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Abstract3

This chapter contributes to the emerging literature on men who do ‘women’s work’. It focuses on the ‘feminine’
occupation of domestic worker and on how male and female migrant workers balance their gender identities
at the intersection of class, race, and immigration status. It addresses the related research gap in the Nether-
lands by focusing on the situation of migrant domestic workers from the Philippines with irregular status. From
the perspective of hegemonic gender identities, male migrant domestic workers, too, are subjected to gender
injustices. These injustices are rooted in the devaluation of everything coded as ‘feminine’, including their occu-
pation. The resulting ‘male femininities’ are threatening male domestic workers’ sense of self-worth and their
societal recognition. This misrecognition adds to the exploitative economic circumstances that both female and
male migrant domestic workers experience and has negative repercussions on male migrants’ access to employ-
ment. Ironically, workers themselves contribute to reproducing these symbolic and material injustices and,
hence, consolidate them. Redressing these injustices requires changes both in the economic structure and in
society’s ordering of status. When the demands for respect for domestic workers and for their labour rights are
combined, this necessity is reflected in workers’ national and international campaigns. They need to be com-
plemented by national regulation that will protect all workers effectively, independent of the location of their
work, their gender, their race, or their immigration status. Last but not least, given their crucial role in societal
reproduction, domestic workers should be included in the categories of migrant workers who are welcome in
European labour markets in redefined and relaxed transnational migration regimes.

Keywords: domestic work, gender hegemony, gender identity, gender justice, intersectionality, the Netherlands,
the Philippines, migrants with irregular status.

6.1 Introduction123

During the twentieth century, domestic work4 was
seen as an anachronism in an industrial society. This
occupation was assumed to vanish in the course of

modernization (King 2007: 48; Bartolomei, 2010: 88).
Yet even in the industrialized societies of Europe and
North America, domestic work still has a significant
role to play and is even increasing (ILO 2010: 6). This
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growth in paid domestic labour has been debated as
part of the commoditization and internationalization
of social reproduction. The debate has raised ques-
tions regarding domestic workers’ position in the la-
bour market as well as the forms of injustice they face
individually and collectively, particularly their effective
access to social rights. The growth in paid domestic
labour has also been shown to pose challenges to the
gender identities of migrant domestic workers who
are over-represented amongst those who fill the gap in
reproductive work (e.g. Kilkey 2010: 132–133; Moya
2007; Sarti 2006: 231). The literature on ‘global care
chains’ has highlighted that, for many female migrant
domestic workers, leaving behind their children un-
dermines their ability to fulfil their idealized role as
carers (Hochschild 2000; Lan 2003; Yeates 2004).
This debate has ignored the situation of male mi-
grants employed in domestic service (Kilkey 2010:
128). An emerging strand of literature points out that
men, too, struggle to combine their work in a femi-
nized occupation with hegemonic masculinities (e.g.
Bartolomei 2010; Datta/McIlwaine/Herbert/Evans/
May/Wills 2009; Donaldson/Howson 2009; Herbert
2008). Yet the asymmetrical relationship of hegem-
onic masculinity and femininity has often dropped
out of focus in studies on gender identity (Connell/
Messerschmidt 2005: 848), including those concen-
trating on domestic workers. By and large, they have
focused either on female or – rarely – male gender
identities. This relationship is crucial, though, for an-
alysing the reproduction of gender inequalities as a
process that intersects with other systems of discrimi-
nation.

This chapter explores the related experience of Fil-
ipino men and Filipina women5 with irregular immi-
gration status6 who engage in domestic work in the
Netherlands. Research on migrant domestic workers
from the Philippines has focused on women (e.g.
Asis/Huang/Yeoh 2004; Chang/Ling 2000; Hoch-
schild 2000; Parreñas 2005). Far less work has been
done on the experiences of their male colleagues, de-
spite the fact that they form a significant group
amongst migrant domestic workers in various Euro-
pean countries (e.g. Sarti 2010: 29–30). While the situ-

ation of migrant domestic workers in other European
countries has been addressed in detailed studies (e.g.
León 2010; Lutz 2008; Sarti 2010), little research has
covered the situation in the Netherlands. The few ex-
isting studies largely take the perspective of employers
(de Ruijter 2004; de Ruijter/van der Lippe 2009) or
focus on the situation of female domestic workers
(van Dijken 2002; Koo 2011; Marchetti 2005, 2010).7

The present chapter addresses two questions,
namely: How do Filipino domestic workers in the
Netherlands balance their sense of masculinity with
doing work that is widely perceived as ‘feminine’?
And how do male and female migrant domestic work-
ers with irregular status from the Philippines express
their gender identity at the intersection of different re-
lations of power, such as class, race, and immigration
status? The chapter contrasts the construction of, and
challenges for, male Filipino migrant domestic work-
ers’ gender identity with those of their female col-
leagues, while acknowledging the refraction of the re-
sulting gender injustices through the prism of other
social divisions. The chapter adopts Fraser’s (2007)
approach to gender justice that sees the gendered
character of the political economy as inextricably in-
terwoven with the cultural order. A full understanding
of gender justice hence becomes available only if ma-
terial reward and social recognition are considered si-
multaneously (Fraser 2007: 25).

Section 6.2 outlines the concept of hegemonic
gender identities and their intersection with other so-
cial divisions. The specific contours of this hegemony
for migrant workers from the Philippines are then
sketched out. Section 6.3 reviews previous research
that has applied the concept of gender as intersection-
ality to the study of domestic workers’ identity con-
structions. Section 6.4 presents the sociopolitical con-
text of the Netherlands that forms the stage for the
present investigation, while section 6.5 describes its
research methodology. Findings related to gender
identity constructions of Filipina/o migrant domestic
workers in the Netherlands and their intersections
with class, race, and (irregular) immigration status are
presented and discussed in sections 6.6 and 6.7. They
are placed in the context of gender justice in the con-
cluding section.

5 In the following, the adjective ‘Filipina’ is employed to
refer to women from the Philippines, while ‘Filipino’
denotes men from the same country of origin. 

6 Following UNESCO (2008: 15), “persons with irregular
immigration status” refers to persons “entering, travel-
ling through or residing in a country without the neces-
sary documents or permits”.

