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Caring like a State: Politicizing Love, Touch, and 
Precarious Lives in the Time of COVID-19  
_Abstract 

This essay builds on the extraordinary circumstances brought about by the COVID-
19 pandemic to tease out some of the ways in which love has been played out politi-
cally in relation to migration. In Canada, as elsewhere in the world, the pandemic 
suddenly rendered visible the oft-invisible care work traditionally performed by 
women, and now increasingly so by women of color and asylum seekers. Building on 
queer theorist Sara Ahmed’s understanding of immigration policies as a form of ‘con-
ditional love,’ I investigate various processes of (de)politicization that occurred when 
love and care became politically mobilized in response to the health crisis. I use the 
‘love-body-care’ constellation as working points to tease out some disciplining and 
transformative possibilities brought about by love. After discussing Lauren Berlant’s 
and bell hooks’ reflections on love, I then examine how the pandemic unexpectedly 
made visible, and sometimes challenged, the politics of touch, love, and care between 
state-sanctioned hierarchized bodies. While so doing, I notably unpack the ‘guardian 
angel’ metaphor that was mobilized to speak of those doing care work, and especially 
those working as continuing care assistants for the elderly — overwhelmingly asylum 
seekers and women of color in Quebec. Running through the discussion lie lingering 
existential, political questions: who cares (in both the practical and emotional under-
standings of the term), and how do we care about each other — with what political 
consequences? 

Introduction1  

The year 2020 will be remembered as the year of the coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19). 

The pandemic spread around the globe, and as of February 5, 2021,2 111,419,939 per-

sons had been infected, with an additional 2,470,772 lives taken to an early grave — 

sadly, this tragic record will only increase in the upcoming months. As the death toll 

steadily rose throughout the year, several voices were heard, crying for the need for 

more compassion, more love, more kindness in the face of the emotional and physical 

challenges we faced: uncertainties about the virus and its future vaccines, lockdown 

and states of emergency decreed, and job security suddenly jeopardized, all with dev-

astating consequences for the general population. Angela Merkel, Jacinda Ardern, Erna 

Solberg, Mette Frederiksen: women’s leadership suddenly became essentialized posi-

tively by the caring, compassionate leadership they offered. By contrast, Donald J. 

Trump was routinely criticized for his lack of compassion and empathy regarding the 

pandemic, reflected in the American death toll, which quickly escalated, and by Febru-

ary 5, 2021, had surpassed 495,275 deaths — and counting.3  
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The spreading of the COVID-19 pandemic stood at the perfect juncture for renewed 

calls for solidarity, love, and kindness that could challenge the nationalistic political 

impulses imposed on us. Love started to permeate political discourse, declined in var-

ious shades of grey: compassion, benevolence, kindness.  

I initially experienced this political turn away from economics or national self-in-

terest as our default go-to rationalizations of policies as refreshing. I will not lie: when 

first approached to write this essay, my initial impulse was to write about how, in times 

of COVID-19, love was more politically important than ever, how physical distancing, 

not social distancing, needed to be emphasized, and how community-building practices 

emerged in creative, original ways. Leaving notes to neighbors and strangers, inquiring 

about food needs or emotional well-being to ensure no one was left behind, improvising 

neighborhood food banks to help those who suddenly lost their jobs, opening hotels to 

those sleeping in the streets, distributing masks to street drug-users, bringing foods to 

exhausted and overworked healthcare workers: these are all examples of community-

building actions motivated by love and care that occurred during the pandemic, and 

instilled some hope and magic in an otherwise bleak foreseeable future of being alone 

together.  

But as the writing process unfolded, I found myself constantly moving away from 

this. The precarity of my own feelings entered my train of thought. I found myself 

caught between the insistence that love mattered more than ever and that we needed 

stories of hope and community in a time where touch itself has become over-politicized 

and securitized to heightened levels, and my internal, visceral screams of rage at the 

political, hypocritical discursive deployments of love that took the form of pleas and 

requests targeted at specific people, especially care workers, immigrants and asylum 

seekers. As my writing about love kept coming from a place of anger and urgency, my 

attempts to return to the productive, positive dimensions of love brought about by the 

pandemic felt more and more like a self-imposed, disciplining form of cruel optimism, 

to use Lauren Berlant’s words,4 that had become an obstacle to the real flourishing of 

my thoughts. What I really wanted to talk about was how the political mobilization of 

love I witnessed in the public sphere did not have the positive political potential that 

one could imagine emerging from such a movement. My anger stemmed from the 

state’s deployment of love and care as political discourses.  
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Throughout the pandemic, the state has been mobilized as the central organizer, co-

ordinator and distributor of care. This comes as no surprise for those of us who live in 

welfare-state systems, where healthcare has the ambition of being universal in its reach 

and coverage. But two elements caught my attention. First, as the first wave of the 

pandemic unfolded in spring 2020, it became clear that the state’s centrality in the def-

inition of care and the identification of who and what we should care about became 

more entrenched than ever, and uncomfortably obvious — if only in the debates and 

