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ABSTRACT
The concept ‘cultural racism’ is influential in scholarship on East– 
West mobilities in Europe. Balibar coined this term by observing 
that an essentialisation of ‘cultural difference’ has replaced the 
‘biologist focus’ of historical racism. A neat separation between the 
role of ‘biology’ in history and of ‘culture’ in the present, however, 
insufficiently grasps how both feature within repertoires of 
racialisation. Here, we examine this for the racialisation as ‘Eastern 
European’ in Germany – including by looking at its histories, 
contemporary trajectories and material effects. Drawing on 
qualitative research, we trace how ‘Eastern Europeanness’ is 
produced in two employment sites – elder care and sex work – in 
which women from Europe’s East often work. We find that shifting 
attributions of bodily and valued-based difference or proximity are 
mobilised in imaginaries of ‘Eastern Europeans’ in these sectors. 
These ambiguities constitute a key continuity in the gendered 
racialisation as ‘Eastern European’, which sustains the extraction of 
cheap social reproductive labour over generations. This 
racialisation also has material effects: working in these professions 
takes a toll on the worker’s physical and mental health. On this 
basis, we propose a research agenda that thinks racialisation not 
only from its dichotomies but also from its ambiguities.
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Introduction

Critical racial studies highlight that race not only constitutes itself differently in various 
geopolitical contexts, but also that racial constructions operate via global, regional and 
nationally specific registers (see e.g. Goldberg 2009). Globally, European colonialisms 
have established the colourline as main axis of racial logics – notably, it has inscribed 
binary distinctions such as such as Black/White or European/non-European into inter
national politics and various conceptions of nationhood. Yet, these binaries are also 
internally stratified and further differentiated. Countries in the east of Europe, for 
instance, have a history of either needing to prove their Europeanness or to actively 
produce it (Parvulescu 2014; see also Boatcă 2006). Or, as Krivonos (2023) observes, 
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being positioned as ‘Eastern European’ is distinctive from Blackness and from West 
European hegemonic Whiteness.

Within migration studies, the concept ‘cultural racism’ has become influential in 
making sense of East–West inequalities and mobilities in Europe. Balibar (1991) 
coined this term qua his observation that the ‘biologist focus’ of historical racism has 
been replaced by an essentialisation of ‘cultural difference’. Drawing on this logic, for 
instance, scholars qualify historical anti-Slavic racism as ‘biologist’ and the current racia
lisation as ‘Eastern European’ as ‘culturalist’ (Vlahek 2022; Panagiotidis and Petersen 
2024). Others suggest that this racialisation operates via the attribution of cultural 
rather than phenotypical alterity (e.g. Fox, Moroşanu, and Szilassy 2012; Rzepnikowska 
2018; Mogilnicka 2022). These contributions acknowledge that appearance, including 
facial features or clothing styles, contribute to the racialisation as ‘Eastern European’; 
however, they argue that cultural markers of othering are prevalent in this instance.

These perspectives have made important contributions – notably, this analytical 
approach highlights that that people from the east of Europe can be visually recognised 
as such but can also easily ‘blend in’ and appear as ‘unmarked’. The visual escapability of 
the racialisation as ‘Eastern European’ doubtlessly constitutes a privilege – especially in 
relation to racialisations that operate via inescapable visual markers such as skin colour 
or hair type. However, this analytical approach seems to assume perceived Whiteness is 
the only relevant bodily feature of racialisation. Various physical and embodied dimen
sions of racialisation are thereby reduced to one of their central features – noticeability 
via supposedly ‘biological’ markers. This feature, of course, is a key element of various 
racisms; however, different incarnations of race also produce ‘in-between’ positionalities, 
which might allow visual passing in everyday life, yet hardly eradicate the effects of struc
tural racism. Crucially, a neat distinction between the role of ‘biology’ in history and of 
‘culture’ in the present inadequately grasps how ‘biological’ and ‘cultural’ ascriptions 
constitute key ingredients of various past and current racialisations.

Indeed, previous scholarly contributions have shown how cultural and biological regis
ters of difference are combined in historical and contemporary racisms (see St Louis 2005, 
2022; Stoler 2016; Lentin 2020). In this article, we examine how this operates in the case of 
the racialisation as ‘Eastern European’ – including by looking at its histories, contemporary 
trajectories and material effects. Empirically, we take a closer look at two sites of employ
ment – care labour and sex work – in which women from the east of Europe often work in 
West European contexts. We explore longer-durée precedents of their gendered racialisa
tion as ‘Slavic’ via biological and cultural ascriptions. We then examine if, when and how 
the categorisation as ‘Eastern European’ is invoked in these work environments today, and 
whether and how these invocations recur to cultural values and bodily features. Or, in other 
words, we trace how ‘Eastern Europeanness’ is produced over generations in two sites of 
precarious gendered labour and inspect the registers that are thereby put to work.

We focus on the German national context with its history of precarious labour mobi
lity. In the early twentieth century, the Nationalsocialist government deployed a forced 
labour programme in its occupied territories in the east of Europe and displaced East 
European workers to Germany – this included a high proportion of women, many of 
whom were engaged in agricultural, domestic, care or sex work. The analysis of contem
porary material draws on fieldwork conducted between 2017 and 2022 – by Lewicki in 
care for older people in Germany and by Probst in sex work venues in Berlin. While 
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the data was generated by two researchers of distinctive disciplinary backgrounds in sep
arate projects, the parallels between the two sites of gendered labour prompted us to 
jointly explore the questions set out above.

Our analysis shows how historically, ‘Slavicness’ was crafted via shifting attributions of 
biological and cultural markers to invoke ‘racial difference’ and/or ‘similarity’ – depending 
on the contextual purpose. The contemporary racialisation as ‘Eastern European’ operates 
via similar dynamics but different blends of cultural and biological ascriptions. For 
instance, the services of ‘Eastern European’ care or sex workers are often advertised 
online via image databases. These websites construct ‘Eastern Europeanness’ qua the attri
bution of somatic and value-based ‘characteristics’ (see also Loftsdóttir 2017, 72). This 
involves ascriptions of traditional femininity, visual neatness, particular availability, and 
physical endurance, dedication and resilience. While some features are shared across 
both sectors, attributions also vary contextually; in distinctive ways, however, these rep
resentations position women from the east of Europe as particularly suited to provide ser
vices in the lower segments of these professions. Physical and psychological ‘qualities’ of 
‘Eastern European woman’ are thereby contrasted to features ascribed to ‘Western Euro
pean woman’. Yet, White credentials are also invoked to signal ‘racial proximity’. Depend
ing on the market segment they are employed in, care and sex workers deploy varying 
strategies of highlighting or, if possible, disguising their origins. Lastly, our datasets indicate 
parallels with regards to the material effects of these lines of work, which are less escapable 
– both involve unsociable hours, are physically straining or require emotional labour that 
take a toll on the workers’ physical and mental health. Both case studies flag how such pre
carities are legally produced and structurally embedded in East–West relations in Europe.

Thus, we argue that bodily features and values play key parts in the racialisation as 
‘Eastern European’. This racialisation operates via distinctive ambiguities, which have, 
historically and today, served to justify the extraction of cheap social reproductive 
labour from the east of Europe.

