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The rising deployment of migrant domestic workers (MDWs) 
from South Asia to West Asia is a pressing area of international 
policy concern. Despite ongoing interventions, domestic 
service within private households of Saudi Arabia remains 
among the world’s most undocumented, unregulated and 
invisible forms of employment. The vulnerability of MDWs is 
reinforced by gender inequalities, ethnic polarization, lack of 
statutory coverage and the insulated nature of the country. 
The paper presents preliminary observations from surveys of 
56 MDWs conducted as part of a study of 1000 Indian migrants 
in Saudi Arabia by the Centre for Development Studies, Kerala, 
India. The author considers migrant women’s trajectories, 
agency, liminal legality and the structural and systemic 
frameworks that circumscribe their lives with an intersectional 
lens. Where data is available, the paper examines patterns 
of resistance and accommodation through which MDW’s 
negotiate their outcomes. Domestic service accounts for 
high concentration of female employment in West Asia, and 
the demand for MDWs is poised to increase. In this context, 
the study contributes to studies on transnational women’s 
mobility and situates Indian MDWs in Saudi Arabia on the long 
road from distress to development.  
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Introduction

The rising deployment of migrant domestic workers from 
South Asia to West Asia is a pressing area of academic and 
policy concern. Currently domestic service accounts for 47.1 
per cent of female employment in West Asia (ILO 2010). 
Drawing on preliminary observations from surveys of 56 
Indian domestic workers, this paper examines intersections 
of academic discourse and state policy as refracted in the 
trajectories and lived experience of migrant domestic workers 
(MDWs) in Saudi Arabia. It seeks to question the (mis)
representation, appropriation and regulation of bodies and 
affect in contemporary migration practice. 

The narrative is developed in three sections; in the first section 
I consider the definitional issues and discursive techniques 
that frame the figure of the South Asian migrant domestic 
worker. Here, I discuss the dichotomous nature of mainstream 
knowledge production and conceptualizations of migrant 
domestic workers that frame these individuals as either 
vulnerable ‘victims’ or selfless ‘heroes’. The second section 
attends to the regulatory norms and border technologies 
that limit the lives and opportunities of migrant domestic 
workers in the region. Accordingly, I pay attention to the 
state apparatus in sending countries of South Asia and policy 
climate in receiving nations of West Asia, asserting the 
inherent repressiveness of these interlocking grids of power, 
and point instead towards the importance of responsible, 
responsive state intervention. The third section re-centres 
and recuperates the marginalized and displaced figure of the 
migrant domestic worker, offering a post structural perspective 
on these transnational subjects. In conclusion, I gesture 
towards forms of knowledge, modes of representation, and 
practices of intervention that are legitimate, ethical and 
efficacious in these diverse and dynamic contexts (Kofman and 
Raghuram 2012).

Situated in the broader systemic structures that govern the 
labour market and their social lives, the development of 
migrant domestic workers is facilitated/constrained by myriad 
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factors including the Kafala system, Nitaqat labour policies, 
social networks and labour laws. Despite recent workforce 
nationalization policies in the region, the demand for overseas 
domestic workers in Saudi Arabia is poised to increase1.  
Reasons for this include labour mobility agreements2, a rapidly 
ageing population, insufficiency of state care provisions, and 
the increasing percentage of local women entering the Saudi 
labour market. Migrant women workers play an important role 
as drivers of development both at home and at the destination 
and should not be obscured from analysis. In this context, 
the study contributes to an emerging corpus of studies on 
transnational women’s mobility and situates South Asian 
Migrant Domestic Workers in Saudi Arabia on the long road 
from distress to development. 