protocols about who should get access to care and ventilators should there be a shortage 

of beds and equipment in hospitals. Second, in doing so, it also crystallized new cate-

gories of individuals in relation to care: those in need of assistance (children and the 

elderly) and those whose assistance is needed (‘guardian angels’). Yet, for all of their 

differences, a characteristic common to all of these groups is that they are metaphori-

cally (elders, children) or legally (asylum seeker, detainees) ‘incomplete’ citizens. Fi-

nally, the pandemic has required a massive increase in the provision of care that can 

only be administered by a private individual — not the public individual in the guise 

of an abstract health system, but the physical work of the care worker, physician or 

hospital nurse. As such, more than ever, the pandemic has blurred the public/private 

divide along which the state operates,5 revealing the schemes and violence involved to 

be able to “care like a state.”6 

When asked why love ought to be seen as “politically interesting,” Lauren Berlant 

answers by stating that its relevance lies in “the conditions of the possibility of an ori-

entation toward being in relation, which could be lived in lots of ways.”7 This definition 

beckons an attention to relationality and uncertainty; it goes without saying that invok-

ing love does not necessarily results in it being a good thing, even if it opens up such 

possibilities. The pandemic unexpectedly made visible and sometimes challenged the 

dominant politics of touch, love, and care between hierarchized bodies. As such, turn-

ing my critical eye now toward the kind of relationalities and their orientations invoked 

in discourses of love mobilized by state officials during COVID-19 makes more sense 

to me now than offering cruel optimism.  

This essay can thus be read as an unraveling of struggling thoughts as I grapple with 

the intermeshing and often incoherent significance of touch, bodies, and care in con-

nection to love. The play in English on the word ‘care’, which can mean to attend to 

someone’s physical and emotions needs or to have empathy with, concern with, should 
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not be lost on us. Why do some political deployments of love leave out bodies in some 

situations and not others? What does it do? Why does emotional care sometimes matter, 

when speaking of love, and sometimes not? What do such absences or presences say 

about the power dimensions that permeate relationalities created through discourse of 

love? I started thinking about children, about the elderly, about care workers, about 

asylum seekers, about detainees… Inevitably, my thoughts and questions are bound to 

the peculiarities of my own personal and geographical situatedness. Still, the universal 

nature of the pandemic precludes any real possibility of an outside-looking-in perspec-

tive on the world or ourselves. My hope is that the examples I draw from resonate with 

wider questions about the political potential of love and its unfolding.  

Love as a Mode of Bodily Relationality 
The common and prevalent Western understandings of love8 reduce love to a passive 

state, to an emotion over which you have no control: you love someone or you don’t, 

you fall in love — you have no control over this. ‘It’ just happens. But bell hooks and 

Lauren Berlant’s insights challenge this idea. Though coming from different theoretical 

backgrounds, both authors insist that love is a mode of relationality that produces some-

thing in the world and in those involved in the relation. This leads me to understand 

and formulate love as a technology. It is a skill, insists bell hooks, not a mere feeling. 

And skills require practice, education, it is informed by reason, not antithetical to it.  

“Love,” insists Berlant, “is one of the few places where people actually admit they 

want to become different. And so it’s like change without trauma, but it’s not change 

without instability. It’s change without guarantees, without knowing what the other side 

of it is, because it’s entering into relationality.”9 From this standpoint, we can see love 

as a transformative political goal in itself. However, such relationality is not imagined 

with an abstract Self and Other. It mobilizes and entangles bodies, hearts, and minds: 

it is experienced; it needs to be phenomenologically accounted for.  

Admittedly, this understanding of love as an active process might make some skep-

tical, especially given the prevalent idea of love as a transcendental emotion that is 

external to us and over which we have no power permeates popular culture. Yet, in 

specific relationships, the active, relational work of the love-body-care nexus is easily 

conceded and makes sense to us.  
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Since becoming a mother, for instance, I have always been struck by the fact that 

prenatal classes and literature insist so much on skin-to-skin contact between parent 

and child right after birth to reassure the newborn child, but also to actively and pur-

posefully seek to develop a loving relationship. Such advice, in one sense, is meant to 

be liberating: it confirms that there is no such thing as innate, maternal love, and that 

loving your baby is something that is built, over time, through touch, through care. 

Feeding, bathing, caressing, kissing, holding a child, are all physical tasks that become 

imbued with emotional investment that establishes a loving bond over time. Caring, 

here, conjures both work and emotional attachment. And as the parent-child example 

illustrates, there’s an assumption of transformation coming with it. Touch through care 

work enables the transformation and makes love emerge out of strangers, making car-

ing, in the emotional sense, possible.  