7 Botman (2011) and van Walsum (2011) are exceptions
here.
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6.2 Hegemonic Gender Identities –
Concept and Context

Femininity and masculinity are cultural ideal types of
how women and men ought to be. Yet idealized fea-
tures of masculinity and femininity as complementary
and hierarchical gender identities also provide a ra-
tionale for social relations at all levels, from the self to
global relations of domination. It is through social
practice, including both behaviour and discourse, that
this hierarchical relationship organizes the material re-
lations of social life and (re-)produces gender inequal-
ities (Schippers 2007: 91–92, 100). Hegemonic mascu-
linity is hierarchical and complementary in that it
legitimates men’s dominance over women as a group
(Schippers 2007: 87). While not necessarily normal in
a statistical sense, it is normative, embodying the most
honoured way of being a man (Connell/Messer-
schmidt 2005: 832). The concept of hegemonic mas-
culinity intersects with class and race in its conflation
with middle-class status and whiteness, turning gen-
der practices of subordinated classes and/or racial-
ethnic8 men into ‘male femininities’ as “the character-
istics and practices that are culturally ascribed to
women” (Schippers 2007: 96). They threaten the hier-
archical relationship between masculinity and feminin-
ity. As a result, “they are both feminising and stigma-
tising to the men who embody them” (Schippers
2007: 96). Yet their intersection with class also implies
that features of hegemonic masculinities may be ad-
justed to economic necessities. Gutmann (1996,
quoted in Schippers 2007: 97) demonstrates the inter-
section of gender identity with class for notions of fa-
thering in Mexico. There, for lower-class families, eco-
nomic changes have necessitated men’s participation
in childcare, leading to ideological changes in the
meanings of fatherhood and its centrality for defining
manliness. Rather than being self-reproducing, Con-
nell and Messerschmidt (2005: 844) stress that hege-
monic masculinity requires the policing of men as well
as the exclusion or discrediting of women. Yet
women’s practices that comply with and hence repro-
duce patriarchy, enacting the qualities bundled in the
concept of hegemonic femininity (Schippers 2007:
94), are central to many of the processes that con-
struct masculinities, for instance as wives and as work-

ers in the gender division of labour (Connell/Messer-
schmidt 2005: 848).

In the contemporary Philippines, from which this
study’s respondents originate, hegemonic masculinity
of urban middle-class men refers to a breadwinner fa-
ther, while the ideal femininity relates to a caring, nur-
turing mother. Women can have jobs, but not careers,
because of the constraint of domestic responsibilities
(Medina 2001, quoted in Parreñas 2005: 331). Gender
identities are closely related to the ideal of the nu-
clear, heterosexual family as the social institution in
the Philippines commanding the most loyalty, sacri-
fice, and affection (Asis/Huang/Yeoh 2004: 202). Ex-
plained as one of the consequences of Spanish and
US colonization of the Philippines, these ideals form
the background for the emergence of the ‘woman
family hero’. She is a construct that depicts the female
migrant who makes sacrifices and dramatic choices in
order to take responsibility for maintaining and im-
proving her family’s lifestyle as well as contributing to
her country’s economy (Marchetti 2005: 35).

6.3 Domestic Work and the 
Production of Migrant Identities

Historically, a high proportion of migrant workers has
characterized domestic service (Moya 2007). During
the last three decades, paid domestic work has
emerged as an often unique employment opportunity
for transnational migrant women in most industrial-
ized countries (Marchetti 2010: 122; Sarti 2010: 25).
The emergence of such ‘global care chains’ has been
attributed, amongst other reasons, to the lack of at-
tention paid to care policy in industrialized countries,
which catalyses the demand for private solutions (ILO
2010: 9). Sarti (2010: 25) summarizes crucial demand
factors when she writes that: “[t]hanks to immigrants,
the supply of staff has become cheap and abundant”.

Despite the economic significance of the occupa-
tion, domestic work has often not been recognized as
real work and hence has been undervalued and poorly
regulated (ILO 2010; Luebker/Simonovsky/Oelz 2011;
Oelz 2011). This lack of recognition and reward has
been explained by reference to gender constructions
of the occupation. It has frequently been perceived as
an extension of unpaid female domestic responsibili-
ties in the home (King 2007: 47; Ray 2000: 693). For
Italy, Sarti (2010: 24) shows that the popularity of
women as servants par excellence during the first half
of the twentieth century proceeded more or less in
step with the emergence of the models of the house-

8 Following Nakano Glenn (1992: 41), Duffy (2007: 333)
employs this term to refer to “groups that have been
socially constructed and constituted as racially as well as
culturally distinct from European Americans”.
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wife and the breadwinner as idealized female and
male gender identities. This gender-typing made it dif-
ficult for male domestic workers to live up to ideals of
hegemonic masculinity, but also made it difficult for
them to access employment. Similarly, male migrant
domestic workers in the Netherlands interviewed by
van Walsum (2011: 153) all experienced difficulties
finding employment, unless they had been brought
into the business as their wives’ assistants. Acceptance
of their job is facilitated by their lack of alternatives in
the labour market. For male migrants in Australia,
Donaldson and Howson (2009: 210) point out that
the assumption that their new job is “for the better-
ment of their families” is one way to justify and accept
the change in their lives. The choosing of indignities
and difficulties for the sake of the family gives mean-
ing to the paid work that men undertake: “There is
honour in self-sacrifice for the family” (Donaldson/
Howson 2009: 212). This is also reflected in findings
on male domestic workers in Calcutta (Ray 2000:
713). Besides relating their work to the masculine qual-
ity of breadwinning, other ideal constructions of mas-
culinity that male domestic workers associate with
their work include responsible fatherhood and physi-
cal strength. This enables them to reduce the tensions
they experience in doing ‘women’s work’ and that are
caused by their work in the private sphere.

In addition to the gender connotations of the oc-
cupation itself, its location in the private sphere is
gendered, too. Professional work and politics are as-
cribed to the public sphere and they become a male
domain, while reproductive labour in the private
sphere is classified as female (Lutz 2002: 96). Men in-
volved in migrant domestic work challenge this gen-
dered divide. It is also the location of their workplace
in the private sphere that raises the issue of masculin-
ity for domestic workers, rather than their work
alone.

Race is another social division that has been
shown to be an important aspect of the production of
domestic workers’ identity. Nakano Glenn (1992)
demonstrates for several regions of the United States
that, “despite the large-scale historical transformation
of paid reproductive labour from a model of ‘servi-
tude’ to one of ‘service work’, the relegation of the
dirty work to racial-ethnic women has remained re-
markably consistent” (Duffy 2007: 316). Bartolomei
(2010: 99) describes the complex intersections be-
tween gender and race in the employer-employee rela-
tionship. A Burkinabé male domestic worker she in-
terviewed found it very challenging to work for a
female black employer as “to obey a woman can be re-

ally degrading for a black man”. This challenge is ab-
sent when working for white people from whom he is
culturally distant. The advantages of the invisibility of
one’s identity, in that it helps to avoid humiliation, is
expressed by a male domestic worker who comes from
a very respected family: “I prefer to work for white peo-
ple who know neither my past nor my family”.

