming experiences and has the effect of sustaining the subject, is on the other 

hand a technique of creating boundaries that limit the integration of the subject’s 

experiences into their sense of self, perhaps particularly their sense of self that is forged 

through relationship with others. This compartmentalization, the spatial organization of 

her life into separate spheres so as to contain the disorganizing and distressing 

circumstances, led to her floating or coasting between those spheres, neither fully present 

nor fully engaged in either. Compartmentalization, I suggest, is a particular kind of 

affective and cognitive practice that, in ‘putting up that disconnect’, brings about a 

recessive mode of engagement.  

                                                      

8 Further, I would suggest that there is a great deal of pressure on women in heterosexual relationships to 

maintain their partner’s happiness and create harmony in the home (Ahmed 2010; Firestone 1980), pressure 

that discourages women from sharing difficult emotional experiences. 



 

 

 

113 

At one point in our conversation I had asked Irene about the emotional labour that 

she engaged in as a shelter worker, she emphasized the struggle to hold space and stay 

emotionally connected with a person, while also not taking her experiences with clients 

too personally. She spoke about one particularly difficult experience where she sent a 

woman to the hospital who had attempted suicide in the shelter. This woman returned to 

the shelter on Irene’s next shift, and became extremely angry and volatile toward her, 

leading to Irene asking this woman to leave the shelter. Irene told me that this was one 

experience in particular that she had not been able to compartmentalize. She expressed 

that even though she didn’t believe that this woman’s anger was about her personally, she 

had been deeply affected by it nonetheless. Responding to and mirroring back what she 

had told me, I said: 

Roxanne: Yeah. Of course. Like it's...yeah, it seems like it would be 

difficult not to be affected by that even while still recognizing where it's 

coming from and knowing that that's someone else’s pain and experience 

and it's not really about you. I don't think anyone has walls up that high or 

else they wouldn't be able to do the work in the first place. 

Irene: Part of the problem is that eventually you do end up building up 

those walls and you don't even realize that you've built them up. But then 

it's, it gets to the point where it's hard to do your job. Well you do it, but 

just, the passion isn’t there anymore. 

 

The metaphor of walls tells us so much about this process of dissociation, particularly 

through the ways in which we can read neoliberal subjectivity into it. In particular, if we 

think about putting up walls as putting up walls around the individual, as reinforcing or 

buttressing the boundaries between self and other, self and surroundings, we can see that 
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this tactic of self-preservation (to move into oneself, protect oneself from that which is 

outside and threatens the self’s stability) coincides with neoliberal logics of 

individualization and responsibilization (to be autonomous, independent). The metaphor 

of putting up walls gestures to a foreclosure or at least a limitation of relationality that the 

subject is able to engage in. Dissociation as putting up walls, as keeping it all together – 

the intuitive work of closing one’s self off and disconnecting from others – these 

affective practices, I suggest, are generated or encouraged by the emotional pedagogy of 

a neoliberal emotional habitus.  

Throughout Irene’s account she indicates an ambivalent relationship to these 

practices of compartmentalization and putting up walls – on the one hand they were 

something that she learned in her training to become a frontline workers: essential tools 

with which to be able to cope with, withstand, and bear the emotional difficulties of the 

work. But on the other hand, the compartmentalization and putting up of walls led to a 

greater sense of isolation – from her partner, from her coworkers, and from the women 

she was supporting. Isolation – feeling isolated, literally working in isolation, and the fear 

of becoming isolated – resonated throughout my interviews as being tied to participants’ 

experiences of burnout. 

4.5 Paradigm Hopping and Compartmentalization 

 Like Irene, Ainslie described difficulty integrating her experiences at work with 

her life at home. For her, one thing that made this so challenging was that her partner (an 

artist) and their mutual friends are far removed from her world of feminist thinking and 
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politics. While she suggested that sometimes it was nice for these two parts of her world 

to be so removed from one another, she also identified the discrepancies between these 

different parts of her life as a source of anger and frustration. 

Ainslie: In the Downtown Eastside, you see horrifying sad stories and 

situations that are right there in front of your eyes. And at the end of the 

day it's like “well, I’m going to go home and live my normal life”, 

supposedly, and that’s really really really hard to do, because there's no 

turning off all the people that you met during the day that nobody cares 

about, or who Robert Pickton’s9 murdering, you know what I mean? It's 

really difficult to make that transition and to just not have it with you all 

the time. 

Roxanne: Would you try to turn it off? What would you do to transition 

into the rest of your life? 

Ainslie: Yeah. I mean, I guess in some way I’m kind of luck in that my 

partner is in a completely and utterly different realm of existence in terms 

of work. He’s a filmmaker. But in some ways it’s challenging, for 

example turning off and having dinner with friends or something. It’s 

really challenging to go paradigm hopping.  

Roxanne: Paradigm hopping. Can you say more about that? 

Ainslie: I always hate the phrase “being able to walk away” or “leave your 

work at work” – those kinds of things. What does that even mean? When 

you work with people who you care about on an emotional level it’s not 

like you can just turn the lights off and show back up tomorrow. So it can 

be hard to come home to friends having dinner and drinking wine and 

sometimes hard not to lash out at people and be angry that they're not 

critically engaging with the world around them. If people are talking about 

Hollywood or just really insignificant things, then I would just be like “I'm 

not sure how to connect with you right now because I just met a person 

who is like, you know, probably going to die soon that nobody cares 

about”.   

 

                                                      

9 Robert Pickton was convicted in 2007 of the murder of six women. He is believed to be responsible for 

the murder of at least fifty women, many who lived and worked in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside. 
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 Here, Ainslie articulates her concept of paradigm-hopping, which describe the 

movement from one space to another, spaces which are worlds apart in terms of her 

ability to reconcile them politically and affectively. Specifically, she describes movement 

from a work environment requiring her affeective labour, demanding a performance of 

professionalism, and invoking her deeply-held political values, to a space in which 

feminist politics and the realities of violence against women were distant realities and in 

which she felt pressure to be carefree, fun, and to forget about her experiences at work. 

Importantly, paradigm-hopping doesn’t only describe Ainslie’s movement between these 

spaces; it also describes a process of self-transformation and a shaping of one’s affective 

disposition to the demands of different contexts. Ainslie describes having to mold herself 

to fit these different contexts as being challenging, frustrating, and a source of difficult 

feelings. She describes difficulty connecting with friends who can’t relate to her 

experiences of anti-violence work. While I think that Ainslie’s experience here resonates 

with the affective alienation of Ahmed’s (2010) feminist killjoy, what I want to highlight 

here is the kind of affective flexibility required to move between these contexts – a 

flexibility that is in line with the ideals of neoliberal subjectivity: a flexible, adaptable, 

resilient subjectivity 

  I want to be clear: that Ainslie can move easily between paid employment in the 

Downtown Eastside and a comfortable life in Vancouver is a clear expression of her 

whiteness and middle-class privilege. The people Ainslie was working with in the 

Downtown Eastside, women living in poverty, grappling with addiction, and facing 
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intense racist, colonial, and patriarchal oppression, are not afforded the luxury of being 

able to ‘paradigm-hop’ to a space in which their oppression is not salient. There is a an 

important point to make here about Ainslie’s unacknowledged white privilege that allows 

her access to spaces in which oppression is outside of people’s lived experience and 

awareness. At the same time, her deep discomfort with other white middle-class people’s 

ignorance of oppression stems in part from her desire to dismantle those oppressive 

systems, from her investment in the possibility of a more socially just world. 