I believe that we need to be more curious about the fact that when it comes to love, 

we do not deploy or even see the love-body-care nexus equally for all relationships. It 

is really striking that such dynamics of love, touch, and care, which have almost be-

come commonsensical when it comes to small children, suddenly disappear as we grow 

up. Teenagers and adults seem to evolve apart from this entanglement of active bodily 

touch, love, and care, and their transformative potential, which seems self-evident with 

babies, toddlers or even dogs.10 Love ceases to be active, it becomes a transcendental 

force that happens to us — or not. In fact, kindness (let alone love) between parents and 

children remains the only relationships where it is “expected, sanctioned, and indeed 

obligatory [...] Kindness — that is, the ability to bear the vulnerability of others, and 

therefore of oneself — has become a sign of weakness.”11  

This gap in love in adulthood in our culture is puzzling. While I cannot fully grasp 

yet why it exists as such, one piece of the puzzle might lie in the fact that our passive 

understanding of love beyond childhood suits us well. It suits us well in accounting for 

our modes of relationality as adults, especially those involving the bodies that in West-

ern societies we take great pains to distance ourselves from, such as those of the elderly 

or detainees. “Love,” bell hooks insists, quoting M. Scott Peck, “is an act of will — 

namely both an intention and an action. Will also implies choice. We do not have to 

love. We choose to love.”12 For hooks, we need to think of love as an action, rather 

than a feeling. Doing so assumes accountability and responsibility, in opposition to the 

commonly held belief that we have no control over our feelings. We need to think of 
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actions as shaping feelings, not as feeling leading to action.13 Not seeing love as an 

active process throughout adulthood might perhaps be a way to avoid accountability 

for the relations we make and the communities with which we want to be in or out of 

touch. 

Expectations of Passion and Devotion: Teachers and Early Childhood Educators  
Throughout the coronavirus-induced confinement that began in March 2020, children, 

the elderly, and detainees were on my mind for various reasons— and on the politicians’ 

minds as well. While my thoughts about them sprung from diverse and unrelated 

sources, the ways in which I repeatedly thought about them kept bringing me back to 

the relationalities between bodies that were brought about by discourses of love, and 

the strange ways that ‘caring’ came into play.  

In Quebec, the first known case of COVID-19 dates to February 27, 2020, “when a 

Montreal-area woman returned to the province from Iran with symptoms.”14 From 

there, things quickly unraveled. Shutdown began on March 13, 2020; schools and day-

cares closed; and on March 22, only grocery stores and pharmacies remained open. In 

the Montreal area, children only went back to school in early September, and daycare 

services for children under five progressively reopened, starting in May, with the last 

children returning in early July.15 For several parents, myself included, this meant more 

than 15 weeks of caring for children full time while working — and trying to make 

sense of it all.  

On my Facebook feed, one male colleague in the United States bitterly remarked, 

after several weeks of lockdown, that the pandemic might turn us into social reproduc-

tion specialists. Indeed, for several men, the shock of housework and caring for children 

full-time, and not being able to go out and about, came as a great shock. Despite years 

and years of feminist cries about how caring for children was hard work, the sudden 

lived experienced of that came as a shock for many men. For women, as Birgid Schulte 

aptly pointed out,16 the demands and expectations of care have for a long time stripped 

us of this fantasy of working, undisturbed and unencumbered, for several hours. This 

situation only worsened in lockdown:17 a study conducted in England found out that 

working mothers at home were on average only “able to do one hour of uninterrupted 

paid work for every three hours done by men.”18 
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Thanks to a subsidized daycare service offered since 1997, the province of Quebec 

has one of the highest employment rates in the world for women: with someone else to 

care for their children, women are able to join the workforce. This highlights the irony 

of the welfare state: getting the care and protection that citizens need also entails that 

welfarism and ‘carism’ become the enablers of neoliberalism.19 So, when the COVID-

19 crisis hit, and all schools and daycares shut down for weeks that turned into months, 

women were hit hard, and in many ways. The invisibility of care work, the assumptions 

that women would do it anyway, all came to light when cries started to abound: what 

are we going to do about the children? Parents suddenly ‘trapped’ with their children 

24/7 longed for the return of schools and daycare, if only because their own jobs did 

not provide them the flexibility to account for their care at home. Many parents sud-

denly realized the real work of caring for their children at home, educating them, reas-

suring them, entertaining them.  

Some had to care for their children while working at home full time. Several others, 

by contrast, had to leave home to work because they were in the care service needed to 

sustain the healthcare system. This left them in a lose-lose situation: who would take 

care of the children if social contacts were not allowed, if no relatives could come to 

help? Were they putting children at risk by placing them in emergency daycare services, 

that were quickly set up especially for them, to ensure that they continued to work? Or 

would they potentially risk someone’s health by asking them to babysit? 

The name ‘essential services’ suddenly became very clear in its meaning. Going 

back to the classic understanding of sovereignty introduced by controversial theorist 

Carl Schmitt, if the Sovereign is he who usually decides on the exception, in the present 

case, it is the Sovereign who decides what counts as an essential service — and in both 

cases, delineating zones of protections and sacrifice. Many would have wanted to stay 

at home to avoid contracting or spreading the virus, but they could not. Women make 

up the majority of service workers; they often hold part-time jobs that are poorly paid, 

such as cleaners or cashiers, and during the pandemic, these jobs had to be done to 

ensure the security of the broader community. Just as cleaners and cashiers, nurses, 

educators and teachers were given instructions to make things work. The pandemic and 

its resulting lockdown revealed that while care work was badly paid and acknowledged, 

it was still essential. The social contract about who must usually care for whom in our 

society suddenly became visible for all to see or experience.  
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But this did not translate in a new appreciation for care workers. Rather, it revealed 

the extent of our expectation of true love and care from all social reproduction workers. 