The push towards racialized occupational niches
in the host country’s labour market, such as domestic
work, for many migrant workers, male as well as fe-
male, entails the experience of deskilling when they
take up work below their professional qualification
and previous experience. Notions of work and occu-
pation are critically important in the construction of
gender identities and, given men’s dominant percep-
tion as breadwinners, especially of hegemonic mascu-
linities (Datta/McIlwaine/Herbert/Evans/May/Wills
2009: 865; Lupton 2000: S34). Donaldson/Howson
(2009: 211) point out that, as a result, performing
work beneath their skill levels has a significant effect
on migrants’ sense of manhood. In addition, deskill-
ing has negative material consequences, given the pre-
carious and badly paid nature of the jobs open to mi-
grants in rich countries. For these reasons, their
ability to effectively perform their role as their fami-
lies’ breadwinner is often deeply compromised.

6.4 Contextualising Migrant 
Domestic Workers’ Experiences 
in the Netherlands

Migrant domestic workers to the Netherlands enter a
country with a long history of immigration (van den
Bergh 2006: 5). The first-generation foreign popula-
tion of the Netherlands totals about 1.7 million, about
a tenth of the Dutch population (Statistics Nether-
lands 2011). In 2010, the total population of migrants
from the Philippines was 19,658, of whom an esti-
mated 1,200 had irregular status (Commission on Fil-
ipino Overseas 2010). In recent years, the country has
transformed its migration regime from generous to
more restrictive policies (van den Bergh 2006: 5). The
question of migrants’ integration into Dutch society
had been for a long time easily dismissed, based on
the belief that the Netherlands offered a successful
model of ‘multiculturalism’ and ‘tolerance’, where rac-
ism and ethnic discrimination did not exist. Today,
however, the tolerance that Dutch people considered
a positive quality inherited from their past seems to
stand on shaky ground (Marchetti 2010: 55). Based
on, amongst other reasons, European Union direc-
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tives (Merlino/Parkin 2011: 7), the 2010–12 Rutte cab-
inet intended to make irregular stay in the country a
criminal offence, an initiative that has polarized the
Dutch society.

Many people who participate in the paid labour
market in the Netherlands employ domestic workers
in their houses. The comparatively high labour market
participation of Dutch women since the early 1970s is
an important determining factor here, even if it has
been accompanied by a high ratio of part-time work-
ing (de Ruijter/van der Lippe 2009: 10–11). In 2004,
this resulted in 1.2 million9 Dutch households hiring
domestic workers (Nes/van Gravesteijn-Ligthelm/van
den Boom 2004: v). Especially in the larger Dutch cit-
ies, workers providing domestic services are almost all
migrants, many of them with irregular immigration
status (van Walsum 2011: 143). Despite the sizeable de-
mand, domestic work has not provided a valid entry
route to the Netherlands for international migrants
(Botman 2011: 55; Lutz 2002: 93). For migrants with ir-
regular status, the location of the occupation in the
private sphere may offer a distinct advantage in terms
of avoiding state surveillance (Kilkey 2010: 133), a
logic that has been supported for the Netherlands
(van der Leun/Kloosterman 2006: 66–67; van Walsum
2011: 155). Yet the private location of their work does
not only offer refuge, but also presents risks. Live-in
migrants in the Netherlands – even when their status
is regular – have been identified as the category of do-
mestic workers most likely to be exploited (van Wal-
sum 2011: 158).

For 2009, the number of migrants with irregular
status residing in the Netherlands was estimated at a
little less than 100,000 (van der Heijden/Cruyff/van
Gils 2011: 16). They cannot contribute to the social se-
curity system because of their lack of a ‘citizen service
number’ and their lack of a work permit. As a result,
they are unable to legally access unemployment bene-
fits, pensions, or health insurance (Abvakabo FNV
2008). Access to other basic necessities, such as de-
cent housing and fair pay, are also affected. Moreover,
trivial actions like boarding a tram or sending money
home are associated with a high degree of anxiety giv-
ing that contact with the police or other controlling
authorities can result in detention and deportation
(van Walsum 2011: 154).

In this context of great vulnerability, this study in-
vestigates the question of how Filipina/o domestic

workers with irregular immigration status in the Neth-
erlands balance their gender identity with their occu-
pation at the intersection of other, often marginalis-
ing, social divisions.

6.5 Research Methodology

In order to answer this question, empirical data were
generated through semi-structured interviews and
(participant) observation. The interviews focused on
respondents’ work experience, gender roles, and ex-
periences as migrants with irregular status. All inter-
viewees were domestic workers10 with irregular immi-
gration status11 from the Philippines. Seven men and
five women, aged between 38 and 58 years, were inter-
viewed during the period of July to September 2011.
All respondents entered the Netherlands legally, i.e.
equipped with valid work permits and/or tourist vi-
sas. Their employers included people of various na-
tionalities who worked in different sectors of the
Dutch economy, but mainly in government or diplo-
matic services. Snowball sampling was employed due
to the respondents’ irregular immigration status. It
prevented them from easily disclosing their identity
and from confidently trusting outsiders. Potential in-
terviewees were therefore first approached through a
gatekeeper. Another reason for snowballing was that
there was no legal documentation which could serve
as a sampling frame. Selecting respondents this way
had as a drawback that the homogeneity of interview-
ees’ backgrounds increased. As a result, interviewees
were likely to be Catholic, married, recent migrants,
from Manila, and relatively of the same age. Respond-
ents’ names were changed to ensure that they cannot
be identified. 

The following two sections are organized around
the narratives of seven of the twelve informants who
agreed for their interviews to be recorded. They in-
cluded five men (Angelo, Marco, Micki, Rido, and Sil-
vianos) and two women (Marie and Sifora). While not
referred to directly, the five unrecorded interviews
contributed significantly to our understanding.

9 This figure excludes the demand for domestic services
related to childcare. It represented another 683,000
households.

10 Some respondents occasionally work in other types of
jobs, such as construction, catering, or as an electrician.

11 One respondent, Rido, obtained a work permit shortly
before the interview.
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6.6 Balancing Migrant Domestic 
Work with Gender Identity

This section focuses on how Filipino male domestic
workers in the Netherlands reconcile their sense of
masculinity with doing work that is widely perceived
as feminine. It contrasts this balancing act with the
experience of female colleagues.