Rather than distinguishing between ‘cultural’ and ‘biological’ racisms, we propose a 
research agenda that traces how bodily and value-based ascriptions are deployed and 
put to work in different repertoires of racialisation. We recommend conceptualising 
racialisation not only from the essentialisms and dichotomies it produces (such as e.g. 
Black/White, European/non-European, German/non-German or biological/cultural), 
but also from its ambiguities. Ambiguities, more generally, manifest themselves in incon
sistencies, in-between positionalities, contradictions and the messiness of how difference 
is imagined and crafted. In this specific case, the ambiguities of the racialisation as 
‘Eastern European’ arise from how cultural and biological markers are deployed instru
mentally to signify racial alterity or proximity. In the German context, such shifting attri
butions of bodily and valued-based difference or proximity have been mobilised to sustain 
an asymmetrical gendered division of labour over generations. Thus, it is exactly this 
ambiguity that positions ‘Eastern Europeans’ as different but potentially similar that 
justifies longer durée practices of labour extractivism. This conceptual approach draws 
attention to the wider macropolitical functionalities and instrumentalities of racialisation. 
Or, in other words, we advance a political economy of race-making which highlights the 
role of racial imaginaries in the organisation of social reproductive labour. The racialisa
tion as ‘Eastern European’ structurally shapes life trajectories, channels mobilities and 
determines working conditions (see also Lewicki 2023). Or, as Parvulescu (2014, 7) put 
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it, it is being from the east of Europe that qualifies women for certain precarious occu
pations in the west of Europe. And if they work in these professions, they often are auto
matically recognised as ‘Eastern European’. However, ambiguity also means that this 
racialisation can be escapable. Those who can acquire language proficiency, high social 
capital and undertake assimilation efforts at times pass into Western Europeanness 
(see also Blachnicka-Ciacek and Budginaité-Mačkinè 2022). Yet, assimilation comes at 
the expense of disguise or disconnection from one’s heritage, and in most cases, is only 
possible for the next generation. Meanwhile, those channelled into precarious social 
reproductive labour, generation after generation, pay the physical and psychological 
price that working in these professions extracts from the body.

In the following, we will unpack the conceptual contours of this approach in more detail, 
embark on an excursion into German history, outline the research methods we used to 
collect data, and discuss the two empirical case studies of social reproductive labour.

Thinking racialisation from its ambiguities

Conceptually, our analysis draws on approaches that foreground the political economy of 
race and racism. For instance, Quijano (2000) argued that the division of labour emer
gent from European colonialisms was constitutive of and reliant on processes of raciali
sation. The colonial era produced a hierarchical matrix of social classifications which 
continue to reverberate today, particularly via capitalist labour hierarchies and extracti
vism (Robinson 2020; Boatcă 2013; Parvulescu and Boatcă 2022). In the German case, 
colonial projects involved the expansion and intrusion into Africa, China and the 
Pacific Islands in the nineteenth century, and ‘Lebensraum’ fantasies and policies 
towards the east of Europe in the twentieth century (Zimmerer 2005; Conrad 2011; Pana
giotidis and Petersen 2024). In this understanding, racial representations emerge as part 
of wider geopolitical and economic projects, become institutionalised via policy and the 
law, and shape biographical trajectories and everyday interactions (see Lewicki 2023). 
Race, thus, is not a pre-existing ‘entity’ out there ‘awaiting discovery’ but acquires mate
riality via relational social practices (M’Charek 2010).

Key to the academic engagement with these legacies is the exploration of continuities 
and discontinuities of the social construction of racism(s). Balibar’s notion of ‘neoracism’ 
or ‘racism without race’ has been influential in this regard (1991); it grasps how racism 
continues to thrive even when explicit references to ‘people of different races’ are increas
ingly discredited. Balibar notes that racism has developed new features and retained some 
of its old structure (1991, 18). Specifically, he observes a move from biology to culture: 
notably, a biologist focus of the racism of the colonial era has given way to an essentia
lisation of ‘cultural difference’. Even if racial difference was no longer imagined in terms 
of blood or genes, Balibar argues, culture functioned ‘like nature’ (1991, 22).

Many studies have drawn on this work and established the term ‘cultural racism’ – a 
concept that has also been influential in making sense of the racialisation as ‘Eastern 
European’ (e.g. Fox, Moroşanu, and Szilassy 2012; Mogilnicka 2022). We share key con
cerns with Balibar’s understanding of racism – most notably, its role in institutionalising 
hierarchies in the global division of labour and its workings via a negation of the exist
ence of ‘races’. However, we also suggest that the distinction between ‘biological’ versus 
‘cultural’ racisms insufficiently grasps how racialisation works (see also St Louis 2005; 
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Stoler 2016; Lentin 2020). Firstly, attempts to neatly separate biology from culture invite 
an understanding of racism as operating through singular markers, which overlooks how 
racisms have always worked through complex combinations of ascribed features. Refer
ences to biology thereby encompass corporeal essentialisms, such as the ascription of 
blood-based or genetic difference which is allegedly detectable via bodily norms or phys
ical characteristics (such as skin colour, hair type, facial features etc.). Tropes of cultural 
difference involve generalisations of behavioural norms, value-based attitudes, habits or 
practices. Secondly, locating the essentialisation of ‘biology’ in the past and a focus on 
‘culture’ in the present fails to grasp how both registers of difference have provided 
key ingredients for historical and contemporary processes of race-making. Indeed, 
twenty years into the proliferation of his concept ‘cultural racism’, Balibar (2008, 
1638) acknowledged that it failed to explain ‘how othering is inflicted on the body’.

Thus, racist ideas and practices undergo change across time and space (Goldberg 
2009; Lentin 2020); thereby, essentialisations of ‘biological’ and ‘cultural’ features are 
amalgamated in shifting ways in different repertoires of racialisation. Historically and 
today, these registers have been merged on a sliding scale that obfuscates a neat distinc
tion. For instance, ascriptions of the ‘right kind of spirit’ or ‘attitude’ for specific types of 
labour have been combined with the attribution of putative physical or cognitive capa
bilities for these types of work; these ascriptions can also be co-constitutive in that ‘cor
poreal resilience’ becomes associated with ‘habituated meekness’ or the other way 
around. Racial imaginaries furthermore invoke sensory attributes such as taste, smell 
or sound (Racleş and Ivasiuc 2019) which oscillate between or fuse biological and cultural 
registers. Thus, constructions of ‘Blackness’, ‘Muslimness’, ‘Jewishness’ or ‘Gypsiness’ 
have and continue to rest on the invocation of corporeal and habitual features in relation 
to religiosity, values, appearance, taste, sound, smell, cultural and spiritual practices and 
so on (see St Louis 2005, 2022; Goldberg 2009; Stoler 2016; Racleş and Ivasiuc 2019; 
Lentin 2020). Relatedly, hierarchies of Europeanness also operate via the ascription of 
visual, audible, olfactory, behavioural and bodily norms and movements (see Loftsdóttir 
2017; Lapina and Vertelytė 2020; Krivonos and Diatlova 2020).

Racial constructions are (re)crafted for instrumental purposes; they undergo adjust
ments to justify shifting political agendas or objectives. Accordingly, how, when and 
the ways in which corporeal, value-based or sensory registers are invoked, attributed 
or re-arranged often relates to the specific political-economic ‘function’ invocations of 
‘racial sameness’ or ‘difference’ fulfil in the respective context. This means that racist 
tropes, characteristics ascribed to groups, attributions of suitability for certain tasks, or 
the exclusions or extractive practices they help to justify retain some of their logics 
over time, while others undergo change. Thus, although ideas of race project essentialism, 
immutability and durability, the ways in which they are deployed and put to work is 
hardly consistent, neat or even coherent. Or, as Stoler (2016, 264) observes, it is not 
‘essentialism that gives racism its force’, but the elusive relationship between registers 
of difference and the ‘interpretative space that ambiguity affords’.

We therefore suggest that it is productive to think racialisation from its ambiguities. 
Racialisation operates via instrumental and messy inconsistencies and contradictions. It 
produces binary distinctions and homogenisations (such as Black/White, European/non- 
European, German/non-German), but also internal stratifications, in-between position
alities and possibilities of passing. Highlighting these ambiguities of race contributes to 
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flagging its instrumentality and de-essentialising its stipulations. Thus, ambiguity is part 
of how race-making works more generally (Stoler 2016) and plays out distinctively in the 
case of ‘Eastern Europeans’ (Lewicki 2023).