Domestic Service: Devaluation, Discourse and Definitional 
issues

Domestic service is a burgeoning informal sector activity, 
largely occupied by women. However, the nature and 
place of work, and lack of policies and monitoring system 
for domestic work, limits the benefits received by women 
engaged in this sector. This service sector is regularly devalued 
and not deemed fit for a fair, or indeed a real wage. Where 
domestic work was once unacknowledged as wage-work, it 
has today captured academic and policy attention. Since a 
bulk of domestic work entails home-based service in private 
households, a large number of workers remain unrecorded. 
Ambiguities regarding tasks performed, hours of work, 
remuneration and part-time/ full-time, live-in/live-out 
status result in classification difficulties. In the absence of a 
universally accepted statistical definition of domestic service, 
researchers, activists and policy makers conceptualized 
domestic workers in different ways, thereby affecting the 
quality of data collected3. The dearth of information on 
domestic workers has proved a challenge in designing policies, 
programmes and monitoring systems to ensure legislative and 
social entitlements for MDWs.
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Migration for domestic work is increasingly apparent on 
a global scale and a topic of several academic and policy 
studies. Yet, domestic service within private households 
of countries like Saudi Arabia continues to be among the 
most undocumented, unregulated and invisible forms of 
employment. In this section I map the academic forces 
that animate MDW bodies and lives in particular ways. 
Traditionally, theories and policies of migration failed to 
account for the particular experiences and realities of female 
migrant workers who were largely cast as dependents - 
mothers, daughters or wives. ‘Marginal’ domestic workers 
were considered outside the normative definition of a migrant. 
Evicted from theory and absent from policy intervention, the 
invisibility of migrant domestics in Saudi Arabia is further 
reinforced by gender inequalities, ethnic polarization and the 
severely insulated nature of the country. Narrow development 
objectives have previously been the predominant approach in 
constructing migrant domestics’ lives. The investigative reports 
of the media, international NGOs and human rights groups 
on Saudi Arabia’s transient population place the displaced, 
disadvantaged domestic at the heart of their study4. These 
efforts, while fundamentally emancipatory, often condense to 
a form of academic oppression themselves. The overwhelming 
focus on the vulnerable, exploited domestic has allowed 
successful MDWs to fall through analytical gaps. This mode 
of selective scanning and amplification highlights shocking, 
sensationalist images of MDWs in the region, to mobilize affect 
and buy in to reader’s sensibilities. 

While disadvantaged migrant domestic workers do form 
a part of the Saudi workforce, they are a sub-section of 
a vibrant, distinctive diaspora. As such, I maintain that 
emphasizing MDW vulnerabilities eclipses their capabilities. 
These stories then filter back to home countries and influence 
their perceptions and state policies on women migrating 
to West Asia. The second apparent aspect is that studies 
tend to align on a relatively negative standpoint regarding 
the situation of expatriate women workers in the Gulf, 
collectively calling for greater protections and regulation 
of these labour movements. Studies frequently lay the 
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responsibility of protecting overseas domestic workers on the 
host nations of the Gulf. An overwhelming majority suggest 
that MDWs are either abject victims of globalization, locked 
into a cycle of transient servitude and contemporary forms 
of indentured labour5. This liberatory rhetoric is mired in 
trafficking debates and pushes for ‘rescue and repatriation’ 
rather than integration. Mirjana Morokvasic6 has criticized 
this victim approach in development and feminist discourse, 
contending that highlighting women’s vulnerabilities eclipsed 
their capabilities. She expressed the need to underscore their 
abilities and highlight their skills and faculties. Postcolonial 
feminist Chandra Mohanty7 criticizes [Western] development 
projects for prescribing to an Orientalist essentialism that 
codifies Third World women as the ‘Other’ and reduces 
women to hapless victims of the nefarious capitalist system. 
This power/knowledge nexus facilitates an epistemic violence 
that designates MDWs to an exploitive cycle of cerebral/
corporeal Othering. Particularities of migrant lives are weeded 
away to make ‘strong’, ‘neat’ theories that can be widely 
wielded in the global economy. These approaches frame a 
discourse that obscures and justifies absences in state action 
and fails to view MDWs as complex social actors that straddle 
multiple identities of race, class, religion, nationality and legal 
status. 

Romina Halabi’s rights-based framework charges host 
countries of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
with contract enslavement and demonstrates her concern for 
MDWs bound to their employer, for whom “all future choices 
are restricted or non-existent”. While Halabi’s intentions 
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Relying on employment agencies and brokers, migrant 
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are well-placed, this approach marks a disabling discursive 
technique that undermines MDW’s capabilities, forecloses 
their agency and possibilities of resistance/success. There is 
growing consensus that the bulk of existing theories on MDWs 
have limited explanatory capacity because they generally fail 
to incorporate the unique social dynamic, political context 
and demographics of the region. The conventional narrative 
of MDWs is that of powerless subjects caught between 
inexorable forces of globalization that are beyond their 
capacity to mute or transcend. This allows for textual and 
political tokenization of these transnational subjects. 