 The work of maintaining relationality and staying connected to other people in 

one’s home live or private life can require the affective, self-managing labour of 

compartmentalization and the work of reshaping one’s affective life and presentation to a 

radically different emotional habitus. This work can be exhausting, but that is at the same 

time may be important to maintain the relationships that are affectively (as well as 

physically, materially, and economically) sustaining. One of the effects of the demand for 

affective flexibility in the paradigm-hopping that Ainslie describes, however, is a sense of 

disconnection and isolation from her partner and her friends. 

4.6 The Stakes of Trying to Keep it All Together 

Up until this point, I have described dissociative practices of ‘trying to keep it all 

together’ primarily as practices that operate in the realm of affect, embodiment, and 

relationality. During my interviews, I had been conceiving of these practices in these 

registers, until a comment made by Nicole spurred me to account for the material and 

economic pressures to keep it all together.  
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Nicole: There this real shame I think attached to burnout that’s particular 

to activists. I mean that shame is everywhere, but it’s particular to activists 

in terms of not wanting to admit vicarious trauma, not wanting to admit 

that it's gotten to us, or it’s beat us, or you know? 

Roxanne: Yeah. Do you think – one person I interviewed phrased it as the 

pressure to keep it all together. 

Nicole: Oh completely 

Roxanne: Is that something that resonates? 

Nicole: Oh yeah, totally. I present myself as somebody who’s got it all 

together all of the time. It's really hard to show vulnerability because of 

the fear of being seen as weak or not being able to handle it and then 

losing everything as a result. Right? And as a single mom too! There are 

certain things I have to do. I have to keep it together. Like I can’t – it was 

just yesterday actually. I just took the day. I had just had it, and I actually 

took a day where I actually just really tuned out from everything. And 

that’s pretty rare for me to do. Because I can't. That’s it. Because I can’t 

actually afford to do that. I can’t afford to do it economically. I can’t 

afford to do it energy-wise. I have to be on top of things most of the time. 

But also there’s a fear if I do that then I might break down and then I won't 

be able to sustain myself.  

Roxanne: That's actually really helpful because I think ever since this 

phrase came up I’ve been thinking about the pressure to keep it all 

together as an idea or the feeling but it’s material too. Like if you don't 

keep it together you could…like you could lose your job and you can 

lose… 

Nicole: Yeah. Everything! 

Roxanne: Yeah, everything! So that's actually, yeah, thank you. 

Nicole: Yeah, ‘cause you start slipping and spiraling, you’ll just – the fear 

is that I just keep going and then I'm fucked. 

Roxanne: Yeah  

Nicole: Right? Like in this world we live in? There's no space for that. 

You know? 

 



 

 

 

119 

I include this exchange in its entirety because it signals an important methodological 

moment in which Nicole’s insights about the material consequences of not ‘keeping it all 

together’ redirected my thinking and called for me to account for these practices in 

relation to their material context. This moment signals a larger context or the bigger 

picture within which Nicole and indeed all six of my research participants are doing this 

work. The realities of economic precarity and insecurity, the responsibilities of caretaking 

and supporting their families economically in a neoliberal context in which responsibility 

for these tasks is downloaded onto individual family units – this is the background 

against which these affective practices take place. As Nicole points out here, there is little 

room for vulnerability, falling apart, and dependency not only in terms of what emotions 

and affective dispositions are most normative, but also in the sense that there are few 

supports or safety nets for those who do fall apart. This is all the more pressing for folks 

who are poor, people of colour, Indigenous people, and other marginalized groups who 

have less access to financial resources and who are more likely to be stereotyped, blamed, 

or criminalized in the case that they can no longer care for themselves or their families. 

What’s at stake does not only include individual experiences of exhaustion, alienation, 

and burnout (although these are at stake at these are critical points to attend to), but also 

the ability of a worker to keep working: to maintain employment in order to economically 

support themselves and their families, despite the affective or relational costs.  

 In this chapter, I have traced the ways that my participants described their 

affective practices of ‘keeping it all together’ in the face of disorganizing conditions of 
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labour. Being made to operate in a register characterized by a sense of urgency and by 

constant crises or emergencies, they describe engaging in dissociative practices that 

create distance from the affective immediacy of the present, practices that enable them in 

some cases to perform their work well (by maintaining a professional emotional habitus, 

or by allowing them to provide stability for a client). At the same time, they variously 

describe these practices as being difficult to sustain or as having negative consequences, 

which at their heart have to do with the forms of relationality that are made possible or 

foreclosed by dissociative practices. While dissociative affective practices on the one 

hand can increase or enhance capacity to perform anti-violence work according to 

professional measures, on the other hand these same practices can diminish or alter 

capacity for emotional connection and relationality outside the scope of neoliberal 

subjectivity. These practices are enmeshed in the transformation of workers in relation to 

neoliberal logics: neoliberalism’s desire for humans who are self-managing, flexible, and 

autonomous. Further, these practices are enmeshed in processes of depoliticization, in 

that if the affective work of managing crisis feeds individualized feelings of 

disconnection and isolation and indeed diminishes capacity for connection and 

collectivity, then it is related to the depoliticization of human subjectivity and the 

transformation of subjects into homo oeconomicus. 

 The next chapter picks up on this theme of isolation, describing the ways in which 

neoliberalism is deeply individualizing and isolating within a broader discussion of how 

my research participants imagine anti-violence work being more bearable. Indeed, the 
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next chapter refuses a totalizing foreclosure of the political horizon through attending to 

my participant’s expressions of political imagination and desire, in the face of a 

depoliticizing neoliberal system that would eliminate such desires. 
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Chapter 5                                                                                                                      

Subjects of Desire: Collectivity, Hope, and Political Subjectivity 

If Marx’s analysis remains unequalled in its account of capitalism’s 

power, imperatives, brutality, and world-making capacities, this analysis 

also presumed subjects who yearned for emancipation and had at hand a 

political idiom of justice – unrealized principles of democracy – through 

which to demand it. These subjects and principles can be presumed no 

longer.  

– Wendy Brown, Undoing the Demos, 2015, 111   

 

One of the things I remember feeling in that really difficult time when we 

were organizing and trying to better things was the incredible sense of 

community that I felt. And that’s what kept me going. Because so much of 

what neoliberalism does is it isolates  us, right? Yeah. So that's what kept 

me going. And when I did burnout I think that feeling isolated contributed 

to it. I think in general that's what contributes to burnout is isolation.  