Women (as they are mostly women) working in schools and nurseries were suddenly 

in the news: how dare they not call children every day to inquire about them? How dare 

they close their childcare services, when so many needed to get back to work? 

I found striking to hear, in the news, praise of teachers who went above and beyond 

what was expected of them with displays of emotional care (calling, getting creative to 

reach out to students, making substitution for end-of-year graduations), and the open 

dismay that so many did not do it. These women, it was said, did not display enough 

emotional attachment. Did they not know how difficult lockdown was for the children? 

Were these teachers not passionate about their work? Did they not really care, emotion-

ally? “Think of the children,” society said — children used as props, rather than agents, 

to justify any policy that suits ‘our’ needs. Teachers who were not creative enough in 

trying to entertain children, to salvage graduation, or to take regular updates from stu-

dents were blamed by parents for not caring enough.  

Who are we to make requests of passion and vocation, as an unattainable form of 

godly call that transcends bodywork, on those performing care work for our children? 

How could it be that having our own children full time led so many of us realize how 

much work it was, leaving us longing for nurseries, daycares, and schools, while at the 

same time blaming the women who perform care work on a daily basis for not being 

able to do so in a global pandemic context? They did not really care, the public cried, 

not factoring in that, in most cases, they simply could not, as like us, they also had to 

care for children at home or ill parents while also working.  

Such outcries raised the haunting specter of fake love. We demand unconditional 

love of social work. We want workers to care emotionally because they care physically. 

Literature on care work and sex work rightfully highlights how the two get linked, and 

expected, to the point of needing to fake it — fake love, fake pleasure. We want them 

to make us forget it is actual work, to erase fears of complicity. Only on the other end 

of the relationship do we wish to keep the distinction between emotional care and phys-

ical care work distinct, so that we are able to fire a nanny at will, to justify our actions 

towards a sex work client, etc. Doing so makes us feel good about our current power 

arrangements at home, at schools, at work, and allows us to not examine who performs 

care work and at what cost. The disconnect between physical and emotional care on the 
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workers part, though, is seen as suspicious. More than wanting nurses and teachers to 

say they are passionate about their work, we need them to say so: passion transcends 

power relations, it makes things bearable. It excuses poor working conditions and social 

inequalities, such that we may comfort ourselves by thinking that despite harsh condi-

tions, these workers would perform their tasks anyway.  

Caring for ‘Our’ Elders: Love as Benevolent Disempowerment 
The interconnectedness of love, care, and bodies came to an uncomfortable light when 

it became clear that COVID-19 affected the elderly first and foremost. In the height of 

the first wave of the pandemic in April 2020, it was announced that of “those who have 

died of the pandemic in the province [of Quebec], 90 per cent are 70 and over, with an 

added 8.4 per cent in the 60 to 69 age bracket.”20 Even more, “70 per cent of the dead 

lived in CHSLDs21 or long-term care residences (51 per cent), or other seniors’ resi-

dences (19.3 per cent).”22 Such numbers stagger the imagination. They led to various 

public debates and outcries, but one that struck was the Prime Minister’s insistence on 

speaking about ‘our elders’ in his daily televised briefs.  

The possessive ‘our’ was meant to impart a sense of belonging and community, a 

sense of duty, love, and care that the pandemic called for. However, ‘our elders’ also 

signaled a use of the possessive: they belong to us. It became deployed in ways similar 

we speak of ‘our children’: it signals not the possessive of community, but the posses-

sive of hierarchies of power, stripping elders of their agency the same way the agency 

of children is usually ignored. It signals a security regime with a gendered logic of the 

masculine role of protection that “puts those protected, paradigmatically women and 

children, in a subordinate position of dependence and obedience. To the extent that 

citizens of a democratic state allow their leaders to adopt a stance of protectors toward 

them, these citizens come to occupy a subordinate status like that of women in the 

patriarchal household.” 

“Protecting our seniors must become everyone’s priority,” the Prime Minister declared 

in April 2020. Hence, measures that allowed for a progressive end to the lockdown 

began to take form, except for the elderly, who were strongly encouraged to stay home. 

In the height of the lockdown in April, some cashiers at grocery stores or liquor stores 
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refused to serve elderly clients, claiming that they should respect public safety recom-

mendation and stay home. Some private care homes hired security guards to control 

the entries and exits of their building to ensure that no residents could leave.  

Love is political, but not necessarily in the sense of empowerment; relationalities do 

not always entail equality. They denote a connection, but say nothing about the power 

dynamics that animate them. Discursively, the subordinate status of the elderly showed 

in the way the government spoke of death tolls or of the success of its policies, going 

as far as claiming on June 24 that “We were defeated in the long-care homes [...] but 

we must not forget that for the rest of society, the Québécois won.” As if elders under 

‘our care’ formed a distinct segment of society that can be included or discarded, de-

pending on our political strategy. 