Fieldwork in Saudi Arabia tells a different story - that of social 
actors purposefully weaving cross-border relationships and 
mitigating risk through social networks, situated knowledge 
and informal collaboration. Noticeably absent from accounts 
of migrant marginality is attention to the coping strategies 
employed by MDW’s to emerge successful. During our 
fieldwork among migrant workers in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, 
several domestic workers reported enhanced life-chances 
owing to their relocation. Others made mention of techniques 
of subversion that allowed them adapt and adjust to particular 
circumstances9. Migration for domestic work often presents 
opportunities for women from the Global South to improve 
their lives, escape oppressive social relations, and support 
those who are left behind. If a priori assumptions about 
‘eternally subjugated’ MDWs are allowed to circulate, this will 
severely impoverish our understanding of labour and gender 
dynamics. 

More recently, there have been several studies that illustrate 
MDW’s agency and positive contributions as they negotiate 
economic, political and social constraints and emerge 
successful. Such interventions depart from the typical story 
of sacrifice and suffering and highlight MDWs socio-economic 
role within productive processes. This ‘turn to agency’ that 
underwrites much of the contemporary migration literature, 
signals the dissolution of the familiar figure of the MDW 
‘victim’ in favour of a resourceful, rational agent. These 
researchers distance themselves from the presumed passivity 
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of domestic workers, depicting them instead, as a tenacious 
group10 and a formidable force in the region’s development 
narrative. From an economic perspective, the importance of 
MDW remittances - both in terms of volume and resilience 
(even during the most recent financial crisis) underscores 
the need to highlight their skills and faculties. At the centre 
of these debates is the triumphant figure of the MDW. While 
I acknowledge the strides made in accounting for MDW 
agency, it is necessary to problematize this notion of agency 
and pierce the self-congratulatory tone of these progress 
narratives. Agency is a key modality through which discourses 
construct particular narratives. In recent years, a host of 
studies heralded MDWs’ capacities to challenge and subvert 
institutional and political structures of dominance. In this 
space, I contest and complicate narratives that assign migrant 
women agency and examine how this concept has been co-
opted in migration literature. It is apparent that the ‘turn to 
agency’ is also a form of deflection - all too often migrant 
women only have power and resilience within the same 
structures that constrain their capabilities. 

Although the experiences of many MDWs were found to be 
at variance with the mainstream narratives of slavery and 
success, both strands of migration discourse carry with them 
a tautological weight that forces us to give them credence. 
In the face of everyday epistemic violence, MDWs are caught 
in the academic-policy crossfire. Such projects are inscribed 
onto - or possess - MDW bodies that are confined to and 
seeking emancipation from different subaltern spaces. Thus, 
the diversity of MDW lives, as seen through the narrow 
scope of academic representations, is further eviscerated 
by these modes of knowledge production that delimit true 
representative analyses. Ratna Kapur proposes a combination 
of theoretical and practical shifts to capture the lives of 
migrant women by “renegotiat[ing] and refashion[ing] new 
ways of legally and politically intervening and articulating 
women’s concerns”11. She recommends a centering of the 
‘peripheral subject’ and recognition of her “historical, cultural 
and socially determined subjectivities,” instead of relying 
on generalized and perfunctory assumptions about migrant 
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women’s realities; second, in foregrounding the peripheral 
subject, there must also be a “focus on moments of resistance 
to ensure against simply producing a narrative that describes 
the multiple ways in which even women in the periphery are 
subjugated”; and third, we must examine the implications 
of non-state actors emerging as significant contenders to 
state power. Kapur’s plan distances us from the victimization 
rhetoric plaguing scholarship complicit in neoliberalist 
strategies to create policy that further disenfranchises 
migrant workers. Unhinging gender from global capitalism 
starts with recognizing how migration interventions have 
taken policymakers back into protectionist and conservative 
discourses, further reinforcing the status of all women, not just 
women who are trafficked or sex workers, as victims12.

Whither State Accountability? Sending countries and 
Host(ile) Nations

Women are frequently excluded from South Asian labour 
markets, absent from state intervention and statutory 
coverage. They are also more likely to engage in precarious 
work. Transformations in India’s agrarian economy coupled 
with rapid urbanization have spurred the demand for, and 
delivery of care. These twin forces produce a new class of 
employers, an affordable workforce, and a surplus of unskilled 
workers from rural regions. Estimates from the 2009-2010 
National Sample Survey suggest that there were roughly 2.52 
million workers engaged in domestic work as their principal 
activity, up from 1.62 million in 1999-2000 – a decadal surge 
of over 150 per cent. In the same period, the number of 
domestic workers in urban areas increased by 68 per cent. 
This makes it a major, growing source of employment in the 
country. The significant increase in domestic work in India can 
be attributed to two factors. High rates of economic growth 
have not translated into an adequate increase in employment 
in the formal sector; and rising inequalities allow for lower 
wages for domestic work13. 