– Nicole, interview excerpt 

 

What I really want to drive home is the importance of radicality in this 

kind of work. I feel like anything else is a bandaid, and that bandaid 

solutions are a direct link to burnout. It’s not sustainable, because at the 

end of the day you realize you’re not changing anything. So yeah, radical 

politics is definitely at that heart of what I think could make this work 

more sustainable  

– Ainslie, interview excerpt 

 

 In the interview excerpt included above, Nicole describes neoliberalism as a force 

that isolates, and names community as that which can alleviate that isolation. The difficult 

time that she refers to here was a yearlong community-led intervention into a local VAW 

organization, an effort that she was deeply immersed in. This effort sought to radically 
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reform the agency, and while it was ultimately successful, Nicole described it as a long, 

arduous, and deeply exhausting process. She notes how the sense of being in community 

she felt during this difficult political process was deeply sustaining for her, but how this 

feeling was always also in tension with feelings of isolation that contributed to her 

eventual burnout. In the second interview excerpt, Ainslie speaks to the importance of 

radical politics in sustaining anti-violence work, drawing on her own experiences of 

burnout and depression related to her labour in the field. She names ‘bandaid’ solutions – 

approaches to dealing with violence that seek to alleviate individual suffering rather than 

to address and dismantle systemic oppression – as contributing to a political stasis that is 

affectively difficult to bear. Nicole and Ainslie’s narratives, while focusing on different 

specific issues, are both underpinned by a critique of neoliberalism’s depoliticizing and 

individualizing tendencies, and – importantly – by desire: in Nicole’s case, a desire for 

collective action and political community; in Ainslie’s case, a desire for radical social 

change and political transformation. Both women articulate desires that are deeply 

political, desires that gesture towards social and political ways of being that exceed and 

disrupt neoliberal logics.  

 In this final chapter, I turn to questions of political desires, political subjectivities, 

and political communities, drawing on my research participants’ multiple articulations of 

their longing for political community and political change. I suggest that in participants’ 

accounts of how they imagine that their anti-violence work could be more bearable, there 

lies not only a critique of the status quo, but also articulations of the desire for a different 
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world that underpins the critique. That desire is at the heart of political subjectivity, and 

holds the potential and capacity for a more robust political movement and collectivity. I 

am interested in the question of how desire might be collectivized and brought to life in 

public in new ways, how this desire might be intensified and more widely circulated. 

Drawing on recent work by Kathi Weeks (2011), I suggest that practices that instigate 

and support the thickening of collective political voices and struggles, such as the 

practice of making utopian demands (Weeks 2011), might politically reinvigorate anti-

violence work and work towards the reconstitution of anti-violence work as a collective 

political project rather than the work of individual self-maximizing subjects. The 

strengthening of anti-violence communities as political collectivities could in turn 

provide a political and affective basis of support for political and politicized subjects – 

providing a normative affective framework for homo politicus to flourish. A 

strengthening of political and affective communities might work against neoliberalism’s 

individualizing impulses, shifting both the emotional habitus and political horizon of anti-

violence work and enriching the political and affective capacities of anti-violence 

workers (Gould 2009). 

 Up until this point, I have argued that anti-violence work involves affective 

labour, labour that I conceive of as material (rather than immaterial) in that it has a 

transformative effect on the bodies and affective lives of those who perform it (Vora 

2012). I have attempted to show how neoliberalism shapes this labour and provides a 

trajectory for its transformative effects, so that through practices of maintaining a 
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professional emotional disposition and enduring overwhelming and distressing conditions 

of labour, anti-violence workers come to be both affected and disciplined by 

neoliberalism’s normative model of the human, homo oeconomicus. This norm operates 

in the day-to-day lives of my research participants through professionalization of their 

work, operating through a simultaneous depoliticization of their roles and a demand for 

flattened affect or the limitation of emotional expression.  

 In the quote from Wendy Brown (2015) that is placed as an epigram to this 

chapter, she suggests that the subjects presumed by Marx in his analysis of capitalism – 

“subjects who yearned for emancipation” (11) – are subjects who desire liberation from 

capitalist oppression and will act on this desire in order to struggle for a different future. 

The model of the human presumed by Marx could be characterized as homo politicus: a 

figure of the human characterized as “fundamentally political – meant to live in the polis, 

share in its rule, deliberate about proper actions and just relations in every sphere of life” 

(Brown 2015, 91) and, moreover, as a subject who desires political engagement and an 

active role in shaping life. Importantly, this model of subjectivity presupposes 

collaborating with others to shape the unfolding of life. For Brown, neoliberalism has 

significantly robbed subjects of this kind of political desire; as a governing rationality 

that shapes subjectivity, neoliberalism has molded the affective and desiring capacities of 

subjects towards the individual self-maximization of their own value, a far more 

depoliticized aim. In other worlds, homo oeconomicus, the figure of a human subject 

devoid of political desire, has ascended over homo politicus.  
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 I take Brown’s insight seriously, and indeed much of my analysis throughout this 

thesis has described how the possibilities of political action, collectivity, and, more 

broadly speaking, the possibilities for how we live our lives as political subjects have 

been deeply limited by neoliberalism. In Chapter Three I described how professionalism 

operates as the dominant emotional habitus (Gould 2009) of the VAW sector that renders 

anti-violence work a dispassionate, rational field (and discourages passion and 

emotionality in its workers) while also shrinking the field of possible and desirable 

political engagement for those in the field. Chapter Four articulated how the systemic 

precarity and crises brought about by neoliberalism often position anti-violence workers 

as constantly engaged in ‘stage management’ rather than transformative political labour. 

The political and affective pressures of neoliberalism have indeed proven transformative 

on how my research participants labour and move through their worlds more generally. 

Neoliberalism has given shape to their subjectivity – to their thoughts, feelings, and 

desires. With that said, Brown also insists that “homo politicus remains alive and 

important through this time as well – full of demands and expectations, the seat of 

political sovereignty, freedom, and legitimacy” (98). The demands and expectations, and 

furthermore the desires and political imaginations of subjects are far from totally 

vanquished. Despite the neoliberal governing rationality that works to depoliticize 

worlds, communities, and indeed subjects themselves, my research participants all 

articulated explicitly political desires – desires for political change, for political 

community, for the world to be radically different than it currently is. Indeed, as I argued 
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in chapter two, my research participants indicated that they are engaged in the anti-

violence work that they do because of a desire for the world to be different (and a belief 

that this is possible) and their commitment to labouring toward that end. 

 In what follows, I include participant narratives that articulate desire, situating my 

participants as politically desiring subjects, while also trying to make visible the logics, 

systems, and structures that would seek to limit political desires or to prevent these 

individual desires from developing into collective political desires, agendas, and actions. 

In particular, I highlight participants’ expressions of desire for political collectivity and 

community, and for radical social and political change. 

5.1 Political Desires: Imagining Collectivity 

 Given that my entry point into this project was the topic of burnout, I asked my 

participants what they believed could mitigate burnout, and what changes they imagined 

could transform the conditions of anti-violence work so that the labour was more 

bearable. A common thread running through each of my research participant’s narratives 

is a desire for a more robust political community. Each participant narrated this 

differently: for some, it was a desire for political friendships; for others, it was more 

collaboration between anti-violence organizations and a stronger dedication to working in 

tandem with other individuals or agencies to end violence; for others, it was articulated as 

a desire for a more radical politics and more cooperative ways of working together within 

an organization. Despite these important differences, which I will discuss below, what 

ties these desires together is that they consist of a desire for political collectivity: for 
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being with and working with others who share political commitments and are willing to 

work together to achieve political change.  