Silvianos works six to twelve hours a day as a part-
time domestic worker. He visits the households of his
employers in The Hague, earning ten euros per hour,
including five euros transport costs. His brother, who
also works as a domestic worker, motivated him to
come to the Netherlands. Silvianos explained that his
brother’s income as a domestic worker in the Nether-
lands was three times higher than his former salary as
a college instructor in the Philippines. For him, this
was a convincing reason to decide to overstay the du-
ration of his tourist visa and to assume irregular immi-
gration status after he had entered the Netherlands in
November 2009. He thought that it was a good op-
portunity to earn more money so that he could invest
in his family’s future:

I could not save money with what I have been receiving
in the Philippines, my brother bought a house [in the
Philippines] in five years’ time by doing domestic work
here in the Netherlands (Silvianos).

According to him, in the community he had lived in
and in Philippine society more generally, a man is re-
sponsible for generating income and covering the
family’s expenses, mirroring the features of hegem-
onic masculinity sketched above. The wife, in con-
trast, is responsible for the domestic chores and takes
care of the children. The husband works outside,
while the wife works in the private sphere. Silvianos
saw the man as the one who steers the boat and takes

the final decision in the family. The rigidity of these
social expectations became clear when he noted that
some unemployed men who stay back in the Philip-
pines and take care of their own households while
their wives work abroad were perceived “as isolated
pieces” and as “something not good to people’s opin-
ion”. He viewed the resulting financial incapability
and unemployment as ‘unmanly’. This mirrors find-
ings from other studies of male migrants’ gender iden-
tities (e.g. Donaldson/Howson 2009: 211), in which
incapability to fulfil the role of the provider in addi-
tion to doing a woman’s work inside the household
were considered aspects of failed masculinities.

Silvianos explained that he sends money to the
Philippines every weekend in order to manage the
family’s budget and to live up to his family’s expecta-
tions of him as a man. Fulfilling the role of the pro-
vider also legitimizes his role in taking relevant deci-
sions. Information and communication technologies
aid migrants like Silvianos to bridge the distance be-
tween them and their families in order to be involved
in day-to-day family decisions. Taken together, being
provider for and decision-maker in his family form
crucial aspects of his masculine identity. However, it
is his work in other people’s households—something
he earlier referred to as ‘women’s work’ and as some-
thing that might diminish his manhood—that enables
him to satisfy these expectations. Hence, paradoxi-
cally, he fulfils his masculine role of breadwinner by
accepting jobs below the social status he used to have
in his home country and that are associated with de-
meaning male femininities.

Angelo, a 54-year-old father of four children, came
to the Netherlands with his wife to work as a butler.
His sister-in-law who worked in a diplomat’s resi-
dence recommended him. When their third employer
treated them very unfairly, demanding long working

Table 6.1: Profiles of selected respondents. Source: Compiled by the authors.

Namea) Age Sex Marital status Year of entry 
to the NL

Type of visa Previous occupation

Angelo 54 male married 2006 contract business

Marco 43 male married 2008 tourist security guard

Marie 39 female single 2004 tourist unemployed

Micki 38 male married 2004 contract electrician

Rido 46 male separated 2008 contract cook

Sifora 46 female married 2008 tourist business 

Silvianos 46 male married 2009 tourist college instructor

a) Names are changed in order to protect the respondents’ identities.
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hours for low pay, this affected the couple’s physical
and mental health. They decided to leave the em-
ployer’s residence and assumed irregular immigration
status. Asked whether he liked his job, Angelo re-
sponded:

I like it because I do not have choice. This is the only
way I can have money to send to my children (Angelo).

For the same reason, he accepted unpaid overtime:

I do things for the sake of my children to keep my job,
so, I do not mind or it does not matter how long I work
(Angelo).

In the Philippines, he explained, even though he had
a restaurant, he was not generating much income.
Referring to that time, he noted:

You can buy food, dress. If you want to buy something
else, it is hard. […] If you have two sons in college, you
cannot afford it, if I were in the Philippines (Angelo).

While his irregular immigration status limited his
opportunities in the Dutch labour market to domestic
work, this job enabled Angelo to send remittances
and, in this way, play his manly role as a father.

In line with hegemonic femininities in the Philip-
pines, the female domestic workers interviewed em-
phasized their roles as mothers and the related ideal
of care-taking. They discursively reproduced this ideal
by explaining that they are not happy about leaving at
home their husbands, who are now responsible for
taking care of their children. Forty-six-year-old Sifora
was one of the women interviewed. Invited by a
friend, she came to the Netherlands for the second
time in 2008. After her one-month tourist visa ex-
pired, she became a resident with irregular immigra-
tion status and started to work in domestic service.
She now works eight to ten hours a day with different
employers. Sifora justified her decision to migrate as
follows:

I came here for work and this does not mean I want to
leave my family. It is because I need to help my unem-
ployed husband. And at this time in the Philippines, we
cannot handle life, everything is becoming expensive.
So, I work here all days of the week except Sunday and
I send my family money every month. Sunday is my day
off and I spend the whole day talking with my children
and the husband through Skype. My husband is a good
person; he takes care of my children very well (Sifora).

As Angelo and Silvianos, Sifora migrated for eco-
nomic reasons. As if to justify her husband’s resulting
involvement in housework, she made it explicit that,
in their own household, they do not have a live-in do-
mestic worker except someone who does the laundry
and irons it. Sifora pays the bills, school fees, and all