Regardless of the proliferation of domestic work in India, it 
continues to be sidelined in policy and practise. Paid domestic 
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work is not covered under the Payment of Wages Act (1936), 
the Workmen’s Compensation Act (1923), the Contract Labour 
(Regulation and Abolition) Act (1970) or the Maternity Benefit 
Act (1961). Recent Central Government interventions have 
brought domestic workers under the purview of the Sexual 
Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition 
and Redressal) Act (2013), Unorganised Workers Social 
Security Act (2008), the Inter-State Migrant Workmen Act 
(1976) and the Minimum Wages Act (1948)14. Attempts were 
made to extend the Rashtriya Swasthya Bima Yojana (RSBY) 
(National Health Insurance Programme)15 to domestic workers 
but they have fallen short of implementation16. While these 
instruments appear to indicate progress, in the absence of 
mechanisms for inspection and enforcement, they make little 
impact. India’s questionable commitment to local and migrant 
domestic workers in the country is evidenced by the apathetic 
response to national and international legislation. In 2010, the 
National Commission for Women (NCW) drafted a ‘Domestic 
Workers Welfare and Social Security Act, 2010’ Bill. This has 
yet to come into force. Similarly, India became a signatory to 
the 2011 International Labour Organisation’s (ILO) Convention 
189, which mandates decent working conditions for domestic 
workers, but has not yet ratified it. As long as domestic worker 
rights remain ill-defined and unprotected, their human rights 
will continue to be violated. Given the structural and social 
constraints to women’s employment in India, and the lack of 
more remunerative and decent work opportunities, the Gulf 
represents an important avenue for these workers17. 

For many years, Saudi Arabia has been excluded from 
comprehensive research on migration, meanwhile it was 
never excluded from migration processes. The scale and 
significance of networks of care, the considerable breadth of 
its migrant populace and the depth of migrant experiences 
in the Kingdom, necessitate inquiry and examination. While 
accurate data on the quantum and nature of female labour 
flows into Saudi Arabia are unavailable, an estimated 1.5 to 
2 million MDWs currently live and work in Saudi Arabia18.  
Domestic service represents the leading occupation of South 
Asian women in the Gulf19, accounting for 47.1 per cent of 
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total female employment in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia20. 
Of this, non-Saudis are estimated at 99.87 per cent of the 
female domestic workforce21. This concentration is due, in 
part, to low female employment-to population ratio and the 
highly segmented labour market; stratified along gender, race 
and class hierarchies. Despite ongoing interventions at the 
origin and receiving states, domestic service within private 
households of Saudi Arabia remains among the world’s 
most undocumented, unregulated and invisible forms of 
employment. At the same time, these flows represent an 
important livelihood option for Indian women that otherwise 
remain unemployed and unprotected. 

There are multiple interlocking factors that determine the 
quality of life, social positioning and job satisfaction of 
migrant domestic workers in the Kingdom. MDWs in Saudi 
Arabia inhabit liminal, transnational spaces that are highly 
gendered, racialized and mediated by class. Women’s labour 
market participation in the region is further constrained 
by a matrix of factors, including social and cultural norms, 
occupational segregation, educational attainment and unequal 
compensation. The working environment that female domestic 
workers find themselves in easily lends itself to exploitation, 
especially in situations where they are not organized or 
unionized, including vulnerability to human trafficking. The 
social policy context of Saudi Arabia is especially difficult for 
MDWs to negotiate. In the absence of family, many MDWs 
were cloistered in the employer’s household and cut-off from 
outside interaction. Their freedom of association is denied, 
and MDWs cannot form or engage in trade unions, collective 
bargaining or social interactions with other expatriates. Unlike 
construction workers, who congregate in large numbers, or 
taxi drivers who are visible on the street, nannies, servants and 
maids are often ‘hidden away’ behind closed doors in private 
homes. This in turn can manifest in the form of physical, 
mental, and emotional abuse at the hands of employers who 
wield totalitarian control over the women they employ as 
domestic workers.
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Gender discriminatory processes that shape migration policy 
and labour laws in Saudi Arabia are intrinsic to the problem22.  
The kafala system creates structural dependency as the 
sponsor/employer assumes all their legal and economic 
responsibilities during the contract period, leaving little 
scope for mobility and flexibility. This includes the worker’s 
recruitment fee, medical examination and issuance of 
national identity card, or the iqama, upon arrival in the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) countries. Women are neither 
allowed to drive nor travel alone, making it the only country 
in the world that denies its women this basic right. They are 
required to be accompanied by a mahrem (male guardian) 
under whose aegis they may travel or reside within the 
country. This imposed guardianship extends to all facets of 
a migrant woman’s life in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and 
makes them perpetual minors23.  