 When envisioning a more sustainable anti-violence movement, Cynthia, founder 

of a domestic violence survivor’s advocacy group, articulated a desire for a greater 

number of survivors to take part in the anti-violence movement and work for change. 

Cynthia: If everybody that’s been through domestic violence would turn 

their experience around and make it into more of a positive experience by 

advocating for change or by helping out at the sexual assault centre or 

getting involved in some other way, then there wouldn’t be as much 

burnout. There’d be more people taking on the load. But some people just 

don’t want to talk about it or think about it so they hide their head in the 

sand and try to forget about it. 

As I discussed in Chapter Two, the mainstream anti-violence movement has shifted over 

the decades away from a survivor-led movement towards a professionalized service 

delivery model reliant on a separation between client and professional. While certainly 

there are a multitude of survivors who do work in this field, it is often not their lived 

experience of survivorship that is valued, but rather their professional status. Further, the 

ascendency of professional and educational credentials as the markers of a person’s 

capacity to work in this field have certainly made paid employment in the VAW sector 

inaccessible to many survivors, especially those who are poor, people of colour, 

indigenous, queer, trans, and disabled (Koyama 2006). In her vision of a more robust 

anti-violence movement, I think that it is important that Cynthia imagines the political 

potential of a critical mass of survivors who are willing and able to politicize their 

experiences and organize for change. To engage seriously with her point would be to 



 

 

 

129 

address the multiple systemic barriers that exist to creating survivor-led, survivor-

centered anti-violence organizing and activism, and to addressing racism, classism, and 

other forms of marginalization within the anti-violence movement.  

 In envisioning a larger and more robust political community of survivors, Cynthia 

also stressed the need for a better and more equitable division of labour within her 

organization, so that the workload was shared and no one person was overburdened with 

responsibility: 

Cynthia: You need cooperation from everybody on the committee for the 

committee to operate right? And I think burnout happens to individual 

people, because not everybody on the committee is doing their share.  

 

The importance of working and organizing with other people and collectively engaging in 

and sharing the labour of anti-violence work was further emphasized by Jennifer’s 

interview. In Chapter Two, Jennifer described the ways that grant-based funding for anti-

violence organizations led to competition between the different organizations for funding. 

This competition is both economic in the sense that organizations are literally vying 

against each other for the same pot of money, and affective in the sense that a logic and 

spirit of competition is fostered that encourages organizations to work in isolation rather 

than collectively. Jennifer spoke about the work she had done to try to build meaningful, 

collaborative relationships with anti-violence workers and organizations in her area, work 

that chips away at the emotional habitus of individual self-maximization and competition 

that characterizes the field. Underpinning her community-building labour is a desire for a 

collaborative rather than individualized undertaking of difficult and urgently need 
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support, advocacy, and education work. The visions of a political community that 

Jennifer expressed in our interview included this kind of inter-agency cooperation. She 

explained that collaboration was important to her not only because she believed working 

together to be ultimately more effective in providing survivors with the support and 

advocacy they needed, but also because working in collaboration with others helped her 

feel that she was part of a community. 

Jennifer: When I’m working collaboratively with people who get it, I feel 

supported for sure. Even when I go to a committee meeting, even with the 

police and the Crown attorney and victim witness assistance program and 

the Children's Aid Society, I'll share issues that I am seeing happening and 

other people will share their concerns. It’s a kind of peer support because 

it helps me realize that lots of people do get it and are doing what they can 

even though they’re bound by policies and procedures of their own 

agency. So we can share our collective frustrations with each other and 

sometimes we can strategize and find little things that might help some of 

the work that we’re doing, but sometimes it’s also just that we can all 

collectively complain about the justice system and then you don't feel so 

isolated in the work that you're doing because you're like “okay, other 

people see this stuff too and recognize that it's an issue”.  

 

Experiencing a collective sense of concern for and understanding of the issue of violence 

against women through dialogue and collaboration with other people trying to effect 

change helped counter Jennifer’s feelings of isolation. One thing that was troubling to me 

was Jennifer’s acceptance of the police as part of her political community. As many 

feminist of colour have pointed out, criminal justice approaches to violence against 

women and the involvement of the police threaten the safety and freedom of women of 

colour, Indigenous women, poor women, and trans folks (Koyama 2006; Smith 2009; 

Ritchie 2006). In addition to sexual violence and domestic violence, these groups face 
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high levels of state violence. Andrea Ritchie (2006) points out that women of colour 

experience police brutality at alarming rates, including when police are responding to 

domestic violence incidents. She argues that for women of colour, poor women, and 

lesbians especially, law enforcement officers are not protectors but rather are 

“perpetrators of violence against women” (142). While Jennifer did indicate an awareness 

that the police and the court system are problematic (although she did not specify the 

particular ways in which these systems enact racism, colonialism, or other forms of 

oppression), she nonetheless welcomed collaboration with them, in part because of the 

feelings of being-in-community that collaboration generated. 

Jennifer: There are still lots of issues with police and the court system – 

many of my clients’ experiences with the police are less than positive, but 

it’s nice to be in a setting where you feel like…you’re collaborating right? 

It's like we're a community and what can we all do together to help people 

who are experiencing sexual or domestic violence and to know that there 

are people that are invested in it and receptive to things that you have to 

say. 

 

It is important for me to problematize the ways in which Jennifer, and indeed much of the 

mainstream VAW sector, works somewhat uncritically with the police. Certainly 

Jennifer’s positive experiences working in collaboration with the police cannot be 

divorced from the specificity of her experiences as a white, professional woman who has 

not experienced race-based profiling. It is also important for me to suggest that there is 

need for further research into the question of how the good feelings of collaboration and 

community emerging from working with the police might stall or limit a more critical 

engagement with police policies and practices. I think Jennifer’s desire for community 
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and the difficulty she had building community among anti-violence feminist 

organizations speak to a need for a reinvigorated sense of collaboration and community 

within critical feminist communities: the need to build a thicker affective and relational 

basis for a more radical, less state-involved and more intersectional anti-violence 

movement.  

 In addition to her paid labour as a counselor and legal advocate, Jennifer 

participates in local feminist activism and organizing (including organizing events for 

International Women’s Week, planning activities for the National Day of Remembrance 

and Action on Violence against Women, organizing consent education events at local 

high schools, and sitting on different local organizing committees), and identifies this 

work as an important site of political community. 

Jennifer: I think it helps to not be just doing the frontline work all the time. 

It helps to get out of the office and to sit with peers… being out at events 

and feeling like there's a collective voice of people who are all believing in 

the same cause or celebrating something or whatever it is. Even though 

it’s still thinking about violence all the time, it’s being able to do that in 

different ways and I think that that's important for balance. 

 

Jennifer highlights the importance of feeling part of a collective political voice and of 

gathering in community with people who are committed to ending violence against 

women. For Nicole, being part of a collective voice and working with other people is 

critical for being able to do anti-violence work sustainably. 