Discursive manifestations of love and care for ‘our’ elders in the time of COVID-19 

take on another dimension if we look at their material manifestations. We pretend that 

we love our elderly like we do our children, we mobilize their need for protection or 

help, but the crumbling states of our public schools and state-subsidized long-term care 

residences beg otherwise and tell a different story. Quebec has, for the past decade, 

been characterized by a high placement rate of the elderly in private homes. State-sub-

sidized long-term care homes are restricted for those who require intensive care and 

help: patients stay in these homes and die there in an average of 3 years. Austerity 

measures imposed over the years have made the subsidized homes uncomfortable 

places not only to enter, but even to talk about. With no opportunities for distraction, 

poor quality food, and a high turnaround of nurses and orderlies, residents lack sus-

tained emotional connections, and they are prescribed antidepressants at a shocking 

rate. In 2016, 60% of patients in state-subsidized long-term care homes relied on these 

medications.23 

Caring for ‘Our’ Elders: The Demands of Unconditional Love  
The situation in residential and long-term care homes was already dreadful before the 

pandemic. With COVID-19, it became so dire that the federal government had to de-

ploy the military armed forces (!) in nursing homes to help curb the dramatic infection 

rates and death tolls that kept on rising. The intervention, labeled ‘Operation Laser,’ 

mobilized 1050 military personnel24 in long-term care homes from April 20 to June 26, 
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2020, at a cost of CAN$53 million.25 They performed several tasks, from helping, feed-

ing, and bathing residents to aiding with logistical issues. Quebec’s Prime Minister 

pleaded to make the army stay until September 15, but on June 26, the Red Cross took 

over. Shockingly, Quebec made international news when the army’s final report on the 

situation documented cases of malnourished and neglected residents, rotten food, and 

insect infestations.26  

Stop and think about it. Sending the army, the armed military forces, into long-term 

care homes because no one else was there to provide the aid that was needed. The 

uncomfortable truth in this is that we, as a society, do not want to do such care work 

for the elderly. It is challenging, physically and emotionally. Despite claims that we 

love our elders, we certainly do not, in fact, want to touch them. Instead, it is those with 

precarious status who do the actual caring for the elders. Migrant women and asylum 

seekers have increasingly been recruited to perform the necessary work for ‘our elders.’ 

Indeed, in 2016, more than 35% of nurse aide, orderly, and patient service associate 

occupations in Canada were immigrants (as opposed to 22% in 1996), and 86% of them 

were women.27 By contrast, immigrants in all other fields of work comprise less than 

25% of active workers.28 The situation is more striking if we focus on metropolitan 

areas: migrants then represent 78.7% of these workers in the Toronto area, 72.7% in 

the Vancouver area, and 47.8% in the Montreal area.29 The situation has been exacer-

bated since 2017, as “58,625 people have made the trip through unofficial crossings 

and once in the country, asked for refugee status [...] As they’ve awaited decisions on 

their claims — a process that can take years — many sought jobs that would be deemed 

essential as the pandemic’s first wave swept through Canada.”30 And, as it has become 

clear how integral to our healthcare care system these immigrants now are, public sen-

timent started shifting in the summer of 2020.  

Beyond Earthly Considerations: Care Workers as ‘Guardian Angels’ 
The cohort of asylum seekers and immigrants working in the healthcare system as the 

pandemic raged on became labeled “our guardian angels.”31 The conditional love that 

Sarah Ahmed talked about when she said that countries accept immigrants and love 

them to the extent that they “look like us” certainly applies here. Explains Ahmed: “To 

love the other requires that the nation is already secured as an object of love, a security 
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that demands that incoming others meet ‘our’ conditions. [...] When such conditions 

have been met they will ‘receive the welcome they deserve.’”32 

Angels, to use a common definition, are “spiritual beings superior to humans in 

power and intelligence.”33 The irony cannot be lost here: as we discursively demateri-

alize the care workers’ very working bodies, we erase their situation of vulnerability, 

creating an impression of power — power over us, in fact. In imagining these workers 

as angels, we believe that not only should they protect us, but that this protection must 

come from a place of love. And they are performing such work because, actually, no 

one inside already part of the polity wants to care that much, wants to love children and 

the elderly that much. Being able to do so is out-of-this-world, apparently — it requires 

aliens, metaphorically and literally. Loving those who require the most love and care 

among us: this is nothing less than the demand placed on them.  

We demand protection by the people we otherwise refuse to protect. Marginalized 

because of their socio-economic statuses, their skin colors, their genders, or their lack 

of documents, we nonetheless require more from these incredibly vulnerable people 

than simply embracing ‘our values’ and ‘our culture.’ We want them to care for, and 

love, what we cannot get ourselves to love or care about inside our own societies: ‘our 

elders’. In an odd discursive twist, those occupying the most precarious position of all 

before the crisis — marginalized women of color and asylum seekers — came to be 

referred to as ‘our guardian angels’ in public discourses and policies.  