This is especially true in the case of MDWs whose work binds 
them to the whims of their sponsor and places them at the 
margins of labour laws. Employers may refuse to grant them 
transfer letters or exit visas, making it impossible to return 
home. The legal framework and social practices in Saudi Arabia 
provide employers with a great deal of control over the living 
and working conditions of migrant domestic workers. Non-
inclusion in labour laws is another grave concern of migrant 
domestics in the Kingdom. The insufficient coverage is tied to 
nature of the workplace and public policies do not apply to 
the private, domestic space. Access to courts and redressal 
mechanism are severely restricted leaving MDWs with few 
options when it comes to demanding their rights or seeking 
protection from and compensation for abuse. Respondents 
narrated physical, symbolic, sexual and psychological abuses 
ranging from insults to rape or burning; other observed forms 
of violence include overwork, denial of food, clothing and 
water, forced employment in multiple households than one 
household, refusal of days off, non-payment or reduced salary. 
Several interviewed MDWs appeared severely traumatized by 
the experience and it will, presumably, negatively affect their 
ability to reintegrate into society upon returning to India. 
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With over 2.8 million workers24 currently engaged in the 
Kingdom, Indians form the biggest foreign contingent in 
Saudi Arabia, accounting for 23 per cent of the total foreign 
workforce in the country. They also top the number of 
expatriates who took advantage of the amnesty announced 
by Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques King Abdullah to 
correct the residency and labour status of illegal foreigners 
in the Kingdom. Saudi Arabia hosted upwards of nine million 
foreign residents in 2013, but began a campaign to arrest and 
deport unauthorized foreigners in November 2013. Under this 
program, fines and penalties are imposed on companies that 
do not employ the prescribed number of nationals. During the 
first five months of the campaign, 370,000 foreigners a month 
was deported, and another 18,000 unauthorized migrants 
were in detention centres in March 2014. A total of 1.4 million 
Indians availed the concessions while 141,000 others returned 
home without penalties. 

The aftermath of nitaqat policies point towards the 
importance of strengthening legal channels of migration. 
The Saudi state retains monopoly over the attribution of 
legal status and has the capacity to blur the line between 
legal/illegal, wanted/unwanted. The unique legal status 
and diminished citizenship of the female MDWs fosters 
rampant criminalization of domestic worker-related labour 
disputes. Domestic workers must often settle for unfair 
financial settlements, suffer harsh penalties and wait for 
months in overcrowded shelters with little information 
about the progress of their cases. Respondents indicated 
the consequences of illegal recruitment and employer 
practices, fear of arrest and deportation, (lack of) access to 
medical care and social entitlements, long working hours 
without overtime pay, unpaid salaries, summary dismissals, 
forced confinement, sexual abuse and escape attempts. At 
first brush, the Saudization programs hit street cleaning, 
gardening and cleaning service workers, as these sectors were 
almost exclusively ‘manned’ by foreigners. Moreover, these 
sectors suffer from unstable job conditions, low wages and 
expendability, thus making it difficult to draw native workers 
to take on entry level and menial jobs. Saudi Ministry officials 
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have realized that the percentage of mandatory employment 
of Saudi nationals in critical service industries cannot be 
enforced and will have to remain open to foreign workers. 
Likewise, the sweeping nationalization policies have not 
affected domestic workers, since for all intents and purposes 
they are considered part of the household. 