Roxanne: Are there times where you find working in this field energizing 

rather than exhausting? 
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Nicole: Yeah, some days and some times it's enlivening and it can push 

you forward. If I'm feeling connected and I feel like I have allies and 

people working with me then it can be really exciting. You know, you’re 

in a room with people, and those people come up with great ideas and it’s 

working and you’re connecting. You do an event and you’re working off 

the high of that event and then at other times it's the complete opposite and 

you're feeling like “oh fuck like why do I even bother”. You know? 

Because it’s constantly feeling like you're hitting up against a brick wall or 

you're preaching to the converted. And then another woman gets killed. 

And it’s just like fuck. You know? 

  

Nicole highlights the affective power of working with others, naming it as enlivening: as 

a process that is sustaining and life-giving. Nicole indicates that working in community 

doesn’t necessarily soften the blow of the realties of ongoing violence and the weight of 

feelings of despair, but that she can feel enlivened and supported both affectively and 

politically by collaboration with others. She also indicates frustration with the insularity 

of the anti-violence community and the difficulties of reaching new people. Nicole 

suggests here that making connections widely across communities would make the work 

more bearable. This came up not only in relation to questions of to who outreach and 

education initiatives could be directed, but also in relation to the question of who is 

leading these initiatives. For Nicole, working with other people, and in particular working 

across difference, is a critical part of how she imagines this work being more sustaining 

and sustainable.  

Roxanne: Can you talk about what could make this work more sustainable 

for you?  

Nicole: Working with other people; not working in isolation. It would be 

more sustaining to have more diversity especially in this city in terms of 

race but really all kinds of difference. Being able to work with other 
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genders would be more sustaining. Being able to work with more folks 

with the same class background as me, or at least a better class analysis, 

but even better the same background. Because you can have the analysis 

but it’s still different. That could make it more sustaining I think.  

 

Here, Nicole speaks to the ways that anti-violence organizing would be enriched by a 

more substantial involvement of people of colour in the community. In our conversation, 

she demonstrated a critical consciousness of how racism and classism come to bear on 

anti-violence work, the importance of decentering whiteness, and the need for people of 

colour and poor people to be actively involved in anti-violence movement if those 

movements are to succeed in challenging racism and classism in meaningful ways. 

Speaking from her position as a white woman from low-income background, she 

indicates that having other people with shared experience and a shared analysis of class 

would make her feel more supported in her work, and that having a stronger 

representation of women of colour and folks of all genders would ultimately make the 

movement stronger and more inclusive. Nicole articulates a strong awareness of how 

difference matters and how a sustainable social justice movement must embrace 

difference and actively address multiple intersecting form of violence and oppression. 

This is relevant to my earlier point about how it is necessary for anti-violence workers to 

seriously reckon with the barriers that people come up against in trying to participate in 

anti-violence work. Indeed, there are systemic obstacles that prevent women of colour, 

poor people, Indigenous, and trans people from coming into paid positions or into 

positions of power within mainstream anti-violence organizations. As a queer single 
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mom, Nicole had struggled with the normative assumption that women working for 

VAW organizations should strive toward a ‘work-life balance’. Indeed, one insight that 

she shared with me that I think is particularly important was that for her, a separation 

between work and life was not desirable. More specifically, she described her whole life 

and sense of self as tied into her politics, and indicated that having a job that allows her to 

practice her politics was important to her.  

Nicole: Especially as a single mom, it’s always been especially important 

for me to have a job that I could be passionate about and that I could do 

without feeling like I was co-opting myself. Because I only have so much 

time. I can't be like these folks who don't have kids who have a job they’re 

indifferent about and then do all their activism outside of work. I don't 

have time for that. I can't do it.   

 

Nicole indicates that she doesn’t have the time nor the desire for a work/life separation as 

it is conventionally understood, but rather articulates a desire for a deeply integrated life, 

one in which she doesn’t feel like she is sacrificing her politics in order to make a living. 

For Nicole, her feminist politics and her passion for what she understands as the deeply 

political work of ending violence are at the forefront of her work ethic and indeed her 

approach to life. To have to contain or compartmentalize her passion and her politics into 

a smaller section of her life was not a desirable option. Nicole ardently emphasized the 

importance of political community as a central part of the integrated life that she desires. 

For her, political community takes shape not only through collaboration and connection 

between colleagues but in friendships. This came across when I asked her how she 

imagined the work of being an anti-violence feminist could be more sustainable. 
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Roxanne: What would make this work more sustainable for you? 

Nicole: It’s people. It's having good friends that are connected to this work 

somehow. Being able to have friends that I've worked with. You know? 

And not separating it out. Not buying into that “oh that’s work and this is 

home and this is that”. ‘Cause the message is very much that it’s 

something that’s healthy and I don't think it necessarily is. It isn't for me.  

 

Friendships with people who are connected to the same political struggles are part of 

Nicole’s vision of a sustainable political community. Relationships that transcend or 

unsettle boundaries between ‘work’ and ‘life’ are constitutive of a politically and 

affectively integrated life. I am reminded of Ainslie’s difficulties reconciling her home 

and work lives and Irene’s feelings of disconnection between her experiences at work and 

her family life, which I discussed in Chapter Four. While I do not aim here to be 

prescriptive or to create a hierarchy between different people’s modes of organizing their 

many responsibilities, I wonder about the political potential of shifting the notion of a 

‘work-life balance’ towards an idea of an integrated life. I am curious about what 

affective and political shifts might arise if integration rather than compartmentalization of 

experiences became more commonplace, what affective practices and modes of 

engagement with the world would emerge and what kinds of subjectivity would flourish. 

While I raise this point as a provocation rather a fully-developed idea, my thinking here is 

that our ordinary lives and relationships are the basis for reproducing our social and 

political worlds. Thus, they are also the basis for changing those worlds. The affective 

and political resonances of the labour of building our lives and relationships and the 

activities that we engage in that are generative of our worlds. The mode of political 
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friendship described by Nicole here is an intentional way of enmeshing the political and 

the relational that expands the possibilities for affective and political engagement 

throughout a person’s life. 

 Like Nicole, Irene spoke of the importance of political friendships and 

connections when imagining anti-violence work that was more sustainable.  

Roxanne: What did you find in your time at the shelter that made your 

work more sustainable? 

Irene: The connection with the women. It was…to be that person that they 

talk to or to have somebody say thank you. Or again, to be able to go out 

and have a social event with my coworkers and to be able to tell stories 

and to know that you were part of something bigger than yourself. It 

was…to be connected to other people was always what it was for me. 

 

Importantly, Irene identifies relationships and moments of connection with others as that 

which has sustained her. Irene, who in Chapter Three spoke of ‘the fear of the us and 

them’ and the pressure to distance herself from the survivors she worked with rather than 

to identify with them or engage with them as peers, also here describes her connection 

with the women at the shelter as an important affective resource. In addition, she 

reaffirms the importance of friendship and connection with the women who she works 

with, being able to feel a kind of integration of her friendships with her work life. There 

are parts of her narrative, I suggest, that indicate a desire for what could be described as a 

more affectively and politically integrated life.  