While various aspects of ambiguity require further research and conceptual unpack
ing, this article specifically zooms in on the elusive and instrumental ways in which bio
logical and cultural registers are invoked in constructions of ‘Eastern Europeanness’. 
More specifically, ambiguities arise from the ways in which biological and cultural ascrip
tions have been deployed to instrumentally attribute either racial ‘difference’ or ‘same
ness’ to ‘Eastern Europeans’. ‘Eastern Europeanness’ thereby continuously shifts 
between being positioned in proximity or distance. Thus, it signifies potentialities of 
‘Europeanness’, which, however, continuously remain in doubt.1 This means it carries 
possibilities of passing – which constitute a privilege vis-á-vis people racialised as 
‘non-White’ and/or non-European (Lewicki 2023). In Germany, however, it is this 
specific ambiguous racial positioning that has justified an asymmetrical division of 
social reproductive labour over generations. We illustrate this argument by looking at 
its histories, contemporary trajectories and material effects: 

(1) Historically, Germany played a role in sharpening the racial contours of ‘Eastern 
Europeanness’ in the 19th and early twentieth century (Panagiotidis and Petersen 
2024). At the time, the figure of the ‘Slav’ was not imagined consistently or even 
coherently (Connelly 1999). Rather, the Nazi regimes’ rhetoric instrumentally 
shifted between attributions of racial ‘difference’ or ‘proximity’. Cultural and biologi
cal markers were invoked in fluctuating ways to justify ‘Slavic’ servitude – including 
the suitability for precarious social reproductive labour (and specifically domestic or 
sex work). Historically, this gendered division of labour within Europe was thus 
maintained by the ambiguous racialisation as ‘Slavic’.

(2) Today, explicit references to ‘Slavs’ are less common; yet some of the features associ
ated with this label persist within the categorisation as ‘Eastern European’. In key 
areas of commodified social reproductive labour – including childcare, care for 
older people or sex work – ‘Eastern European’ bodies and values are imagined as par
ticularly well equipped to provide precarious services in the lower segments of these 
professions. Here, the ascription of a culturally habituated ‘availability’ or ‘dedica
tion’ merge with ideas of a distinctive ‘physical resilience’. Yet, ambiguity also 
arises from attributions of ‘white credentials’ that invoke racial ‘proximity’ (see 
Cox 2006; Parvulescu 2014) – which, at times, carry potentialities of passing into 
more privileged positions, at other times invisibilise exploitation.

(3) Finally, racialisation has lasting material effects – including via cultural habituation 
and embodiment. Racialised ascriptions and working conditions pressure those 
engaged in social reproductive labour to think of themselves as strong and enduring 
rather than as suffering its effects (Rai 2024, 24, 37), which often exacerbates self- 
exploitation. Contractual arrangements in these sectors are often precarious and 
deregulated. They offer low monetary return; in some contexts, they produce illeg
ality (Anderson 2013). The low status of the job thereby becomes entangled with the 
status of the worker – in that they transmit a sense of being less noteworthy or 
unskilled (Cox 2006; Gutiérres Rodríguez 2014). The lack of material and symbolic 
recognition associated with the provision of sexual, physical, emotional or affective 
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services, in turn, is experienced as depletion (Rai 2024). Jobs in these lines of work 
involve unsociable hours, are resource-intense and tiring, require corporeal effort, 
emotional labour, or other aspects of performance that are ‘hard on the body’ – 
thus, they take a toll on the worker’s physical and psychological well-being. In 
analogy to the plunder of natural resources, these jobs not only exploit labour 
power but extract bodily and mental resources (Rai 2024, 10, 33). This extractivism 
operates individually and collectively: the burden is carried by individual working 
bodies but, generation after generation, also by the collectives racialised as particu
larly suitable for these tasks.

In summary – we suggest that there are discontinuities of practices of labelling (e.g. the 
figure of the ‘Slav’ is less common than the ‘Eastern European’) and how cultural and bio
logical registers are invoked historically and today, but also of wider political circum
stances and the conditioning of mobilities. Yet, key continuities persist in the specific 
ambiguities of this racialisation – notably the elusive ways in which ideas about 
‘biology’ and ‘culture’ have been deployed instrumentally to attribute racial ‘proximity’ 
or ‘difference’. While this implies possibilities of passing into West Europeanness, it 
also has, historically and today, served to justify the extraction of cheap social reproduc
tive labour from the east of Europe.

In the following, we illustrate this argument empirically – by expanding on the rel
evant histories, contemporary trajectories and material effects of this ambiguous 
racialisation.

Ambiguities of historic anti-slavic racism

There is little scholarly consensus as to the precise emergence of ideas of ‘Eastern Europe’ 
as distinctive spatial entity, or the first manifestations of its racialisation. Wolff (1994) 
argues that ‘Western Europe’ invented the idea of ‘Eastern Europe’ as a civilisationally 
distinctive entity and its own complementary ‘other half’ in the context of the Enlight
enment (see, however, Kalmar 2022). Around the nineteenth century, a discourse of 
‘Antislavism’ emerged within the German speaking empires of Prussia and Habsburg 
(Panagiotidis and Petersen 2024). By the early twentieth century, the racialisation as 
‘Slavs’ served various political purposes – most notably, it was to justify the long-term 
acquisition of ‘living space’ for the settlement of German populations in various parts 
of the east of Europe (Zimmerer 2005; Conrad 2011; Panagiotidis and Petersen 2024). 
In this context, the role of the population of seized territories was to provide a source 
of cheap labour. Connelly (1999) demonstrates that these plans were not underpinned 
by a unified image of the ‘Slav’. The dynamics he describes, we suggest, are best concep
tualised as ‘ambiguous racialisation’: notably, he shows how attributions of racial differ
ence were inconsistent, contradictory and stratified and depended on the respective 
‘Slavic’ subgroups’ geopolitical usefulness to the German imperial project. For instance, 
Nationalsocialist doctors or SS leaders were tasked with establishing racial differences via 
examinations that took place in job centres in the occupied territories. Key criteria were 
visual characteristics such as skull shape and facial bones; in some parts of Poland’s West, 
however, German language skills or self-declared cultural affinity would suffice to pass 
into Germanness (ibid., see also Wolf 2017). We can see in this example how attributions 
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of biological and cultural difference were intertwined, yet, depending on the context, 
could also be constructed as fluid. Those rendered ‘racially suitable’ were forced to 
work or drafted into the military, while those positioned further down the hierarchy 
were, together with Jewish, Sinti and Roma populations, deported into camps or shot 
(Vlahek 2022, 29).

The labour exploitation in the occupied territories developed a new dimension at the 
peak of World War II when the ‘German Reich’ faced severe labour shortages. Against 
the opposition of leading Nationalsocialists who feared a ‘contamination’ of the Aryan 
race, Hitler signed off on a large-scale forced labour programme that displaced people 
from the east of Europe onto German territory (Connelly 1999; Laumer 2015; Vlahek 
2022). Certain ‘Slavs’, per the new spin, could be industrious workers when instructed 
by their ‘German masters’ (Connelly 1999; Zimmerer 2005; Panagiotidis and Petersen 
2024). Those advocating for this programme highlighted, for instance, Ukrainian 
women’s blond hair and blue eyes to flag their suitability. We can see here just how 
instrumentally the signification of racial attributes was re-adjusted for extractive pur
poses. The racialisation as ‘Slavic’ operated via ambiguity in that allegedly biological fea
tures were, highly inconsistently, constructed as similar or dissimilar, depending on 
whether they justified the appropriation of land or labour power.