It is only when we remove the relation of love implied in the ‘guardian angels’ nar-

rative that the bodies of care workers can appear and be politicized. In Quebec, asylum 

seekers do not have access to subsidized daycares for their children or to Quebec Med-

icare cards, and they are not covered by the provincial workplace health and safety 

board.34 Calling them guardian angels not only puts ‘them’ above ‘us’ symbolically, 

but also politically: not being ‘one of us,’ they remain excluded from the polity, the 

nation. Being guardian angels, they ought to watch over us: it is their mission, their 

reason for being. Still, their bodies are made exceptional, and they only exist in relation 

to us, as our imperative for love extends to self-sacrifice. The irony was not lost on Ze 

Benedicte Carole, an asylum seeker from Cameroon working in a long-term care home, 

when she objected that “[w]hen we die at the front lines, we’re called guardian angels. 

But when we need to be treated on equal footing, we’re not guardian angels. We’re 

nobody, we’re invisible.”35  
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Unconditional Love: Being Uniquely Canadian 
The metaphor of the ‘guardian angel’ crystallizes the dichotomy between love and 

money interests that permeates the Western understandings of love — let alone heav-

enly love — and introduces love in political discourses in a disembodied and demate-

rialized way: love cannot and should not be corrupted by basic, material considerations. 

Care workers as guardian angels — performing services out of devotion, not out of 

self-interest — become used as the benchmark for deservingness.  

As the government tried to find replacements for the military personal deployed in 

long-term care homes for the foreseeable future, it proposed a fast-track training pro-

gram in June to train new orderlies who could be put to work immediately. The program 

aimed to train around new 10,000 orderlies in two months to work in the province’s 

long-term care institutions by September, with a guaranteed position. For this program, 

students would be paid CAN$21 per hour while enrolled in the course, and they could 

expect to earn CAN$26 per hour upon completing it, for an annual income of 

CAN$49,000.36 However, to receive their paid income as students, candidates must 

commit themselves to working for at least one year in a subsidized long-term care 

home, and must be willing to work night and weekend shifts.37 Asylum seekers were 

barred from entering the new program, as were undocumented migrants — even those 

who already worked in the healthcare system. True devotion is what is expected for 

them, but for ‘us,’ it appeared clearly that new economic incentives were needed to 

make us care.  

It thus comes as no surprise that one issue that quickly rose in the summer of 2020, 

as the crisis waned during warmer months, was whether we could show gratitude to 

‘our guardian angels’ by granting refugee status, or at least by securing legal stay for 

all those who worked in our healthcare system, especially those serving in long-term 

care homes. Those who pushed for regulation of their status in recognition of such work 

were met with resistance, with critics underscoring that they were just doing their jobs 

(aka ‘just being professional’), and emphasizing that there was no reason that they 

should come before those doing other kind work. 

This debate again hinted at the specter of fake love: what if future asylum seekers 

tried to become orderlies, or nurses, but their doing so was motived by pure self-inter-

est, rather than by honest, true love for the patients under their care? Testimonies such 

as that of Pierre Kiosa Nakatala, 45, who brought his family to Canada last year through 
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the unofficial border crossing at Roxham Road, on the Canada-U.S. border, were what 

the government wanted to hear. “We didn’t do this to have documents,” he said: “We 

did it to help.”38 As if securing one’s status, one’s family, was antithetical by definition 

with a desire to help others. Caring for the elderly is one of the few jobs we want asylum 

seekers and first-generation immigrants to do, and when they do it, we want them to 

love it for its own sake: they should not only care physically for us because they have 

to, they must do so emotionally as well.  

The Quebec government negotiated specific requirements for asylum seekers to be 

eligible for the “guardian angels residency pathway,” as it came to be called. These 

workers must “have applied for asylum before March 13 and have a work permit, have 

worked in patient care at a health-care institution for at least 120 hours between March 

13 and August 14; have six months of experience in patient care at a health-care insti-

tution by August 31, 2020; and meet other criteria related to permanent residency, no-

tably health and safety requirements.”39  

This guardian angel residency pathway reintroduces the questionable notion of the 

deserving versus underserving refugee: those who have proven themselves worthy of 

‘our’ love by caring selflessly for our abject bodies. The demands of conditional love, 

which seeks to secure our ideal of the nation and our own love for it, as Sara Ahmed 

explained, could not have been stated more crudely by the Canadian Immigration min-

ister Marco Mendicino. Lauding the launch of the new program, he defended the pro-

gram in Montreal on August 14, 2020, claiming that asylum seekers eligible for the 

program “demonstrated a uniquely Canadian quality, which is that they were prepared 

to give back.”40 

The Quebec government rejected propositions that all asylum seekers working in 

hospitals, but not with patient care (such as maintenance staff and security guards) be 

included, along with propositions that suggested considering all those whose work fell 

under the ‘emergency services’ identified by the government during the lockdown.41 