 Cynthia, Jennifer, Nicole, and Irene each in their own way explain how political 

community has sustained them, or articulate a desire for a broader and richer political 
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community. In addition to articulating a desire for a more robust collectivity of friends 

and allies, my participants described several other changes that they believed to be 

necessary to make anti-violence work more sustainable and more effective. I chose to 

highlight political community because I suggest that a deepening of political 

collaboration could lead to an increase of the anti-violence movement’s affective and 

political capacities to advocate for necessary systemic change. It is important to note that 

when my participants speak about the possibilities of community making their work more 

sustainable or bearable, they are not only imaging how the work might feel better, they 

are imagining changes that would make their work more effective. They are imagining 

alternatives to the current state of political stagnancy and constant exhaustion: the 

opening up of a political horizon and the shifting of the affective landscape of their work. 

And indeed, a more robust political community is the necessary affective and political 

basis for other changes. Imagining and working to bring about changes that enrich 

political community challenges neoliberalism’s tendency to isolate and individualize. 

5.2 Isolation and the Possibilities of Community 

 It is specifically in relation to neoliberal isolation and individualization that I 

believe political collectivity or community is particularly meaningful here. Much of what 

I have discussed in this thesis up until this point contributes to a more specific discussion 

of neoliberalism as a systemic that isolates. The emotional habitus of professionalism 

described in Chapter Three – the tacit but embodied social schema that positions a 

dispassionate, invulnerable, autonomous affective disposition as the most valuable – is 
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certainly one that lends itself to isolation. A professional is one who is responsible, 

flexible, and self-managing enough to competently perform their work independently – 

who does not rely on others for help or support. The dissociative affective practices my 

participants use to manage the disorganizing forces of neoliberalism, as discussed in 

Chapter Three, are also isolating. They constitute an individualized mode of self-

managing labour that creates a distance from the heaviness of the world so that the 

subject can persevere, but also limits possibilities of relationality and interdependence.   

 Isolation can be understood as simultaneously an affective and a political 

situation. As a political situation, my participants described competition and lack of 

collaboration between organizations. Nicole describes this as ‘working in silos’. Isolation 

as an affect can be described as the feeling of being alone, of being without friends or 

allies or those who you can confide in and depend on. Clearly, these two elements of 

isolation are deeply connected. As Gould (2009) has shown us, our political imaginaries 

and affective lives mutually inform one another, and the political realities in which we 

are laboring come to bear on both the emotional habitus and political horizon of social 

movements. And indeed, my analysis has demonstrated how neoliberalism is generative 

of affective and material barriers to the formation of strong and sustainable feminist anti-

violence collectivities or communities. A more robust political collectivity – whether in 

the shape of political friendships, inter-agency collaboration, or fuller and more diverse 

social movements – might counter isolation in both its political and affective forms. A 

greater number of people who are integrated with each other affectively and politically 
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have an enhanced capacity to work together and a stronger political voice with which to 

demand change. 

 While a stronger and more radical political community is a desirable 

transformation for anti-violence workers, it is important to consider the potential 

limitations of community as a model for political collectivity. It is critical to challenge 

romanticized notions of community as utopian spaces, as many women of colour have 

pointed out the ways in which identity-based communities in particular can function to 

discipline and exclude (Lorde 1948). Further, and particularly relevant to this project’s 

focus on neoliberalism, Miranda Joseph (2002) points out that it is dangerous to 

theoretically position community as somehow outside of capitalism. She argues that 

community and capitalism are in a co-constituting, dynamic relationship; while 

community can depart from and exceed neoliberal capitalism, it also relies on it to 

function.  

 In positioning community as having the potential to unsettle neoliberal emotional 

habitus and political horizons, it is the labour or the practice of struggling politically with 

others – including struggling around questions of difference, of political priorities, of 

tactics – that I believe hold the most potential. To labour alongside others, even when it is 

difficult, rather than working in isolation is to chip away at the logic of neoliberalism that 

constructs subjects as most valuable when able to work independently. My use of 

political community here signals interdependence, mutual care and vulnerability, 

commitment to addressing power and privilege, and working across difference. The kinds 
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of political communities that hold the most promise to radically reinvigorate anti-

violence movements are those based on readiness to engage in collective political 

struggle, to develop a political analysis of sexual and domestic violence that includes a 

critique of state violence, racism, classism, heterosexism, and ableism, and a willingness 

to address questions of power and privilege among those engaged in this work. Such a 

community is necessarily not rooted in shared experience or shared identity, but rather in 

a commitment to labour together across social locations to address multiple forms of 

violence.  

5.3 Collective Affects, Collective Politics  

 If, as my research participants suggest and I argue here, it is desirable to move 

from individualized modes of anti-violence labour to collective political struggle, what 

particular practices might help bring about this transformation? In the final chapters of 

Kathi Weeks’ 2011 book, The Problem With Work, she argues that the process of making 

demands is a critical form of political praxis. While the content of political demands is 

without a doubt important, Weeks is most interested in the demand as an action that has 

important ontological, aspirational, and political effects. Demands, Weeks suggests, have 

a dual role: they are at once a perspective and a provocation. As a perspective, a demand 

operates “as a force of demystification, an instrument of denaturalization, and a tool of 

cognitive mapping” (129), producing a critical distance between the audience of the 

demand and the dominant discourses and hegemonic social structure and systems that 

they have come to take for granted. Demands are fragmentary, requiring their audience to 



 

 

 

142 

‘fill in the blanks’ and engage in the analytical labour of understanding the perspective 

being put forth by the demand. As a provocation, a demand is performative. Rather than 

merely expressing political knowledge, consciousness, and desire, the demand incites 

them into being. As Weeks puts it, “as a provocation, [demands] serve to elicit the 

subversive commitments, collective formations, and political hopes that [they] appear 

only to reflect” (131). The demand has the capacity to generate collective political 

desires, to expand our sense of what we need, and – importantly – to provoke our 

collective power to struggle for something. Demands are thus deeply implicated in the 

production of political subjectivities and political collectivities. It is the provocative 

characteristic of the demand that is of particular relevance to this project. I am interested 

in how the practice of making demands – as a process of forming political subjectivities, 

inciting political desires, and developing collective affective capacities for political 

struggle – could be incorporated into anti-violence work. I do not mean to offer this as a 

singular solution for the problems and issues that my participants have described or to 

prescribe this as most the suitable way forward, but I do see important resonances 

between the work that Weeks suggests demands are able to do and the needs that my 

participants have identified. Thus, I explore why making demands might be a desirable 

and effective practice, and how they might take shape within feminist anti-violence 

communities to support a more expansive political horizon and emotional habitus within 

which political subjects can locate themselves.  



 

 

 

143 

 What would it mean for my research participants, but also the many people who 

engage in anti-violence labour, to make demands? For Weeks, the practice of making 

demands could be an incitement to the kinds of political community that my participants 

imagine. For example, to publically make demands on the state for more funding for 

violence prevention programming that is ongoing and without the strings currently 

attached (such as the emphasis on service provision rather than advocacy, or strict 

reporting requirements), could incite a critical perspective on the current state of funding 

for VAW organization, leading to a collective political consciousness. Further, this 

demand could foster an increased sense of need and desire among VAW workers, leading 

to a stronger sense of political collectivity and a stronger and more vibrant political voice. 