Overall, 13 million people were displaced from Russia, Poland, Ukraine and other 
countries and forced to work (at times without pay, at times for a symbolic fee) in 
German farms, households, factories, construction sites and the weapons industry 
(Laumer 2023, 13). More than half of this workforce were younger women who were 
deployed in agriculture or domestic work. Living and working conditions were strictly 
regulated by the ascribed position within the racial hierarchy: ‘Eastern Europeans’ 
were positioned above Jewish, Sinti and Roma populations and below forced workers 
from ‘Western Europe’ (e.g. Belgian, Dutch, French or Italian prisoners of war, see 
Laumer 2023, 14; Alexopoulou 2020, 21). Sexual relationships between the ‘races’ were 
strictly prohibited (Laumer 2015, 2023; Alexopoulou 2020, 53; Vlahek 2022, 29; Panagio
tidis and Petersen 2024, 108–111). To enforce this prohibition, the regime set up brothels 
for forced workers; around 600 Polish, Czech and French women were displaced to work 
in these establishments. ‘Slavic’ women were racialised as particularly promiscuous, sub
jected to sexual violence and sanctioned if they became pregnant; this depended on what 
position on the scale of racial proximity or difference their ‘mixed’ children ended up on 
– another feature of the ambiguity of their racialisation, and its instrumentality. Depend
ing on the racial classification of their child, consequences could involve being sent back 
to their home countries, having their children removed from their care, being subjected 
to medical experiments, forced to have an abortion, encampment or the death penalty 
(Laumer 2015; Alexopoulou 2020, 53–57).

The execution of segregation measures was not straightforward, as oftentimes people 
from the east of Europe could ‘pass’ as German. They hence were to carry a badge that 
marked them as ‘Eastern workers’ (‘Ostarbeiter’) – a practice that also points to the ambi
guity of their racialisation, as the alleged visual or cultural clues of ‘Slavicness’ were not as 
detectable as racial ideology would have it. A badge, however, can also be taken off in 
settings with greater population density, which allowed forced labourers to resist, includ
ing by running away (Laumer 2015; Panagiotidis and Petersen 2024, 111–112). We can 
see in these examples that the racialisation as ‘Slavic’ was not inescapable. Yet, they also 
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indicate that in some contexts, such as in the different regions of the occupied countries, 
it mattered as to where on the racial spectrum one ended up, which could be a question of 
freedom or encampment, life or death. In other cases, such as the forced labour pro
gramme, the attribution of degrees of racial proximity resulted in mass displacement, sep
aration from home and loved ones, involuntary unpaid or precarious work, and being 
stripped of reproductive rights. So, the escapability and ambiguity of this racialisation 
justified a distinctive form of exploitation and extraction. All in all, the Nationalsocialist 
regime extracted involuntary labour from 26 million people – half of whom were forced 
to work in the occupied territories, and half of whom were displaced to Germany. The 
ambiguous racialisation as ‘Eastern European’ thereby fulfilled a utilitarian function 
and enabled a specific disposability (see also Górska, Hendl and Majewska Forthcoming). 
Of course, this extractivism differed from the treatment of Jewish, Sinti and Roma popu
lations in concentration camps: their extinction was prioritised over their labour exploi
tation, and less escapable.

In summary, we showed how cultural and biological registers were deployed ambigu
ously in the racialisation as ‘Slavic’ and ‘Eastern European’. Key features of ambiguity 
were the shifting attributions of habituated and corporeal markers and their instrumental 
signification as indicators of racial ‘difference’ or ‘proximity’ respectively. The ambigu
ities facilitated, in some circumstances, possibilities of passing, in others they facilitated 
the extraction of social reproductive labour from the east of Europe. Before we turn to 
more recent dynamics of this gendered division of labour, we shall briefly outline our 
approach to empirical data collection.

Methodological considerations

Our analysis draws on two datasets – each generated by one of the co-authors in 
Germany between 2017 and 2022. Both datasets were collected as part of separate 
research projects within the disciplines of political sociology and cultural and social 
anthropology respectively; they draw on partly overlapping and partly distinctive 
research methods.

Lewicki examined institutional cultures in care homes run by the two largest semi- 
public providers of residential care for older people in Germany, the Christian associations 
Caritas and Diakonie. The associations also provide the advice services ‘FairCare’ and 
‘Caritas24’ for families looking for a live-in carer on the private market. She conducted 
20 qualitative semi-structured interviews with managers in Caritas or Diakonie care 
homes across Germany, and 17 expert interviews with diversity coordinators within the 
two associations and welfare experts from migrant minority organisations in Berlin.

The topic guide covered questions around the organisational self-understanding and 
contractual and working conditions for staff with migration history. Respondents were 
asked to reflect on institutional guidance, norms and regulations but also to share anec
dotes of personal experience. A prominent theme emergent from this data were staffing 
shortages in care, and many interviewees reported they established recruitment partner
ships with training facilities in Europe’s East. Each care home manager employed staff 
from Poland, Czech Republic, Romania or Ukraine and volunteered anecdotes of their 
experiences with this group of employees. Care workers with relevant professional qua
lifications are more likely to be employed in a residential or home-based care provider, 
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while women with less pertinent professional backgrounds offer live-in care on a care- 
assistant or domestic worker contract.2 Themes emergent from this dataset were ascrip
tions of a ‘wonderful fit’ of staff from these countries, and the commonality of represen
tations such as ‘Polish Pearl’ (‘Polnische Perle’), which attributed specific suitability for 
social reproductive labour to women from the east of Europe. The interview data on resi
dential care was supplemented with journalistic accounts of live-in carers’ and care reci
pients’ experiences, such as Ingeborg Haffert’s (2014) book ‘Eine Polin für Oma’ (‘A Pole 
for Grandma’). This data set gives insight into the legal conditioning of care work and 
prevalent representations of ‘Eastern Europeans’ engaged in care of older people in 
Germany.

Probst’s research examined how wider structural European East–West inequalities 
shape migrant sex workers’ experiences in Berlin. She carried out 14 months of ethno
graphic fieldwork which included participant observations at various sex work venues 
such as street-based sex work, bars, strip clubs, and brothels, as well as primary and 
follow-up narrative-biographical interviews and ethnographic conversations with 45 
people who moved from countries in the east of Europe and engaged in different 
types of sex work in Berlin. Probst also contacted sex workers through online portals 
on which they place advertisements for their services. The study focussed on forms of 
sex work as part of which sexual services are provided physically, excluding those 
offered digitally, e.g. via webcamming.

Interviews explored how migrant sex workers perceive their living and working con
ditions in Berlin and how their experiences are embedded in larger life trajectories. Follow
ing an inductive approach, the research started with open questions about their living and 
working situations and later homed in on emphases and commonalities in research partici
pants’ narratives. Most participants (29) were cis women, although some cis men and trans 
women also took part in this research. As this article focuses on the experiences of cis 
women engaged in social reproductive labour, only the material pertaining to the former 
will be discussed. The cis women taking part in this research project were predominantly 
from Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Russia and Ukraine. Most of them were 
between 20 and 40 years of age. The majority was unmarried and single, and many partici
pants had at least one child from previous relationships. The educational backgrounds of 
participants were heterogeneous; some had completed or were in the process of completing 
university degrees, others had undertaken professional training and some had finished edu
cation after school. This dataset gives insight into the legal conditioning of sex work and the 
ways in which racialised representations of ‘Eastern Europeans’ frame the experiences of 
women involved in delivering commercial sexual services in Berlin.

For the purposes of this article, both authors revisited their datasets exploring invoca
tions of ‘cultural’ and ‘biological’ registers in representations of ‘Eastern Europeanness’. 
In the following, we discuss how these are produced in the two different sites of 
employment.