“Why (not) us? We who gave our hearts and our love… Why are we abandoned?” asked 

Nguessan Bi, an asylum seeker who worked as a security guard in hospitals and long-

term care homes. What, indeed, about undocumented migrants working in long-term 

care homes? In an unexpected change of heart, Quebec’s Prime Minister announced in 

November that his party was ‘considering’ expanding the program, though in Decem-

ber 2020 it has yet to accept its first applicant. 
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Not Worthy of Love: Detainees as Abject Subjects 
In the early days of the pandemic, I was obsessed by this thought: what would the post-

COVID-19 would look like? In the name of safety and security, we cut short many 

possibilities for love and community-building. We know that policing touch, prevent-

ing some bodies from contacting others, has always been a political concern. But when 

physically touching your children, your parents, your friends, becomes securitized — 

when touching itself is securitized, independent of who’s on the receiving end — what 

kinds of relationships are we creating now? My worrying about it now might be new, 

but it made me realize that such a reality already characterized migrant detention cen-

ters and carceral spaces.  

“We’re trying to document detention practices in times of COVID,” my undergrad-

uate student told me — via her computer screen to my own — on a bright July day, 

after I asked her to detail the goals of her internship at the Global Detention Project. 

“This is really troubling and eye-opening,” she said. “Did you know that detention cen-

ters operated by the GEO Group, which runs detention centers and correctional facili-

ties in the US, Canada, Australia, the UK, and South Africa simply spray chemical 

sanitizer on inmates in common areas, as much as 50 times a day?”42 No. I did not. 

Agents spreading it do wear protective gear, thus ensuring that no contact at all can 

occur — and potentially harm them. But the no-contact policies in migrant detention 

center already aimed at ensuring this. In those spaces, touch only comes as power over 

someone else, because should touch occur, something could happen. It coud be more 

violence. It could be a community. No wonder detention centers are built away from 

the public eye, no wonder these bodies are kept hidden from sight, kept away from 

willing touch too. Detailed guidelines regulate the ways that guards and detainees 

should walk in relation to one another; a harsh guideline asking guards to specifically 

never hold or touch a detainee — even a child — is there for the ‘security’ of the system: 

there is fear that identification, emotion, even some form of love might arise. We are 

afraid of touch, of the direct stare, of the kind of spark, the kinds of emotions, and even 

the kind of love that might arise from it. Because if you touch or hold, something could 

happen. What that something is, we don’t know exactly, we can only imagine; sud-

denly, possibilities arise. Suddenly ‘the migrant,’ the other, becomes someone, becomes 

a subject. He or she becomes tied to you by love, if only through self-identification, 

and by extension, self-love.  
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My student continued: “Did you know that the Trump administration issued a public 

health emergency order43 to expel unaccompanied children before they could file an 

asylum claim?”44 No. I did not. Between April and June, “Customs and Border Protec-

tion officials encountered 3,379 unaccompanied minors at or between ports of entry. 

Of those, just 162 were sent to federal shelters for immigrant children run by the Office 

of Refugee Resettlement, the Health and Human Services agency tasked with their 

care.”45 The government lost track of all others. They were not deported — they were 

expelled, with no opportunity for hearings or assertions of asylum claims. A federal 

judge halted these expulsions on November 22, 2020, but the situation was not limited 

to minors. Indeed, the order “suddenly authorized the summary expulsion of nonciti-

zens arriving at the border without valid documents.”46 Not merely a bureaucratic pro-

cedure, the order deployed “a medical quarantine authorization to override the protec-

tions of the immigration and refugee laws through the use of an unreviewable Border 

Patrol health ‘expulsion’ mechanism unrelated to any finding of disease or conta-

gion.”47 We cannot unknow the loss of these lives. All this information, my picturing 

of it, still haunts me. They should haunt us. They speak volume about the relationalities 

we do not open ourselves to in the name of (national) self-love.  

Whereas touch avoidance and physical distance have been overpoliticized in public 

discourses, correctional and detention centers remain spaces where relationalities are 

not questioned, are not mentioned. In Canada as elsewhere, the overcrowding of jails 

and prisons, poor hygiene conditions, and neglect have been raised as serious issues 

that need to be tackled, as infection rates from COVID-19 have continued to rise. But 

these bodies in those spaces can and do touch each other. The paradox of it all cannot 

go unnoticed: as pleas for physical distancing and mask-wearing continue to be em-

phasized every day on the news and in political speeches, we are denying it to those 

asking for it in our detention centers. Physical distancing here means strict isolation, 

with no or extremely limited contacts with the outside world allowed,48 and the rela-

tionality of love is being denied through proximity and promiscuity. We force on them 

unwanted touch through physical and sexual abuse, while also creating conditions 

where we can remove ourselves from touching them, even in times of a health crisis. 