Demands could be a mechanism to transform individual perspectives on changes that are 

needed, but also individual affective experiences of burnout and exhaustion, into the 

grounds for collective political claims that resonate in the public sphere, having both an 

affective and a political impact on those who hear them. To use Deborah Gould’s 

terminology, the praxis of demanding holds the potential to shift both the emotional 

habitus and the political horizon of a social movement. In “invit[ing] the expansion of our 

needs and desires” (Weeks, 146) and thus creating changes in the register of affect that 

might exceed and unsettle the dominant emotional habitus, demands can serve to expand 

the political horizon by “sparking the political imagination of, and desire for, a different 

future” (146) and enhancing capacity to act politically. To further bring together Gould 

and Weeks, Weeks conceived of the demand as “a pedagogical practice that entails a 
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critical analysis of the present and an imagination of a different future” (147). In this 

sense, we might think of making demands as generative of both an emotional pedagogy 

(in the sense that Gould thinks of it) and a political pedagogy – cultivating both a 

collective affective landscape and a sense of what it is possible and desirable to struggle 

for.  

 I want to note that the above-mentioned demand – for more stable funding from 

the state – is one that is perhaps indeed politically untenable and not one that I am 

necessarily advocating for. As mentioned at several points throughout this thesis, VAW 

organizations’ reliance on state funding has often led to those organizations working with 

rather than against state criminal justice apparatuses, despite ways in which these system 

enact racist and colonial violence. At the same time, every single one of my participants 

specifically named a lack of funding as one of the factors that contributed to burnout and 

limited the political potential of their anti-violence work. I do not attempt to fully address 

this conundrum here, but point to it as one of many irreconcilable tensions that anti-

violence communities must struggle with. And this struggle – the political deliberation 

about what demands to make, how, and to whom – is one of the most critical components 

of the kinds of political communities that I am suggesting we might build.  

 In their inquiry into the emotional sustainability of activist movements, Brown 

and Pickerill (2009) suggest that “organizational structures and processes enable activists 

to transform personal emotions such as anger and hopelessness into ‘a collectively 

defined sense of injustice” (Brown and Pickerill 2009, 27). If the process of making 
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political demands was woven into the day-to-day practices of anti-violence organizations, 

this could eventually be accompanied by a shift in the emotional habitus of those 

organizations so that individuals could share and politicize their feelings, including 

feelings of burnout. In turn, creating space for the articulation of feelings of burnout and 

exhaustion within these organizational spaces could help to create the affective basis 

from which to make political demands. 

 What demands could be made from the position of anti-violence workers? What 

demands ought academics and activists make on behalf of anti-violence workers? How 

might these demands be both for improvements to the lives of anti-violence workers and 

also demands for changes that might prevent violence? How can the needs of survivors of 

violence be prioritized within the demands made by anti-violence workers? How might 

these demands be rooted in intersectional politics and critical analysis of difference? How 

might these demands articulate a critique of state violence? These are critical questions to 

consider, questions which point to the multiplicity of tensions that exist within anti-

violence movements, but that must be reckoned with should anti-violence communities 

wish to become more affectively and politically vibrant.  

 Moreover, these questions are hopeful questions: questions that anticipate the 

possibility of generative political dialogue and the messy but critical work of political 

struggle. Hope is to situate the potentials for radical politics within these difficult 

engagements, rather than seeing this difficulty as a sign of failure or impasse. For Weeks 

(2011), hope is a critical component of the reinvigoration of political consciousness and 
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practice. The ability to creatively imagine and articulate the shape of political 

transformation is a critical political skill. Further, Weeks (2011) argues that “for hope to 

be a political force, it must be more than a matter of thinking: it must also be a matter of 

desire and will. The affective dimension of hope must be added to our understanding of 

the category if we are to grasp it as a political, rather than a merely epistemological, 

force” (197). Said differently, hope involves not only the ability to imagine different 

futures: it is also an affective capacity to will those futures into being. For Sarah Ahmed 

(2004b) hope is similarly a necessary element of politics. She writes: “hope is crucial to 

the act of protest: hope is what allows us to feel that what angers us is not inevitable, 

even if transformation can sometimes feel impossible” (184). She positions hope as that 

which animates possibility: the affective energy that sustains our imaginings of different 

futures. Said differently, hope is what helps expand the political horizon that we’ve 

reimagined, and makes it possible for us to reach towards that which we politically 

desire. 

 In writing this chapter and imagining the affective and political changes through 

which anti-violence work could be rendered both more sustainable, more transformative, 

and ultimately more effective, I do not look to transform burnout and exhaustion into 

positive experiences, but rather use these affective experiences as starting points for an 

inquiry into our social and political worlds. From places of burnout, exhaustion, political 

depression, and despair, my participants are nonetheless able to engage in the work of 

political imagining, and to practice hope through their ongoing commitment to anti-
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violence labour. In this sense, my project has resonated with Anne Cvetkovichs’ (2012) 

goal in Depression: to “depathologize negative feelings so that they can be seen as a 

possible resource for political action rather than its antithesis” (2). Beginning from 

descriptions of difficult but ordinary affective states, my participants articulate ideas for 

political change that emerge from staying with negative feelings and reflecting on their 

personal, social, and political significance. 

5.4 Conclusion: Suggestion for Further Research 

 This project has drawn on the experiences of white women working in the anti-

violence sector in order to think through the political relevance of their affective 

experiences, and the affective relevance of political experiences. I have theorized 

neoliberalism as simultaneously a political logic and affective force that both disciplines 

and affects embodiment and subjectivity. Rather than painting a comprehensive picture of 

the affective life of feminist anti-violence politics, I have attempted to model an 

experientially grounded mode of investigation into affect that takes embodiment and 

materiality seriously. 

 While I hope that the questions, provocations, and ideas I have raised here might 

prove useful for further research, I must stress that it is both impossible and politically 

and ethically untenable to generalize any of the conclusions I have drawn in this project. 

Indeed, I might go so far as to suggest that I have not drawn conclusions from this 

research, but rather developed a rich description, analysis, and conceptual framework that 

is specific only to the individual women I interviewed, and relevant only in the particular 
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context of their own lives and lived experiences. I have modeled a way of approaching 

the relationship between affect, embodiment, anti-violence work, and neoliberalism as it 

related to the particular, situated experiences of my research participants. The ideas and 

concepts that have emerged from this thesis cannot be simply applied to the lives and 

experiences of women of colour, Indigenous women, trans women, or folks occupying 

any significantly different social locations. The concepts developed here – for example, 

of anti-violence work as a ‘profession of crisis’, or of the affective practice of ‘trying to 

keep it all together’ – emerge from the centering of my participants’ experiences and 

insights. Those experiences and insights emerge in turn from the particular interlocking 

oppressions and privileges that shape my participants’ lives. A project that centered, for 

example, Indigenous women’s affective experiences in doing anti-violence work would 

need to begin from the voices, stories, and embodied experiences of Indigenous women. 