Care work

In many West European countries, care workers predominantly are from the east of 
Europe (Aulenbacher et al. 2024). This division of labour, Uhde (2024) notes, is reflective 
of wider geopolitical East–West inequalities and has exploitative and extractive features.
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During the Cold War, labour mobility was restricted but continued to operate infor
mally – notably in areas of social reproductive work (Hess 2009; Klingenberg 2022). In 
the context of the first enlargement of the European Union to the east in 2004, Germany 
imposed a seven-year transition period for the circulation of workers. However, as trade 
barriers for services were lifted at this point, a novel live-in care industry began to 
flourish (Palenga-Möllenbeck 2024). Intermediary service agencies based in countries 
such as Poland or Romania would hire a self-employed worker to send on a three- 
month ‘business trip’ to Germany; the employees are remunerated via tax-free 
‘expense reimbursement’. A significant informal sector (‘black market’) expanded in 
this area. Although their working lives are based in Germany, their employment and 
all associated costs are outsourced to the country of origin (see Uhde and Ezzeddine 
2020; Lewicki 2023): in these arrangements, care workers have limited or no access to 
social security – including pensions or sick leave. They are often paid below the 
minimum wage and work excessive hours without breaks (Uhde 2024). As barriers to 
the movement of people were also removed in 2011, it became possible to be legally 
employed and registered for social insurance by a German household. Yet, as formalised 
employment is more costly, significant proportions of care continue to be provided infor
mally or within legal grey zones. These arrangements capitalise on a prevalent under
standing of home-based care for older people as the individual responsibility of 
families which needs to be ‘affordable’ at low cost. As Germany experiences demographic 
aging, cross-border migrant labour is often narrated as the solution to the ‘care crisis’; 
this, in turn, has facilitated large-scale recruitment of care workers from the east of 
Europe into German care homes and a substantial growth of the intermediary placement 
sector (Palenga-Möllenbeck 2024). EU and national policy makers have contributed to 
the marketisation of domestic and care labour by destabilising employment conditions, 
lowering labour costs and subsidising services and households (Farris 2017; Zacharenko 
2024). They thus have institutionalised a systematic reliance on workers from the east of 
Europe, who are channelled into looking after German (and Dutch, Norwegian, etc.) 
older people under precarious working conditions.

These institutionalised patterns of extractivism are co-constitutive of sector-specific 
gendered representations of ‘Eastern Europeans’. Intermediary agencies, for instance, 
advertise workers from East European countries as ‘House Angels’ or ‘Care Heroes’ 
and promise relatives a smooth, dedicated and harmonious experience of care around 
the clock (Lutz and Benazha 2024). Prices vary depending on language skills and previous 
experience. Agencies promise to offer a perfect ‘character match’ for the family’s require
ments, and clients can choose their carer from a selection of photographs on the agency’s 
website (Haffert 2014). As Parvulescu (2014, 13, 15, 34) notes, the display of images com
modifies women’s visual presence into a marketable type – here, for instance, as a dom
estic goddess available for evaluation and consumption. Relatives, as reported by Haffert 
(2014, 31), specify their expectations as including ‘good German skills’, a ‘warm and 
friendly demeanour’, and a ‘neat, tidy and well-presented appearance’. In Sojka’s 
(2019) research in Spain, neatness also featured prominently, accompanied by visual 
cues to ‘blond hair and blue eyes’. Physical characteristics such as hair, teeth, body 
type and clothing styles signal White credentials here (Parvulescu 2014, 15) and 
become enmeshed with attributions of habituated behaviour such as tidiness or friendli
ness. These aesthetic qualifications are furthermore intertwined with tropes that position 
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‘Eastern European woman’ as particularly industrious, hard-working, diligent and 
‘sturdy’ (see also Riemsdijk 2010; Safuta 2018; Sojka 2019; Jašina-Schäfer 2024). In 
Lewicki’s interviews in care home settings, these attributions of work ethic went along
side narratives of suitability to assist ‘properly trained staff’, be employed in cleaning or 
kitchens, or work in lower positions in the internal hierarchy.3 In live-in care contexts, 
where working conditions are even more demanding, German carers are virtually 
absent. ‘Eastern European women’, however, are narrated as particularly suitable for 
these least well remunerated tasks in the care sector. Haffert’s account illustrates this dis
course: ‘Polish women can do it all. They look after their families, the household, the 
garden, go to work and are always available when they are needed. No task is too 
much for them. […] That is why they are not deterred to offer 24-hour care. They 
have learnt early to deprioritise their own needs’ (2014, 82–83). All this, she concludes, 
uniquely equips them with a unique ‘strength’, ‘endurance’ and ‘patience’ required to 
look after an older person 24/7, which German women lack (Haffert 2014, 82–83). 
Thus, ‘Eastern European’ woman’s primary socialisation in what is narrated as a more 
backward and traditional culture, has, in the long run, shaped her psychosocial disposi
tion and her physical capabilities. Her habituated meekness underpins a commitment 
that effectively renders her body ‘more enduring’. Safuta’s (2018, 223) research in 
Belgium indicates a similar representation of ‘Eastern Europeans’ as ‘sturdy race’, 
which, compared to the local population, qualifies them for physical work (see also 
Palenga-Möllenbeck 2022, 190). However, ‘Eastern Europeans’ not only endure more, 
they also are naturally better predisposed to care and do the job with greater dedication. 
This is often connected to an ascription of ‘religiosity’, which endowed ‘Eastern Euro
pean’ woman with a particularly caring nature and a Catholic ‘service orientation’ (see 
also Palenga-Möllenbeck 2022). Sliding between cultural and biological registers, ascrip
tions of neatness, strength, endurance and devotion attribute a naturalised suitability for 
the most devalued tasks within domestic and care work to ‘Eastern European woman’. 
Culturally habituated and physical characteristics become intertwined to signify racial 
proximity (‘blond and tidy’) and difference (‘sturdier and capable of harder work’). Invo
cations of sameness and difference thereby serve to justify East European workers’ utility 
for precarious labour in German households. We can see how the ambiguity of the racia
lisation as ‘Eastern European’ enables the extraction of cheap gendered labour from the 
east of Europe. These ascriptions can be fluid in that those with qualifications in social 
care can access more attractive positions in the sector. Thus, while the circumstances 
of providing social reproductive labour have changed across time, there are key continu
ities as to how its precarity is justified and where this type of undervalued labour is 
extracted from. Similarly to the historical examples discussed above, the ambiguity of 
this racialisation manifests itself in its occasional escapability and in the ways in which 
biological and cultural registers are amalgamated on a sliding scale to instrumentally 
invoke racial sameness or difference.

Yet, within this specific employment setting, German history also features directly in 
interpersonal encounters. Almost all care managers volunteered information about their 
staff’s experiences of racist treatment by German care recipients who had lived through 
World War II. Incidents involved a refusal to be touched by people racialised as ‘Black’ or 
‘Eastern European’. Beyond such physical-corporeal tropes, care recipients also attribu
ted an alleged cultural propensity to theft to ‘Eastern Europeans’, on which grounds they 
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denied cleaning staff access to their rooms (see also Lewicki 2022). Some interviewees 
observed the display of Nazi symbols, including the Hitler-salute. In Haffert’s (2014) 
book, an older man demonstrated his superiority to his Polish carer by regularly resta
ging Germany’s victorious World War II battles with crockery on the breakfast table 
(Haffert 2014, 26). The journalist narrates such incidents as follows: ‘Many older 
people who receive care today have stood opposite Polish soldiers in battles and saw 
Polish people as refugees and forced labourers in German factories. It is therefore not 
surprising that care recipients are not enthusiastic about having to share their house 
with a Polish woman of all people’ (Haffert 2014, 28). This older man’s daughter, 
Haffert (2014, 29) elaborates, tried to ‘reconcile’ the care worker by explaining that the 
older man’s behaviour was rooted in his ‘war-trauma’ and should not be taken ‘person
ally’. Thus, we can see how the historical racialisation as ‘Slavic’ directly shapes staff- 
client relations. While the interviewed care managers reported to intervene against 
racist refusals, the journalist’s narrative is indicative of a discourse of ‘vulnerability’ 
that responsibilises the carer to ‘understand’. The old man’s racist behaviour is 
justified as he had ‘only’ encountered Polish people as inferior. The foregrounding of 
his trauma is particularly interesting here, given Germany’s history as perpetrator of for
ceful invasion and displacement in relation to Poland. Specifically, this narrative fails to 
acknowledge the long durée division of labour in Europe, which has had generations of 
women from the East engaged in precarious social reproductive work in German 
households.