other expenses of her household in the Philippines.
While, in actual terms, she is the family’s provider, in
the narration of her role, she carefully avoided defin-
ing herself as breadwinner. Her image of her role in
the family that she narrated during the interview is
merely supportive. It appears that this depiction as
secondary income-earner and primary carer is congru-
ent with hegemonic femininity in the Philippines. She
expressed the responsibility for the care of her chil-
dren by pointing out that she sacrifices her whole day
off Skyping with her family as one way of bridging the
spatial distance. In line with the feminine caring ideal,
Sifora relates to her children as ‘my’ rather than ‘our’
children, even when talking about her husband’s care
for them. The societal belittling of housework re-
flected in Angelo’s views is echoed in her way of de-
scribing her husband. Specifically, she relates to him
as ‘helpful’, while he is actually running the household
and taking care of their children. Her narration exem-
plifies women’s co-responsibility in reproducing gen-
der hierarchies amongst men (Connell/Messer-
schmidt 2005: 848), in a similar way to the Filipina
migrants who mock their ‘domesticated’ husbands as
‘houseband’ or ‘huswife’ in Margold (1995, quoted in
Lan 2003: 193). At the same time, Sifora seemed to
protect her husband’s image from being damaged by
his (un)employment status. By acknowledging him as
being ‘helpful’ and a ‘good person’, she defended his
masculinity, countering prevailing social perceptions
about ‘domesticated’ husbands. The fact that she
points out the lack of a domestic worker in their
home is probably intended to signal economic neces-
sity. It implies a reference to intersections between
gender and class, similar to the class-specific masculin-
ity ideals described in Gutmann (1996, quoted in
Schippers 2007: 97) that may reduce the damage
housework does to her husband’s conformity with he-
gemonic masculinity: because Sifora and her family’s
economic situation does not allow them to hire a do-
mestic worker, her husband’s involvement in house-
work and care is less degrading.

The way Sifora sees herself and her husband re-
flects ambiguity. On the one hand, the emphasis she
puts on her husband’s support in her household back
in the Philippines helps to justify her own decision to
migrate for work, hence leaving behind her responsi-
bilities as homemaker and primary carer for him to
take over. On the other hand, by praising his loyalty,
she apparently attempts to compensate for the de-
grading effect of housework on her husband’s mascu-
linity. The stigma of the male femininity he has as-
sumed may indirectly affect her social status due to
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the relational nature of hegemonic gender identities.
Yet his work in their household makes him a ‘good
person’, not a ‘good man’, possibly reflecting Sifora’s
internalization of masculine ideals and her implicit ac-
knowledgement of the symbolic emasculation he ex-
periences. These observations indicate that when
lived experiences deviate from societal scripts, re-
spondents seem uneasy to accept these incongru-
ences. The discursive portrayal of her own, and her
husband’s, performance of gender is a way to bring a
reality that deviates from accepted standards closer to
societal ideals.

Another male respondent, Micki, a 38-year-old fa-
ther of four, initially worked as a contract worker in a
diplomat’s residence. He lost his work permit when
he left that employer because of the exploitative con-
ditions he experienced in live-in domestic service.
Micki explained that working as an electrician or
cook, occupations that he refers to as ‘good jobs’ in
contrast to domestic work, is what he likes to do.
However, his irregular status prevented him from
finding such work. He works nine to ten hours a day
as a domestic worker. He found domestic service
with a female employer a very difficult situation.
When his boss was present he felt shy about cleaning
the house:

You see, the woman is sitting there and I clean the
house [laughs]. I was shy! How can a man clean?
(Micki).

He added that, in that situation, he was hardly able to
move, and, as a result, unable to clean during the
given time. According to his own standards, by per-
forming the feminine occupation of a domestic
worker, he had ventured into what Schippers (2007:
96) denoted by male femininities, a stigmatising gen-
der identity. The visibility of his work in the private
sphere to his female employer augmented the humili-
ation as, paralleling the incident narrated in Bartolo-
mei (2010: 99), obeying a female employer turns con-
ventional gender hierarchies upside down. Last but
not least, the paralysis he experienced as a result also
had financial implications as he could not finish his
work on time. This possibly threatened the main justi-
fication for accepting the degrading occupation
abroad, namely, to play his breadwinning role in a
more financially successful manner. He expressed this
justification, centring on his role as provider for his
children, very clearly:

I do not want them to leave their country for work like
me. I am sacrificing for them, I do not want my son or
daughter to work in another family, I am doing it for
them (Micki).

Similar to the experiences described by Ray (2000),
he described his migration as a sacrifice for the sake
of his family. Endurance of the difficulties associated
with his situation as a migrant domestic worker with
irregular status, such as the degrading entry into a
feminized occupation, were depicted as part of that
sacrifice and hence made acceptable. The heroism of
this sacrifice probably enabled him to recover some of
the masculinity threatened by the shift to a feminine
occupation and the humiliation of serving a female
employer.

In sum, this section has investigated how Filipina/
o migrants with irregular status in the Netherlands
balance their gender identities with doing domestic
work in an occupation widely perceived as ‘feminine’.
Based on earlier studies, it was assumed that this
poses a challenge to male migrant workers’ sense of
masculinity in particular. The results reported and dis-
cussed above have shown that migrant domestic
workers’ constructions of their gender identity oscil-
late between their occupation threatening the expec-
tations associated with their gender roles and contrib-
uting to fulfilling these expectations. Male and female
respondents’ respective ideals of masculinity and fem-
ininity are surprisingly homogeneous, enabling us to
speak of hegemonic masculinities centring on hetero-
normative practices of breadwinning and fatherhood
as provisioning and hegemonic femininities rooted in
caring.

The associated normative expectations are chal-
lenging both for men and women. While women per-
ceive their decision to leave their children as a possi-
ble betrayal of their role of care-taker, without seeing
domestic work as a challenge to their feminine iden-
tity, men perceive the female-typed occupation as a
threat to their sense of masculinity. Hence, for
women it is their migratory status which is endanger-
ing the fulfilment of localized reproductive responsi-
bilities. For men, in contrast, it is their employment in
female-typed domestic work and, thus, the stigmatis-
ing male femininity that characterizes it that is experi-
enced as a threat.

Filipina/o migrant domestic workers in the Neth-
erlands have developed different strategies, actual and
discursive, to balance these risks. Sending remittances
to their families in the Philippines is the main actual
strategy for successful performance of their gender
roles. While materially identical, in an effort to discur-
sively bridge the gap between their lived lives and
ideal gender identities, the money transfer is pre-
sented as breadwinning by migrant men and con-
structed as mere support by women, enabling them to
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care for their children. Intensive communication with
the children via modern technology is another way of
bridging the space. This enables Filipina migrants to
fulfil their motherly role, while their male colleagues
underline their significance for their involvement in
family decision-making. For female and male respond-
ents, speaking about their livelihood as a sacrifice for
their children’s/family’s sake is another way of com-
pensating a threatened sense of gender identity. While
studies on Filipinas’ labour migration have underlined
the offering aspect of their mobility as “martyr moth-
ers, dutiful daughters or sacrificial sisters” (Asis/
Huang/Yeoh 2004: 200; see also Chang/Ling 2000:
39; Lan 2003: 196; Parreñas 2005: 332), Filipino mi-
grant domestic workers’ voices illustrate that “con-
trary to discourses of spousal/family abandonment,
men often migrate in order to support their families,
and particularly to afford their children more oppor-
tunities than they themselves had” (Datta/McIlwaine/
Herbert/Evans/May/Wills 2009: 856). While also in-
volving emotional attachment, fatherhood is largely
understood in terms of material provisioning. This
justifies men’s migration and the sacrifice of entering
a feminized occupation.