Indigenous women, given their positions of having to navigate colonialism and racism as 

they intersects with sexism, misogyny, and neoliberalism, would without a doubt describe 

different kinds of experiences and thus generate different concepts with which to explain 

their lives. My work in this thesis cannot be used to speculate about the lives and 

experiences of the women not represented here; to do so would be to collapse difference 

into sameness, and to fall into the traps of universality that I have argued against.  

 I believe that further inquiry into the affective life of neoliberalism and anti-

violence work – as well as other forms of activism and political labour – can further 

enrich our understanding of neoliberalism. Additional investigations could and should 
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center the experiences of women of colour, trans people, disabled folks, seeking to 

honour the specificity of lived experience and provide grounded accounts of the 

particular ways that differently positioned people negotiate neoliberalism and the 

multiple intersecting systems of power that shape their lives. 
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Appendix B 

Sample Interview Protocol 

Introductory Protocol 

 

• Go over the letter of information.  

• Ask if the research participant has any questions or concerns about confidentiality or 

privacy. 

• Ask for verbal and written consent to conduct the interview. 

• Ask for verbal and written consent to audio record the interview. 

 

 

Question Guide  

 

• Can you tell me a bit about yourself and how you’re involved in anti-violence work or 

activism? 

• What background or past experiences brought you to this work? 

• Do you have a political identity or orientation that informs or underpins your work? 

What does that identity or orientation mean to you, or how is it connected to your anti-

violence work? 

 

• In what ways do you see your work as requiring you to engage emotionally or to engage 

with the emotions of others? 

• Are there time where you feel that you perform a particular emotional state as part of 

your work? (Examples of this could include having to perform happiness when you are 

not happy, holding in anger or frustration, performing empathy when you feel 

disconnected from a person’s experience). Can you describe these experiences? 

 

• How do you think your identity (gender, race, class, sexuality) bears on the ways in 

which you engage with emotions in your work? 

• In what ways do you come up against face sexism, racism, homophobia, transphobia in 

your work? Can you talk about what that feels like, or how your experiences navigating 

these oppressions affection you on emotional and physical levels? 

 

• Are there times when you find this work exhausting? What about the work is 

exhausting? 

• What does this exhaustion or burnout look like to you? How does it show up in your 

life? 

• Are there ways that difficult feelings emerging from your work affect you physically?  
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• In your workplace/organization, do you talk with your colleagues about feelings? How 

do you talk about them? 

• How do people in your workplace/organization talk about burnout and exhaustion? 

• Have you reached out for support when you’ve experience burnout?  

 Who do you reach out to and how do you describe what you’re 

experiencing?  

 If you don’t reach out, what keeps you from doing so? 

 

• Are there times where you feel that you have to perform ‘keeping it all together’ when 

you don’t feel that you don’t “have it all together” or are feeling burned out? Can you 

talk about what those experiences are like for you? 

 

• Can you talk about any particular policies, characteristics, or organizational structures 

of where you do your anti-violence work that contribute to burnout?  

• What broader cultural factors do you feel contribute to burnout? 

• What particular policies, characteristics, or organizational structures of where you do 

your anti-violence work that you credit as making your work more emotionally and 

physically sustainable? 

• What could make anti-violence work more sustainable for you? 

 

• What would you like to see happen with my research findings? (e.g. a workshop, a 

written resource) 
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Appendix C 

Participant Recruitment Email 

 

Subject: Call for Research Participants: Anti-Violence Work and Burnout Study 

 

I am a graduate student at Queen’s University studying under the supervision of Dr. 

Samantha King in the Department of Gender Studies. I am currently seeking research 

participants for my thesis project, which explores how anti-violence workers experience 

burnout and emotional exhaustion.  

 

I am looking for people whose work engages with gender-based violence and sexual 

violence in the Kingston area, including (but not limited to) front-line support and service 

provision, advocacy, public education, awareness raising, activism, organizing, and 

volunteering. Participation in this project would involve one or both of two parts: an 

interview and a small focus group. The aim of my research is to draw on the lived 

experiences of people who are dedicated to creating a world without sexual violence, in 

order to identify what makes this work exhausting and to collectively imagine what 

changes could make it more sustainable. 

 

If you are interested in participating or would like more information about this project, 

please contact me by email at r.runyon@queensu.ca or by phone at 780-993-9567. Any 

questions about my study may also be directed to my supervisor, Dr. Samantha King at 

kingsj@queensu.ca or at 613-533-6000 ext. 74688. Any ethical concerns about the study 

may be directed to the Chair of the Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board at 

613-533-0681 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. This study has been granted clearance 

according to the recommended principles of Canadian ethics guidelines, and Queen’s 

University policies. 

 

Thank you for considering my request. I look forward to hearing from you. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Roxanne Runyon 

MA Student 

Department of Gender Studies 

Queen’s University 

Kingston, ON K7L 3N6 

 

r.runyon@queensu.ca 

780-993-9567 
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Appendix D 

Letter of Information 

Date 

 

To Whom it May Concern: 

 

This letter is an invitation to participate in a study I am conducting as part of my Master’s 

degree in Gender Studies at Queen’s University. I would like to provide you with 

information about this project and describe what your participation would involve if you 

decide to take part. 

 

My research explores experiences of burnout and emotional exhaustion among people 

who work to end sexual and gender-based violence. The day-to-day labour that supports 

anti-violence agencies and organizations is critical work that many of us are passionate 

about, but it often wears on our emotional, physical, spiritual, and mental wellbeing. The 

aim of my research is to draw on the lived experiences of people who work to build a 

world without sexual violence, in order to identify what makes this work exhausting and 

to collectively imagine what changes could make it more sustainable.  

Participation in this study is voluntary. It can involve either or both of two parts: an 

interview and a focus group. Interviews will be approximately one and a half to two 

hours in length and will take place in between September 2015 and November 2015 at a 

mutually agreed upon time and location. With your permission, the interview will be 

audio recorded and later transcribed for analysis, and you will be provided with a copy of 

the transcript to confirm the accuracy of our conversation and clarify any points that you 

wish. The focus group will tentatively take place in November 2015 with up to five other 

participants at a mutually agreed on time and location. If the group consents to it, the 

focus group will be audio recorded and a note-taker will be present. 

All information you provide is considered completely confidential. Every effort will be 

made to mitigate your risk of being identified. Your name will not appear in any work 

resulting from this study and any information that could identify you will be changed or 

removed. With your permission anonymous quotations may be used. Data collected 

during this study will be destroyed after the project completion, and only my supervisor 

and myself will have access to your interview transcript. Should a transcriptionist or 

focus group note-taker be employed to help with this project, they will be required to sign 

a confidentiality form. You may decide to withdraw from this study at any time 

without any negative consequences.  

If you have any questions regarding this study, or would like additional information to 

assist you in reaching a decision about participation, please contact me at 780-993-9567 



 

 

 

160 

or by email at r.runyon@queensu.ca You can also contact my supervisor, Dr. Samantha 

King at 613-533-6601 or by email at kingsj@queensu.ca 

I look forward to speaking with you and thank you in advance for your assistance in this 

project. 

Yours Sincerely, 

 

 

Roxanne Runyon 

Graduate Student 

Department of Gender Studies, Queen’s University 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