Thus, this employment setting is marked by various historical and contemporary 
asymmetries. The commodification of senior care has contributed little to challenging 
the invisibilisation and devalidation of social reproductive work. Indeed, care of older 
people, even if marketized, suffers from a double devalidation (Federici 2012; Zacharenko 
2024): as a form of social reproductive labour, it is not considered ‘real’, ‘skilled’ or ‘pro
ductive’ work as it absorbs labour power without feeding into the nurturing of ‘new 
workers’ (as child-care would). This devalidation has financial and legal implications – 
in that deregulation, illegal and grey-zone arrangements generate precarious working 
conditions that affect a care worker’s confidence and mental health (Cox 2006). A 
sense of low earnings, particularly when coupled with illegality, rears affective insecurity, 
invisibility and shame. Many live-in carers from the east of Europe experience additional 
devalidation because their higher educational or professional qualifications and experi
ences are rendered meaningless in this line of work (Safuta 2018; Klingenberg 2022; 
Jašina-Schäfer 2024). Care workers often compensate for these devalidations by taking 
pride in providing high quality care that ensures their clients well-being. This, in turn, 
renders them prepared to go ‘the extra mile’. Lifting and washing a client or having 
one’s sleep interrupted can be physically demanding. Living in a clients’ house can 
also be psychologically challenging in that it can become all consuming, generate false 
expectations of perpetual availability, often involves low reciprocity and implies a loss 
of control over personal time and space, privacy, and everyday life choices (Cox 2006, 
95–96). Placements often are organised such that a carer spends longer periods in the 
client’s household and sees their own family once every few weeks. Carers often report 
feelings of missing their loved ones, alienation, loneliness, isolation and ‘living their 
clients lives’ (Haffert 2014; Uhde 2024). Of course, care work has rewarding features if 
the carer-client relationship is reciprocal (as it can be) and carers often take pride in 
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the intrinsic value of their work or their independent capacity to sustain their loved ones 
(see also Jašina-Schäfer 2024). Engaging in this line of work can constitute an expression 
of agency and a creative way of extracting oneself from dire employment prospects at 
home (see also Hess 2009). Yet, delivering care in a foreign country takes a toll on the 
worker’s physical and psychological well-being. Working conditions in care facilitate 
macro- and micropolitical forms of extractivism: they extract bodily and mental 
resources from individual working bodies, but also from collectives racialised as particu
larly suitable to deliver the least validated tasks in this sector. Thus, the material effects of 
the racialisation as ‘Eastern European’ are also ambiguous in that the boundaries between 
the affective and the bodily price of precarious social reproductive labour are fluid.

Sex work

In Germany, sex work – including offering and buying sexual services as well as operating 
‘prostitution venues’ – is legal, yet regulated (Pates 2012; Döring 2018). This legislation 
has repeatedly been a matter of heated and emotionalised public discussion in which 
‘Eastern European prostitutes’ have featured prominently. By conflating human traffick
ing, sex work and concerns about migration from ‘the East’, these discourses also draw on 
the gendered racialisation as ‘Eastern European’ (Doezema 2006; Hill and Bibbert 2019, 
86): Invoking tropes of cultural ‘backwardness’, ‘Eastern European’ women are portrayed 
as naïve and unemancipated victims of a patriarchal culture in need of rescue by the 
German state, and of integration in other fields of social reproductive labour such as 
care or cleaning. Therefore, discourses around sex work in Germany are not only a reiter
ation of moral panics around sexual labour and migration (Sanghera 2012; Weitzer 
2005), but also part of the production of ‘Eastern Europe’ as a ‘lesser Europe’ and the 
reification of the ‘suitability’ of ‘Eastern European women’ for precarious forms of 
work (Parvulescu 2014; Krivonos and Diatlova 2020).

The scarcely available data on sex work indicate that migrants – particularly those 
from East European EU member states – indeed make up a considerable part of sex 
workers in Germany (Döring 2014; Tampep 2009; Statistisches Bundesamt 2024). 
Migrants from the east of Europe engaged in sex work, as research indicates, often experi
ence precarious living and working conditions and their embodied effects on physical 
and mental well-being (Altay, Yurdakul, and Korteweg 2021; Probst 2023b). However, 
these precarities are not only caused through involvement in sex work, but embedded 
in structural issues (re-)enforcing gendered, racialised and sexualised forms of labour 
extraction (Suchland 2015).

Many problems surrounding sex workers’ access to social welfare are related to the fact 
that sex work is mainly practiced as a form of self-employment. This creates barriers to 
working legally for non-EU migrants without appropriate work visas. Migrants from the 
EU and the EEA have the right to work self-employed in Germany (although self- 
employment had been restricted for newer EU member states during the above men
tioned transition period), yet regulations around self-employment structurally disadvan
tage (not only) migrants in low-income jobs: becoming self-employed in Germany is a 
complicated bureaucratic process, and navigating German bureaucracy can be difficult 
for many migrants (Altay, Yurdakul, and Korteweg 2021, 1932). And even if migrant 
sex workers successfully register as self-employed, they are not included in social security 
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systems and have to arrange and pay for health insurance themselves and/or have pro
blems accessing unemployment benefits should they decide to quit sex work (Probst 
2023a). These problems are not only faced by sex workers, but also migrant workers 
in agriculture, care or construction, as current regulations around self-employment in 
Germany and the EU allow eroding access to social rights. The structural exclusion 
from access to social welfare thereby constitutes a feature of labour extractivism. The pre
carious legal and working conditions of sex workers, however, are rarely a matter of 
public discourse, which often decontextualises discussions of sexual exploitation. It is 
also noteworthy that this superficial discursive concern for the living and working con
ditions of ‘Eastern European’ sex workers seldom includes mentions of the historical 
dimensions of the (sexual) exploitation of women from the east of Europe in Germany 
as described above. Thus, both contemporary expressions as well as historical continu
ities of systemic extraction of social reproductive labour from the east of Europe are 
obscured in these discourses in favour of polarising moralised debates around sexuality, 
which in turn also serves to legitimise the delegation of ‘Eastern European women’ to 
precarious work in care or cleaning as supposedly ‘better (suited)’ work.

In contrast to its simplistic portrayals in media and political debates, the contempor
ary German sex industry is very heterogeneous and shaped by various hierarchies, such 
as the so-called ‘whorearchy’ (Hester and Stardust 2020). This refers to a hierarchization 
of different forms of sex work, with street-based sex work often marginalised even within 
the sex industry, and ‘high-class’ escorts or dominatrixes on the other side of this spec
trum. This hierarchisation interacts with larger classist, gendered and racialised hierar
chies, albeit in ambiguous ways, as is particularly apparent in the example of 
platforms where sexual services are advertised.

Due to the growing digitalisation of the sex industry, the promotion of sexual services 
mainly happens online, particularly on websites where sex workers can post advertise
ments. These advertisements usually include profiles of sex workers describing bodily 
features such as height, hair and eye colour, bra size, and the category ‘type’ or 
‘origin’. The predetermined options for one’s ‘type’ or ‘origin’ include terms like 
‘African’, ‘Asian’, ‘German’, ‘Western European’ or ‘Eastern European’. These categories 
signify particular body types and skin colour, with e.g. ‘African’ being used as a classifi
cation for Black people, regardless of the advertising person’s actual origin. These classifi
cation systems constitute an expression of the bodily dimensions of racialisation, as they 
recur to skin colour, hair style, bodily proportions, facial features, types of make-up etc. 
as a basis of categorisation.