Our interviews were conducted through a combination of 
purposive sampling and snowball technique. Respondents 
were first selected based on access and approachability and 
subsequent respondents were identified from among their 
social networks. According to data collected, the average 
hours of work per day were 16.5 and fewer than 15 per cent 
of respondents were given a weekly day of rest. 70 per cent 
reported repeated wage violations while upwards of 40 per 
cent of respondents remitted between 50 to 90 per cent of 
their earnings. All respondents lived with their employer 
since single women in the Kingdom are not allowed to live 
by themselves. The live-in nature of household work in 
Saudi Arabia further accentuates MDW vulnerability. Live-in 
workers undertake a more diverse range of duties and work 
longer hours than casual or part-time domestic workers.  
The  employment terms were ill-defined and lines between 
work and rest regularly crossed. The hidden, privatized and, 
at times, illegal nature of the work further aggravates their 
situation. Yet, two respondents were deeply attached and 
grateful to their employer and the family. Given a choice, 11 
respondents said they would choose to continue in Saudi 
Arabia while 45 MDWs were either awaiting repatriation or 
contemplating return. Among the respondent pool, 29 were 
‘runaways’ or ‘absconders’ and 27 were currently employed. 
17 individuals made autonomous migration decisions and 
32 self-identified as their family’ primary income earners, 
sending regular contributions home. Although these figures 
facilitate a more nuanced understanding of MDW experiences 
in the country, due to the limited nature of the sample, data 
cannot be deemed representative. Nonetheless, the findings 
reveal that migration for domestic work in the Kingdom is not 
inherently repressive or emancipatory. It is at once complex 
and contradictory. 
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In January 2014, India and Saudi Arabia entered into a 
landmark agreement on protection of the rights of domestic 
Indian workers in the Kingdom. The new arrangement 
guarantees that Indian women working in Saudi homes will 
be able to keep their passports, communicate with their 
families, get regular monthly pay, and have time off. The new 
pact comes in the wake of years of numerous horrific cases 
of abuse against the MDWs who migrate to Saudi Arabia in 
the hopes of financing a better life for their families at home. 
Saudi has signed similar treaties with the Philippines, Sri Lanka 
and Indonesia. Earlier in July 2013, the Saudi government 
made some much-awaited efforts to reform; Labour Minister 
Adel Fakeih issued regulations to protect the interests and 
safety of all domestic workers in the Kingdom. However the 
regulation guaranteeing monthly payment of wages, paid 
vacation at the end of two years, and nine hours of rest, still 
left much to be desired25.  

Overall, the labour regulations and new agreements are 
definite moves in the right direction and signal a shift in 
Saudi Arabia’s cognizance of the domestic service sector. Still, 
neither have clear enforcement mechanisms for a particularly 
powerless group of workers isolated in private homes, 
unaware of their rights, and unable to speak Arabic. These 
reforms do not guarantee security and protection unless there 
are explicit counter-balances to ensure that MDWs coming 
forward with complaints will not be criminalized under pretext 
of theft, witchcraft, or adultery by their far more influential, 
well-connected, and wealthy employers. Towards this end, 
Saudi has imposed a two-way policy dispute settlement 
mechanism that affects employers and employees. Employers 
who break the new law will be fined USD $533 and face a 
one-year ban on recruiting domestic help. Three instances of 
breaking the law will result in a lifetime ban on the employer 
and a corresponding fine of $2,600. On the flip side, workers 
violating the contract would be fined $533, banned from 
working in the Kingdom, and be obliged to bear the cost of 
repatriation to their home countries26. For Indian domestics 
in Saudi Arabia to work in dignity and safety, such legislative 
measures need to be supplemented with a concerted 
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movement to transform the attitudes of employers and ensure 
the fairness and effectiveness of the justice system. 

(Im)migration Policy and the Gendered Politics of Movement 

Regulations of human mobility are another key factor 
impacting female migrant labour27 in Asia. This has already 
been acknowledged as important terrain for investigating 
global care chains28. Immigration controls and practices 
work with (and against) migratory processes and migrant 
subjectivities. Migrant women workers are seen as a source 
of cheap labour in a context where immigration regulations 
ensure that neither the receiving state nor the employing 
country is responsible for the well-being of the migrant labour 
force. This is marked by temporary and discriminatory foreign 
worker policies, backed by a regime of border and immigration 
controls and prejudicial attitudes to immigration, particularly 
that of the poor and unskilled. Migrant domestic workers 
are co-opted into systems of control that allow them to be 
devalued and devalourized.