The narrations of Filipina/o domestic workers in
the Netherlands highlight the ways in which gender
hierarchies are reproduced in discourse. Rooted in
their notions of valued gender identities, the lack of
recognition of feminine-typed domestic work is exem-
plified and corroborated in their statements regarding
what can be considered ‘good’ work (not domestic
work, in Micki’s opinion) and regarding who is a
‘good’ person (Sifora’s husband’s, despite his engage-
ment in domestic work). Paradoxically, this way the
respondents themselves contribute to reproduction of
the symbolic and material injustices that migrant do-
mestic workers suffer from. 

6.7 Domestic Work at the 
Intersection of Class, Race, and 
Gender

While interactions between the construction of
domestic workers’ gender identities and other social
divisions have been identified in passing in the previ-
ous section, this section focuses on them.

Respondents pointed out that, in the Philippines,
domestic work is performed by the poor, who are of-
ten rural migrants (see also Lan 2003: 194). Silvianos,
a former college instructor himself, specified that peo-
ple with little or no formal education take up such

low-status jobs. Therefore, the experience of deskill-
ing that resulted from taking up domestic work as an
occupation is a matter of shame for him:

I ask myself: Do I deserve this? (Silvianos).

As in Bartolomei (2010: 99), making his background
and, hence, the loss of social status invisible is a way
of reducing the associated sense of humiliation:

Here, I am working domestic work around people who
do not know my background, and this makes it a little
easier. But, of course, in the Philippines, people know
you well; you live and work around relatives and friends.
And at this time I avoid telling my family, relatives and
friends about my current work, as they could say some-
thing nasty comparing to my level of education, and my
previous work as college instructor (Silvianos).

By moving to the Netherlands and taking up domestic
work, Silvianos changed his class position from a sal-
aried employee to an informal worker. The low social
status of domestic work carries the connotation of
poor levels of education. Silvianos’ painful experience
of deskilling contrasts with his simultaneous discovery
that domestic work actually requires more skills than
anticipated. He had thought domestic work was easy
work, but realized its difficulty later:

… you need to know the techniques and master which
place to start first in the household (Silvianos).

Rido moved from the skilled occupation of cook to
domestic work. His comments further underline that
this experience of declassing is difficult to accept. He
told his family and friends that he is not a cook any
more. Like Angelo, he justified this by explaining that,
as a migrant with irregular status, he could not find
any other job apart from domestic work:

They said it is okay, as long as you earn money [laughs]
(Rido).

But he is disappointed with himself:

Yeah, I am angry at myself, I am domestic worker, I
clean someone’s house. Before, for twenty-five years, I
have been a respected cook, cooking in big hotels and
restaurants, I was a cook (Rido).

Besides the divergent skill and class connotations of
his previous and current job, the location of his work
has a role to play in how he perceived himself through
the eyes of generalized others. The esteem associated
with public places, such as hotels and restaurants, fur-
ther contrasts with the invisibility and gender conno-
tations of his current workplace in the private sphere.
He occasionally works in the construction sector, tak-
ing on tasks like painting. This is work more in line
with his notion of a masculine identity:
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I feel easy doing painting, because painting is men work.
You see, I do it for the money in domestic work, I do
not know how to do it (Rido).

More drastically, he stated:

… if I could be able to survive, I better choose to be
unemployed than shifting from a cook to a domestic
helper (Rido).

Keeping Silvianos’ evaluation of unemployment as
unmanly in mind, this statement is surprising. Possibly
more than an actual preference, it was used as a rhet-
oric device emphasising – once again – the threat of
male femininities that work in domestic service holds
for Filipino men’s sense of dignity. They are probably
rooted in the perception that unemployment would
preserve the higher class position – alongside the con-
formity with hegemonic masculinity – of his previous
occupation.

Interestingly, Angelo and Micki mention that, in
the Philippines, both women and men work as do-
mestic workers, which contrasts with Micki’s earlier
exclamation: “How can a man clean?” Possibly, in Fil-
ipino society, their ranking above poor workers in do-
mestic service explains this contradiction. Domestic
work would be considered unmanly for middle-class
males, but acceptable – or, at least, common – for
working-class men. Such intersections between gender
identity and class have also been identified in Sarti’s
(2010) study on migrant domestic work in Italy. De-
spite the fact that the father of one of her respond-
ents was a domestic worker back in the Philippines,
the respondent thought that domestic work is “really
a female’s job” (Sarti 2010: 30). She points out that:
“By ignoring or denying the existence of male domes-
tics, they reveal that they share the idea that male do-
mestic workers are not really men and support a con-
ception of masculinity which backfires on them”
(Sarti 2010: 31). 

In contrast to the men interviewed, female re-
spondents did not complain about their occupation
or emphasized the compulsion to do domestic work
due to their immigration status. This is despite the
fact that, for example, for Sifora, too, entry into do-
mestic work involved a process of deskilling and a loss
of the societal prestige associated with her earlier job
as a businesswoman. This acceptance is probably
rooted in the perception of domestic work as an ex-
tension of ‘natural’ female skills and associated with
the female-typed sphere of the private home, some-
thing that both female and male respondents had in-
ternalized. It led to a perceived challenge to male re-
spondents’ gender identities, but is in line with female

migrant domestic workers’ gendered role expecta-
tions.

The discussion of the respondents’ narrations
above has indicated already that the workplace of mi-
grant domestic workers in the private home plays a
significant yet ambiguous role. In contrast to their fe-
male colleagues, the classification of the private
sphere as feminine poses a challenge to male domes-
tic workers’ gender identity. Besides this, the exploit-
ative circumstances of live-in arrangements, in particu-
lar, threaten all domestic workers’ material and
physical security – so much so that some of them pre-
ferred the vulnerability of irregular immigration status
to it. Yet at the same time the invisibility of these pri-
vate places of work appears to offer protection from
state surveillance, especially for workers with irregular
immigration status, and makes their misrecognized
work less visible.