We need not care, emotionally and physically, for them. The abjection of these locked-

up subjects makes them not worthy of our love, anyway. 
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Revelation: The State Does Not Love You, It Knows Not How to Care 
Sending the army, the armed military forces, into long-term care homes. Forcing al-

ready-exhausted nurses to work overtime because hospitals are in a permanent state of 

being short-staffed. Announcing, before the second wave hit, that even if there is a 

second wave, daycares will remain open, at any cost. Relegating asylum seekers and 

migrants to do the hardest care work of all at the bedsides of ‘our’ elderly. For me, the 

COVID-19 crisis has shown plainly that the embedded affect at the core of this under-

standing of the state can only sit uneasily with discourses of love and care. In her classic 

volume, States of Injury,49 Wendy Brown has famously discussed the ambivalence be-

hind turning to the state to seek retribution from past harm, healing, help, or justice. In 

political science, the traditional definition of the state remains that of Max Weber, who 

defines the state as “a human community that (successfully) claims the monopoly of 

the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory.”50 This definition seemed 

trivial enough to the comfortable majority of citizens here in Canada. But for First Na-

tions peoples, for those with undocumented or precarious status, for women, and for 

the poor, this is a lived, embodied fact, one that in some cases is experienced every day. 

Viruses, however, do not discriminate between artificial national communities, so the 

pandemic suddenly affected, disrupted, and made difficult the lives of those usually 

unaffected by the Canadian state. It made visible the affective components that such a 

definition of the state entails, and how utterly inadequately matters of love and care 

resonate with it.  

At its best, the state can be a reassuring protection racket.51 As this expression sug-

gests, and to be clear, it means that the state does indeed offer some benefits, otherwise 

it could not cloak itself as being a protector. And, of course, states can access or provide 

access to useful things, such as national healthcare services, or antidiscrimination laws. 

I am not denying these benefits, nor that citizenship is indeed something we cannot 

afford not to want.52 But these are always precarious; they result from battles fought 

by people on the ground. This protection is also offered in exchange of some violence 

being done — if not to you, to some others. Discourses of love coming from the state 

obfuscate the embodiment and materiality of care; they depoliticize the caring costs of 

the protection we seek from the state. 

Communities, people, take care of one another. Marginalized communities have 

long known this; one of the most famous histories of care, for example, took place in 
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queer and trans communities in relation to the HIV/AIDS crisis of the 1980s and 1990s 

in the United States. To these people who already know the precarity resulting from the 

state’s protection racket, what I say is nothing new, it is nothing to fret about. My hope 

is that this COVID-19 crisis makes the others — those who have long benefitted from 

the state’s protection racket — recognize it for what it is. Stop fetishizing the state as 

benevolent caregiver to its population. Stop turning to it as the start and end, as the only 

solution to all the woes brought about or simply made visible by the virus. States can 

do so much because of what they are. States can do useful things to some, but states 

know not how to care, states do not love you, states are always ready to sacrifice you, 

when push comes to shove. States need women to work as care nurses so that infra-

structures do not collapse; they need the elderly in long-term care home because they 

want able-bodied individuals to go in the workforce and not be paid to stay at home to 

care for them. 

Conclusion 
Children, the elderly, detainees: they spark a critical questioning of love as it is de-

ployed politically; they underscore the need to question love as a form of relationality 

that is technological, and is transformative of all involved, rather than a transcendental, 

mystical force that we either experience or fail to know. Such modes of relationality 

are technological in the sense that they produce things; they create and delineate com-

munities; they establish hierarchies between people; they render visible and invisible.  

What the pandemic revealed is that opportunities to alter the pre-COVID paradigms 

are real. Choices are real. Suddenly, stimulus bills and steady monetary allocations to 

allow people to stay at home became possible in Canada and elsewhere across the globe 

(though, as the US shows, not everywhere). Dollar amounts so huge and extraordinary 

were released — in a matter of weeks, it became possible. Shutting down international 

flights — from an unfathomable fantasy, in only a few days, it became possible. As 

such, if one is to look for a silver lining in this global tragedy, it is that the pandemic 

exposed our need to enter and occupy the space opened up by this politics of possibil-

ities. It made plain that what is always presented as impossible, fiscally or politically, 

is in fact a matter of choice. What would happen if….? I say we open that breach. Let’s 

not long to go ‘back to normal.’ There’s no going back to normal anyway; what was 
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before the pandemic was not ‘normal.’ It was, and always has been, a temporary, ab-

normal political arrangement that suited very few of us. A politics of love cannot come 

from the state. It must come from people, from us. But it must be incarnated: in body, 

in spirit, in care. Caring and touching both have bodily and spiritual dimensions; doing 

one without the other makes little sense of love, if not of life altogether.  

If anything, I would like to see this reflection as an urge to avoid the trap of opposing 

‘love’ as a political discourse to ‘self-interest.’ I would like to see a more serious con-

sideration of love as political, as an active force that allows or denies relations, as some-

thing we can become better at. This requires practice and education, it demands a pol-

itics of vulnerability53 for many of us in power, one we often wrongly see as running 

against our own interests. We need to reconsider our technological uses of love, and the 

transformations and relations that they enable. We need to seriously reconsider the 

kinds of relationalities we deploy and become entangled and complicit with. We need 

to reconsider the communities we sustain or prevent from becoming when we invoke 

the need for love in our (political) lives.  
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