Foucauldian analysis treats borders as discursive landscapes 
of power, control and surveillance, and centres the functions 
of migration controls in terms of ‘ordering’ and ‘othering’29.  
With the increasing feminization of migration, there has not 
been a concurrent feminization of policy approach; policy 
climate remains paternalistic and often misogynistic. In 1998, 
Bangladesh imposed a four-year moratorium on the out-
migration of women domestic workers. This blanket ban was 
too blunt an instrument and further drove women’s migration 
underground. State-imposed restrictions enjoy fairly strong 
public support in India, disregarding not only the compelling 
reasons that women may have to seek work overseas, but 
also their inviolable right to pursue a livelihood. The Indian 
(2007) and Sri Lankan (2011) states restricted the emigration 
of domestic workers through a prohibition on women below 
30 years and designation of ECR/ECNR (Emigration Clearance 
Required/Not Required) status on passports. This approach 
belies a paternalistic, patriarchal structuring of migration 
from the subcontinent30. State rationale behind the arbitrary 
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selection ‘30’ as the appropriate migration age is premised 
on the assumption that women over this age are ‘mature 
and experienced’ with housework and child-rearing. Behind 
the ban is a patriarchal State asserting itself to ‘protect’ its 
‘helpless’ and ‘ignorant’ young female citizens. Furthermore, 
the assertion that women over 30 “can better protect 
themselves” yet again deflects government accountability 
onto the women. The rhetoric that domestic workers will be 
subject to less abuse if they do not anger their employers by 
virtue of their ‘inexperience’, justifies the abuse of domestic 
workers who are perceived as ‘incompetent’ or ‘lazy’ by 
their employers and fails to address the principal cause of 
migrant worker exploitation – primarily, the lack of enforced 
regulation and coordinated action. In effect, restriction of 
right to movement, distorts the access to other rights such 
as right to life, livelihood and other basic amenities, that 
allow people to lead a life of dignity. Such policies that curtail 
women’s mobility, in fact, channel them into undocumented 
flows that render MDWs increasingly vulnerable to trafficking. 
Furthermore, much of the migration for domestic work 
is routed through agents and recruiters, leaving potential 
migrants vulnerable to contract substitution, fake visas and 
exorbitant service fees. 

During fieldwork in Dammam (Saudi Arabia), many domestic 
workers were found to have “circumvented” the ban on 
Indian women under 30 migrating for work. Often paying 
exorbitant sums to take perilous routes, they risk their 
lives in a desperate attempt to secure a better future. One 
domestic worker revealed that she was confined in a cramped 
apartment for weeks, along with dozens of other potential 
migrants, waiting for the chance when their agent could evade 
immigration and get them on-board a flight. This practice of 
‘pushing’ was widely apparent in the journeys of low-skilled 
migrants31. Others had been given new identities and fake 
passports, or smuggled in from Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait or 
Yemen. Unfortunately, a majority of interviewed Indian MDWs 
were ill-equipped to understand the socio-legal implications of 
migrating to Saudi Arabia. Even those who entered the country 
in full compliance of the country’s immigration mandates 
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sometimes found themselves on the wrong side of the law. 
A legal safeguard for West Asian sponsors allows them to 
report migrant workers that have absconded from work and 
avail a supplementary permit to bring in another worker in 
lieu of the runaway. Fieldwork revealed the wide misuse of 
this loophole, rendering thousands of workers wrongfully 
labelled huroob (absconder), and currently living in legal limbo 
- facing detention, expulsion and flogging. Against a backdrop 
of structural sexism in home and host countries, MDWs are 
situated in the broader systemic structures that govern the 
labour market and their social lives. These socio-legal policy 
frameworks present the migrant sending and receiving states 
as either disinterested bystanders or complicit in corruption, 
in either case as having abdicated responsibility for these 
migrant women workers. 

Within the context of Saudi Arabia, MDWs are situated in the 
broader systemic structures that govern the labour market 
and their social lives. In Saudi Arabia, migrant domestic 
workers are explicitly constructed as ‘temporary guest 
workers’ (as are all other expatriates in the GCC) and given 
non-transferable work permits under which they cannot 
reside in the region upon expiry of their contract. This process 
of distancing and control highlights the violent erasures 
of the identities, subjectivities and attachments of MDWs. 
Their agency is further constrained by the kafala migrant 
management system and labour nationalization policies 
that create ‘structural dependency’. A majority of Gulf host 
nations, including the Saudi government have, so far, refused 
to ratify the ILO Convention C189 concerning decent pay and 
working conditions for domestic workers adopted in June 
2011. Regulations and regional arrangements that operate 
to (purportedly) facilitate intra-regional mobility often differ 
in the degrees to which they offer or curtail freedom of 
movement, settlement or residence. 