Marco’s experience sheds more light on the dy-
namics operating between migrant domestic workers’
gender and their immigration status, as well as on the
role of employers in reproducing these dynamics.
Marco is a 43-year-old married father of three. Enter-
ing on a tourist visa and invited by his sister, he has
stayed in the Netherlands as a domestic worker with
irregular immigration status since 2008. For six days a
week, he works a minimum of six hours a day, gener-
ating daily earnings of around seventy euros. This en-
ables him to remit 400–500 euros per month to his
family in the Philippines. Like all male respondents,
Marco explained that domestic work is something
that he learned in the Netherlands. He, too, under-
lined the compulsion that brought him to this occupa-
tion. He felt he was obliged to learn any kind of job
in order to earn money. The association of domestic
work with the female gender not only poses a chal-
lenge to his masculinity, it also leads to gender-based
discrimination in access to jobs in domestic service.
Once, a Filipina friend who is likewise a domestic
worker recommended him to a potential employer.
When calling him,

… the employer was a bit surprised and asked me
whether I am documented or not and I lied that I am
documented (Marco).

The employer told him that he had to discuss the
issue with his wife and would respond later. After a
couple of days, the employer told him that his wife
was looking for a girl. Marco was disappointed. He
noted that:

Some employers like to hire female domestic workers.
Because, they take domestic work as a kind of work that
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belongs to female only. And they think women only can
do much better than men (Marco).

Apparently, because of the gender connotations of
domestic work, being a male domestic worker sig-
nalled irregular immigration status to this potential
employer. Only the compulsion of scarce labour mar-
ket opportunities typical for workers with irregular
status would bring a male migrant to apply for em-
ployment in domestic service. Through this process of
screening based on normative assumptions regarding
the gender and immigration status interactions in do-
mestic work, employers, as actors in a more powerful
position in the arena of domestic work, play their part
in reproducing these very assumptions (Ray 2000:
695) and entrenching the notion that valued masculin-
ities are associated with whiteness and the middle
class.

Marie is a 39-year-old domestic worker who works
for ten families in The Hague. She placed employers’
negative attitude vis-à-vis male domestic workers in
the context of sexuality:

I have heard from one of my employers that her friends
recommended her a male domestic worker and she
refused to hire. She [employer] said that she wants her
daughter to wear freely at home and she does not want
her daughter feel an outsider’s man attention in her own
house (Marie).

Marie heard similar concerns from other employers,
especially in families with teenage daughters. High-
lighting the intersection of gender with sexuality in
the social construction of domestic work, hiring male
domestic workers is seen as a potential sexual threat
to women in a family. Marie added that she knows
many male domestic workers who work as the assist-
ants of female domestic workers and who split the
money between them as a strategic reaction to em-
ployers’ gender preferences (see also van Walsum
2011: 153). Particularly when women workers have
long working hours, they ‘subcontract’ work to male
domestic workers. They describe this collaboration as
giving assistance to their Filipino menfolk in increas-
ing their employment opportunities. By emphasizing
their own supportive role and their male colleagues’
breadwinning role, this practice might be placed in
the context of women affirming both their own and
their male colleagues’ congruence with hegemonic
gender identities.

Other than assumed in the images of the ‘tolerant’
Netherlands, migrant domestic workers’ racial back-
ground as well as racialized ascriptions also influence
their position in the labour market and their life more

generally. Angelo realized that Europe is not the
champion of non-discrimination:

… they look at us as nobody and as if we are nothing
(Angelo).

He did not feel respected by his white employers:

Especially in the [diplomatic] residence, I do not think
they have respect, because you are there and you are
helping them (Angelo).

While he saw domestic work as the only way to find
work as a migrant with irregular status, he concedes
that even with a regular work permit, racial discrimi-
nation in the labour market persists:

They may give us lower jobs. Even the professionals, I
don’t think they are professionals here (Angelo).

Rido preferred to work with English speakers rather
than with Dutch employers, as it was hard for him to
communicate in Dutch. At the same time, he did not
want to work with employers from the Philippines,
despite the common language. They pay low wages
and:

… I am not comfortable if my employer is Filipino
(Rido).

Similarly to Bartolomei’s findings (2010: 99), his pref-
erence indicates that the same racial background may
also represent a disadvantage. This has both material
and symbolic dimensions. Normative expectations
and benchmarks may be shared, too, implying that
the invisibility of his degrading work is made impossi-
ble. Not unimportantly, Filipina/o employers are able
to consider the lower living costs and wage levels in
their home country in comparison with the Nether-
lands, explaining the poor pay. Emotionally, the dis-
crimination and marginalization that respondents ex-
perience on the basis of their race is counterbalanced
by positive ascriptions. Micki pointed out that Fili-
pina/o domestic workers are well paid compared to
other nationals (see also ILO 2010: 7; van Walsum
2011: 152–153). He relates the better pay to perceptions
of diligence in and commitment to their work:

And one employer said I like Filipino, they are hard
workers, I was happy and my heart was beating fast.
Because Filipino work hard they do not focus on hours,
they only care about their work. And Filipinos are good
workers, and trusted by their employers, trust me
(Micki).

Van Walsum (2011: 152) comes to the more sobering
conclusion that Filipina/o domestic workers’ compar-
atively higher payment is related to their reputation as
“ideal providers of care and household services”,
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actively promoted by the Filipino government and
commercial brokers (see Rodriguez 2010).

This section has shown how the (re-)construction
of domestic workers’ gender identities is intersected
with class, race, and immigration status. Overall, for
the respondents, domestic work has the connotation
of working-class status. This is difficult to separate
from gender features of the occupation, though. The
fact that it is largely women who perform domestic
work implies a social construction of low skill content
resulting in the perception that this work does not de-
serve high wages. All three factors together generate
the class connotation that the male respondents, in
particular, refer to and which they experience as a
painful loss of social status compared to with their
earlier occupations. To deal with this experience of
declassing and the stigma of male femininities, male
migrant domestic workers point to the actual, de-
manding skill requirements of their occupation, some-
thing that resonates with other research findings
(Datta/McIlwaine/Herbert/Evans/May/Wills 2009:
865–866).

Furthermore, their irregular status sets limitations
to their agency, especially their “fear to be caught one
day” (Angelo) and the limited opportunities for ac-
cessing the legal labour market. Male respondents in
particular saw their inability to obtain a work permit
as the main cause for taking up domestic work as one
of the lowest threshold occupations in the Dutch la-
bour market, characterized by a lack of employment,
income, and social security. Yet the irregularity of
their immigration status intersects with the location
of their work in an ambiguous manner. While their
work in the private sphere can be seen as protective
against threatening surveillance by public authorities,
this invisibility also increases employers’ power over
domestic workers and makes them vulnerable to eco-
nomic and physical exploitation.