Sex workers classified as ‘Eastern European’ according to these classification systems 
could be positioned within Whiteness, thereby reifying central bodily dimensions of the 
racialisation of ‘Eastern Europe’, i.e. the perception of ‘Eastern Europe’ as (somewhat) 
White, yet distinctive from the categories of ‘Western European’ or ‘German’ sex 
workers. These distinctions, however, were not merely a matter of supposed bodily differ
ence, but equally draw on assumptions about the value and ‘character’ of ‘Eastern Euro
pean’ women. Clients for example would perceive ‘Eastern European’ women as more 
attentive to the needs of men as they supposedly have been less exposed to (Western) 
feminism. As Parvulescu (2014, 39) noted, the ‘Eastern European woman’ is hereby ima
gined as embodiment of a nostalgic past untainted by emancipation and as staying ‘in her 
place’. Here, bodily attributions intertwine with the ascription of cultural features. 

JOURNAL OF ETHNIC AND MIGRATION STUDIES 55



Assumptions about ‘Eastern European’ women being ‘less feminist’ and more willing to 
submit to cisheteropatriarchal gender norms relate to the construction of ‘Eastern 
Europe’ as ‘backward’ and in need of being ‘civilised’ by the West, which clients seem 
to perceive as an advantage for them.

Yet, not all the platforms visited as part of this research featured ‘type’ or ‘origin’ as 
prominently as others and/or offer different systems of classification, which highlighted 
the ambiguities of the racialised category of ‘Eastern European’. Racialised classification 
systems according to ‘type’ or ‘origin’ were strongly present on platforms in lower and 
medium price ranges catering to broad audiences, where most of the research partici
pants advertised. As participants explained, on these platforms, classifications along 
‘type’ or ‘origin’ also correlated with assumptions about women’s sexuality and perform
ance, as well as with differences in treatment by clients. ‘I do not want it to say “Polish” 
there, because then men would think they can do anything with me’, Kasia, a Polish 
woman in her early 30s, told Probst about those platforms. Many participants recounted 
similar aversions to being classified as ‘Eastern European’ in online profiles. Appearing as 
an ‘Eastern European’ sex worker affects income opportunities, as they would be paid 
less, another participant explained; the stories of others resonated with this observation 
and Kasia’s fear of being treated badly by clients or being seen as particularly caring.

On platforms offering more expensive and/or specialised services, however, where 
performances of upper-class ideals were a main focus, racialised categories featured 
less explicitly – or could even be turned into an asset when, for example, advertising 
oneself as a ‘Russian Domina’ alluding to tropes about Russia’s imperial glory in 
German public discourse, and thereby also creating the potential of earning more 
money. This example indicates that the racialisation as ‘Eastern European’ also operates 
via internal hierarchies – in this instance, the sub-classification as ‘Russian’ combines dis
tinctive ascriptions of corporeal features and presumed cultural ‘traits’. As such, the 
German sex industry provides not only a clear example of the current racialisation of 
‘Eastern European’ women, but also its ambiguities.

These ambiguities around presumed bodily and cultural features of ‘Eastern Euro
pean’ women also allowed for negotiations of one’s racialisation and therefore accessing 
upper-class sectors of the sex industry. Such negotiations depended on e.g. language 
skills, educational background, socioeconomic status and other factors, again highlight
ing the interconnectedness of ‘physical’ and ‘sociocultural’ dimensions of racialisation. 
As Kasia explained, speaking German fluently and without a discernible accent was 
one advantage which allowed her to evade a categorisation as ‘Polish’ or ‘Eastern Euro
pean’. Language (skills) proved to be an important factor in avoiding being recognised as 
‘Eastern European’. This was also expressed by Irina, a Russian woman in her late 20s, 
who had studied in an anglophone country before continuing her studies  – and doing 
sex work  – in Berlin. While she did not yet speak German fluently, she had acquired 
a level of English language skills not necessarily discernible as a foreign language to 
German listeners. This enabled Irina to present herself as English, which ‘made her 
feel more powerful’ in comparison to being perceived as ‘Russian’ or ‘Eastern European’. 
Irina acknowledged that not only her language skills, but also her educational back
ground as an internationally educated university graduate, and being able to ‘pass 
visual tests as “white”’ played an important role in accessing and escaping into an ‘inter
national crowd’ in which she felt less stereotyped  – but also less seen as from Europe’s 
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East. Other participants, who could not embody White Western middle-class ideas of 
European urbanity due to a lack of language skills and/or being perceived as more 
‘working class’ could not use these ambiguities to their advantage. This led not only to 
their devaluation in sex work; many participants regularly faced discrimination at 
doctors’ surgeries, public authorities or clubs, as they were positioned as ‘difficult to 
deal’ with, ‘unable to talk to’ and/or not having ‘appropriate manners’ for certain 
parties. Thus, the ambiguities of the racialisation as ‘Eastern European’ can, under 
certain circumstances, allow passing into ‘Western Europeanness’; yet, the embeddedness 
of structural East–West inequalities make this racialisation less escapable at the more 
precarious end of the sex work industry.

For Probst’s interlocutors, being racialised as ‘Eastern European’ also had embodied 
effects of labour exploitation and extraction of bodily and mental resources. Particularly 
those participants who could not or did not want to adhere to Western European middle- 
class ideas of Europeanness, femininity and Whiteness often found themselves delegated 
to precarious employment in the fields of care, cleaning, or other devalued feminised and 
physically demanding work in the German labour market. In this context, taking up sex 
work proved less to be a decision for sex work, but rather against other forms of precar
ious labour which participants deemed equally or more demanding, as Kasia explained: ‘I 
did not want to go cleaning for five euros anymore, to ruin myself, that is why I prefer this 
job [sex work]’.

None of the participants denied that working in the sex industry can have detrimental 
effects on one’s physical and mental well-being, or that it can be dangerous and exploi
tative. To the contrary, participants spoke openly about challenges of doing sex work, 
which illustrated both the physical and psychological tolls of this work: Accounts of 
instances of harassment, coercion and consent violations, fear of violence, and experi
ences of individual and structural discrimination highlighted the psychological chal
lenges of their work, which in turn also manifested themselves as physical exhaustion 
or fatigue. Likewise, sex work itself also took physical tolls on their bodies, albeit not 
only or necessarily in the form of contracting sexually transmitted diseases, but also 
via orthopaedic problems due to long hours in high heels or in long term effects of 
regular alcohol consumption at work venues.

Despite these problems, the participants’ position and experiences in German labour 
markets had often caused an understanding that they did not have a choice between 
being exploited or not, but only about the type of exploitation, precarity and physical 
as well as mental exhaustion. Emphasising the long-term and cross-generational dimen
sions of labour extraction from the east of Europe, particularly participants with children 
were explicit about taking these conditions into account to be able to offer better edu
cation and possibilities for their children in the future. Furthermore, in contrast to 
long working hours and low wages in other sectors, sex work offered (a promise of) 
higher income and flexible working hours to pursue other career plans or social commit
ments. In this regard, sex work appeared as an option allowing or hoping for the 
advancement of other plans, which were not possible to fulfil while doing care or cleaning 
work, also contributing to an endurance of precarious working conditions in sex work. 
However, that sex work was positioned as seemingly the only option providing more 
income and free time in turn enabled a continuous influx and labour extractivism of 
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precarious ‘Eastern European’ sex workers, which ultimately maintains the availability of 
cheap commercial sexual services in a neoliberal and ‘sexually liberated’ city like Berlin.

Conclusions: ambiguous racialisation and extractivism

Tomorrow, my alarm will ring at half past 3 in the morning, at 5 am I must be at work. Am I 
excited that I need get up for two hours in the middle of the night? For twenty euros, if you 
think about it. (…). When the alarm rings, I am not excited, but I go to work for the money. 
And of course I am also selling my body there, because lifting, carrying, washing, dressing, 
getting someone out of bed, this is also exhausting. Even worse. (…) I am selling my health, I 
spend so much time with ill people, I get infected by them, (…) or when changing the 
diapers, I bend down, and if I am not careful when I pick something up I get pain – so I 
sell myself just as much.