With regard to the intersection between race, gen-
der, and domestic work, migrants’ Filipina/o back-
ground channels them into a narrow set of labour
market options, with domestic work being dominant
amongst these. Within this racialized niche, their na-
tionality is associated with a very good reputation.
Van Walsum (2011: 153) highlights possible pitfalls of
this branding as ‘ideal domestic workers’, as it could
also work against them if they acquire legal status.

The emerging theme of domestic work as ‘help’
and ‘assistance’ can be considered a focal point of re-
spondents’ constructions of their work. Sifora de-
fended her decision to migrate by her obligation to
‘help’ her unemployed husband, who again is ‘helpful’

by taking over the housework back in the Philippines.
Rido referred to himself as a ‘domestic helper’, some-
thing that he experienced as a downgrading from sal-
aried professional to wage worker. While Marie con-
firmed female and male gender identities by declaring
the subcontracting of domestic work to male col-
leagues as ‘assistance’, Angelo described the position
in the racial hierarchy in which migrant domestic
workers in the Netherlands are placed as ‘helpers’.
The ways in which these notions were used with ref-
erence to domestic work imply subordinated agency
(see Lan 2003: 205, footnote 6) as well as gender,
class, and racial hierarchies in which migrant domes-
tic workers are located at the lowest rank. 

6.8 Conclusion

The bulk of scholarly work on migrant domestic work
concentrates on women. Our research, in contrast,
has taken the finding that a significant and growing
number of migrant men are taking on domestic work
as its point of departure. From the perspective of he-
gemonic gender identities, we have shown that male
migrant domestic workers, too, are subjected to gen-
der injustice. The injustices they experience are
rooted in the devaluation of everything coded as ‘fem-
inine’ (Fraser 2007: 26), including their occupation.
The resulting male femininities are threatening male
domestic workers’ sense of self-worth and their soci-
etal recognition. This misrecognition adds to the ex-
ploitative economic circumstances that both female
and male migrant domestic workers experience and
has negative repercussions on male migrants’ access
to employment. Ironically, migrant domestic workers
themselves contribute to reproducing these symbolic
and material injustices and hence consolidate them.
By adopting hegemonic gender identities as their nor-
mative point of reference, both female and male mi-
grants implicitly support domestic work’s low societal
status through their belittling of their ‘feminine’ and
declassing occupation.

Migrant domestic workers’ individual struggles to
deal with these experiences of injustice are embedded
in contestations over the role of reproduction in
wider Dutch society. Women’s improved access to
paid employment, which has gone unmatched by
men’s involvement in housework, has been achieved
at the expense of respect and reward for migrant do-
mestic workers. Their vital role for Dutch society, fill-
ing the reproductive gap that has opened as a result of
greater gender justice in the paid labour market, con-
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trasts starkly with the invisibility of their work in pri-
vate homes, as well as with their marginal social and
economic status. The forms of injustices that female
and male migrant domestic workers face in a variety
of ways entrench the symbolic and material divides
between migrants and employers, as well as between
migrants’ home and host societies. While this has
been pointed out in earlier studies, we bring to the
fore how migrant domestic workers’ efforts to adhere
to hegemonic gender identities not only reproduce
patriarchal gender relations amongst themselves, but
also corroborate white privileges in productive and re-
productive work.

Given the ‘two faces’ of gender justice that Fraser
(2007: 26) identifies, redressing these injustices re-
quires changes both in the economic structure and in
the status order of contemporary society. In combin-
ing the demands for respect and for labour rights for
domestic workers, this necessity is reflected in domes-
tic workers’ national (see for example FNV Bondgen-
oten 2011) and international campaigns (see for exam-
ple IRENE/IUF 2008; IDWN no date) that have
culminated in the ratification of the International
Convention Concerning Decent Work for Domestic
Workers by the International Labour Conference
(ILC 2011) as an intermediate success. These labour
movements have taken on a new terrain of struggle.
Beyond the traditional focus on the material aspects
of labour conditions, the new approach has taken
workers’ social status into account and has also led to
a campaign for greater respect. Its emergence is prob-
ably related to an increasing awareness of the rise of
precarious employment relations amongst trade un-
ions. Precariousness, in turn, is often related to the
low social status of the respective work.12 Impor-
tantly, these struggles have included changes in do-
mestic workers’ own mindsets, from seeing them-
selves as ‘helpers’ to emphasizing their dignity as
workers.

While national and transnational labour move-
ments for greater social justice for migrant domestic
workers have been effective, they are probably not the
most powerful actors in this arena. In many cases, na-
tional labour regulation continues to neglect the pri-
vate home as a workplace (ILO 2010; Simonovsky/
Luebker/Oelz 2011) due to gendered association of
work and breadwinning with the public sphere. This
chapter’s intersectional analysis has shown how these
legal frameworks are underpinned by social construc-
tions of migrant domestic workers’ location of work,

their subordinate gender identities, race, and immigra-
tion status, and how these interact to mute demands
for respect and adequate reward. In order to redress
this situation and to achieve parity of participation in
the labour market, national governments have to
abandon the androcentric assumption that industrial
workplaces are the benchmark for labour regulation.
Rather, they should strive to effectively cover all work-
ers, independent of the location of their work, their
gender, their race, or their immigration status, with
the protection they deserve.

The transnational nature of the social and eco-
nomic relations that this chapter has investigated is a
reminder that the nation state is no longer the sole
territorial unit within which justice is applied (see Fra-
ser 2009). As the social movement for respect and
rights for domestic workers has become transna-
tional, adequate regulation to prevent abuses and
fraudulent practices in recruitment, placement, and
employment of migrant workers should be based on
bilateral, regional, or multilateral agreements (see Ar-
ticle 15d in the International Convention Concerning
Decent Work for Domestic Workers, ILC 2011). 

Hence, policymakers at the level of the European
Union and the World Trade Organization, for exam-
ple, should reconsider whether they want to submit
tasks that are as crucial to societal reproduction as do-
mestic work to restrictive migration management
based on the arbitrary definition that domestic work
does not require skills. A redefinition and relaxation
here is likely to lead to both greater societal recogni-
tion for domestic work and a subsequent improve-
ment of their material conditions of work. This would
be in line with Fraser’s conclusion (2007: 34) that:
“Only an approach that redresses the cultural devalu-
ation of the ‘feminine’ precisely within the economy
(and elsewhere) can deliver serious redistribution and
genuine recognition.”
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