In this quote, Jelena, a woman in her 40s, compares her experience as sex worker with her 
job as carer – to her, both involve means of ‘selling her body’. Jelena moved from Bulgaria to 
Germany in the 1990s and worked as a waitress, cleaner, sex worker and carer. When Probst 
interviewed her in 2017, she combined part-time sex work with a job as carer for older 
people. To her, care and sex work lie on a spectrum of experiences of bodily extractivism.

The aim of such a comparison is not to flatten the differences between the two pro
fessions, but to draw attention to the similarities of their material effects – especially at 
their most precarious ends, both result in affective and physical depletion (Gutiérres 
Rodríguez 2014; Rai 2024). As our case studies showed, care and sex work involve 
(different types of) physically demanding tasks, infection risks, affective-bodily perform
ance and long and/or unsociable hours. Both jobs also have a bearing on the worker’s 
mental health: the measure of ‘success’ is the client’s physical and emotional satisfaction 
– with limited reciprocity (Cox 2006). Workers report psychological exhaustion, alien
ation, monotony, infringements into their privacy and experience the effects of separ
ation from their families, including loneliness and isolation. Asymmetrical service 
provider-recipient relationships in both environments are generative of transgressions 
such as racist microaggressions, harassment, coercion or other forms of devaluation 
that impair one’s well-being. In either setting, we showed, these material effects are 
ambiguous in that the boundaries between physical and psychological forms of extracti
vism are fluid. Thus, delivering care and sexual services becomes an embodied experience 
that takes a toll on the working body.

Yet, the extractivism we traced extends beyond the level of individual embodiment. 
The systematic delegation of these tasks to women who move transnationally also 
involves wider macropolitical dimensions of extractivism. Both professions are, each 
in its own way, stigmatised as ‘low-skilled’ and ‘requiring little education or training’ – 
which is coupled with a devaluation of educational credentials from the country of 
origin (see also Zacharenko 2024). On various occasions, legislators have demonstrated 
limited political preparedness to safeguard the social rights of sex or live-in care workers 
(for details, see Probst 2023a/b, Zacharenko 2024). Limited access to pensions, sick leave, 
health care etc. in the location where the work is conducted effectively relocates the social 
costs of this labour to the country of origin (Uhde and Ezzeddine 2020; Lewicki 2023). 
Immigration status regulations and contractual arrangements intertwine in rendering 
these lines of work particularly precarious (see Anderson 2013); for instance, contractual 
informality and legal grey zone arrangements keep prices low for clients; legal 
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irregularity, in turn, produces specific forms of illegality in each setting. This applies dis
tinctively to elder care and sex work but also a wider continuum of social reproductive 
labour that encompasses domestic work, childcare, nursing, surrogacy, marriage and so 
on – thus, services that were historically defined as part of a housewife’s unpaid labour 
(Parvulescu 2014, 9, 53, 54). Today, social reproductive labour is commodified and mar
ketized – yet work in these sectors continues to be politically conditioned such that its 
precarious delivery systematically relies on cheap and disposable workers who travel 
from lower income countries.4

In the German context, our analysis highlighted, among the ‘to go to places’ for gen
dered precarious labour are countries in the east of Europe. This extractivism has longer 
dureé histories of forced labour programmes via occupation and mass displacement. 
These were justified via the ambiguous racialisation as ‘Slavic’ – a racial construction 
that drew on alleged ‘biological’ and ‘cultural’ markers which were twisted and attributed 
instrumentally to signify racial ‘difference’ or ‘similarity’ – depending on the extractive 
purpose at different junctures of World War II. These ambiguities made the racialisation 
as ‘Slavic’ escapable under certain circumstances yet also facilitated distinctive forms of 
exploitation. Today, the categorisation as ‘Eastern European’ is more common than the 
label ‘Slav’, and mobilities are conditioned by different market forces and legal frame
works. Yet, some continuities persist in the ways in which the racialisation as ‘Eastern 
European’ operates via similar ambiguities – notably, the elusive ways in which ideas 
about ‘biology’ and ‘culture’ are deployed instrumentally to ascribe racial ‘proximity’ 
or ‘distance’. Women racialised as ‘Eastern European’ work in more marginalised 
sectors of the sex work industry and provide a majority of the workforce in the most 
onerous live-in care sector. Being seen as ‘Eastern European’ in both settings also 
means being paid less. In both contexts, ‘Eastern Europeanness’ is projected as the embo
diment of traditional femininity, fastidious dedication, particular endurance or specific 
availability. The boundaries between ascribed values and bodily ‘qualities’ are often 
fluid. Invocations of the ‘Eastern European’ type, as marketized via websites, encompass 
facial features, bodily proportions, hair styles, make up, visible neatness, but also behav
ioural attributions such as caring, being service oriented etc. Often, these ‘characteristics’ 
invoke White credentials vis-á-vis people racialised as non-White or/and non-European. 
Yet, these representations also separate ‘Eastern European’ from ‘Western European’ 
women, who could ‘physically or psychologically not endure’ care around the clock, or 
‘would not be available’ for some sexual practices. The recognisability as ‘Eastern Euro
pean’ and attributions of features such as ‘religiosity’ vary across the sectors; ascribed 
‘Catholic dedication’ is more useful in care than in sex work, so features more in the 
former. In both sectors, these ambiguities allow those who acquire educational creden
tials – such as language skills or professional nursing training – to escape the lower seg
ments of the respective sector and ‘pass’ into ‘fuller Europeanness’. Thus, while the 
ambiguities of the racialisation as ‘Slavic’ or ‘Eastern European’ have  – historically as 
today  – constituted a vehicle of passing, they have also served to justify an asymmetrical 
division of labour in Europe. And while attributions of ‘Eastern Europeanness’ operate 
ambiguously at an everyday level, they also maintain wider structural patterns of extra
ctivism over generations.

On this basis, we argued that bodily features and values play key parts in the racialisa
tion as ‘Eastern European’ – historically and today, they have served to justify the 
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extraction of cheap social reproductive labour from the east of Europe. We suggest that 
this racialisation is best conceptualised as ambiguous – rather than reflective of a shift 
from biological to cultural racism. Of course, this argument is not limited to these 
specific segments of the labour market but applies to precarised work in agriculture, abat
toirs, construction, transport, hospitality, warehousing and so on. Furthermore, these 
patterns are not unique to Germany but are part of an institutionalised West European 
gaze onto the ‘East’.

Our argument has implications for the international study of migration and critical 
racial studies. Notably, rather than framing experiences of devaluation or discrimination 
‘merely’ as effects of migration, we direct attention to the legal and political conditioning 
of precarity and its bodily and macropolitical extractivism. Racialisation, we illustrate, 
is often incoherent and contingent upon the instrumental extractivist purpose it is to 
fulfil in any specific context. Its thus important to locate racialisation within such 
wider historical and political-economic rationalities. And rather than thinking race- 
making from the dichotomies and essentialisms it produces, we also need to consider 
its ambiguities, inconsistencies and contradictions.

Notes

1. The association of ‘Eastern Europe’ with forms of Whiteness, in turn, invisibilises the pre
sences and histories of people racialised as non-White, Roma or Jewish in the east of Europe 
(see e.g. Balogun and Ohia-Nowak 2024; Racleş and Ivasiuc 2019; Klingenberg 2022).

2. Live-in care of older people thus lies at the boundary between domestic and care work.
3. Riemsdijk’s (2010) research in Norwegian care homes noted similar patterns of a devalua

tion of skills, which resulted in less desirable working conditions and work schedules.
4. For instance, work and pay conditions in live-in care do not allow for the maintenance of an 

independent household in Germany and hence rely on a mobile workforce prepared to cir
culate from a nearby lower income country. Sex work can provide an escape from the con
straints of domestic or care work for some, yet brings its own challenges and problems.
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