The undercutting of migrant domestic work and worth is 
tangential to the real contribution of these women workers 
to the economies of the Gulf. Increasing care deficits, growth 
of women’s entry into the paid workforce, lack of male 
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engagement in carework, and declining welfare states all 
generate a growing care demand in the region. Drawing on 
various resources in the process of earning their livelihood, 
Indian MDWs have made themselves indispensable to Gulf 
states. With these dynamics in mind, it is essential that host 
economies wake up to the primacy of the reproductive 
economy and guarantee the upliftment of this key workforce. 
The eradication of abuse and mistreatment of overseas 
domestic workers will only occur when host and origin 
governments simultaneously strengthen their commitment 
to human rights and formalize their labour markets. In place 
of temporary, regressive policies and indiscriminate bans, 
sending countries should work with the receiving nations for 
stronger protection and legitimization of their migrant citizens 
and receiving nations must be more accountable to the rights 
and claims of MDWs within their jurisdiction. 

Retooling Migration Praxis - Promoting Productive Capacity 
and Decent Work

Migrant domestic workers are critical resources in both labour-
sending and labour-receiving countries. Yet the confluence 
of several factors, notably gaps in labour laws and restrictive 
immigration policies, have left these workers at high risk 
of exploitative and a wide array of abusive practices, akin 
to trafficking or forced labour. As Rhacel Parreñas (2001)32  
has demonstrated, analysis cannot be confined to migrant 
domestic workers in ‘receiving societies’. A more complex 
dynamic emerges if the ‘countries of origin’ are taken into 
consideration - attempts of many MDWs to escape from 
patriarchal relationships play a role in the migration process, 
gender and class subordination are reproduced within the 
migratory experience both in the receiving society and in the 
country of origin. 

From this vantage point, it is clear that global exploitative 
forces are co-constituted by the ambivalence of sending 
countries and the capitalistic interests of receiving countries. 
Concrete and feasible measures are required to improve the 
living and working conditions of Indian domestic workers in 
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Saudi Arabia and achieve a model of inclusive growth where 
women are economically empowered to participate in and 
benefit from growth. Before taking the conversation further, it 
is essential that both Saudi Arabia and India bring their labour 
laws in line with the protections outlined in the ILO’s Domestic 
Worker Convention 189 and the International Trade Union 
Confederation’s 12x12 campaign33. Ratifying international 
instruments is a vital step in ensuring continued compliance to 
global norms and standards of worker dignity and safety.

Let us first consider what India needs to do to streamline the 
process of domestic work migration, to make it successful 
and risk-free. Caught in a balancing act between protectionist 
agendas and economic imperatives, South Asian countries 
like India have resorted to narrow, protectionist measures 
that further produce precariousness. Within these dynamics, 
I contend that it is not enough to acknowledge MDWs as 
providers of foreign income, push for more MDWs and further 
revenues; rather, India must take accountability for the rights 
of their overseas citizens and work diligently with receiving 
nations to formulate solutions that are productive to both 
parties. 

A critical area of intervention – given the surge in the numbers 
of Indian domestic workers is the need for regulation of 
employment conditions and circumstances under which 
informal, home-based work is carried out in the Kingdom. 
Regular diplomatic visits, consular checks on MDW employers, 
and monitoring of recent agreements are a gateway to 
ensuring MDW protection. Increasing emphasis on enhancing 
productive capacity and skill development are sustainable 
means to raise employability and facilitating decent work 
for MDWs. It is common to throw the blanket of blame on 
exploitative employers, nefarious recruitment agents and 
host countries. But following our inquiry, a central question 
that arose was whether each individual was equipped to 
understand the socio-legal implications of migrating to and 
working in Saudi Arabia. A telling observation from the 
surveys was that over 30 MDWs had no formal skill training, 
29 had no previous work history, only five MDWs had a 
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working knowledge of Arabic and just three had attended pre-
departure sessions. Community-based interventions such as 
pre-departure programmes, returnees association and spouse 
programmes are of imminent need in the South Asian context. 
These undertakings need to be destination-specific, and part 
of an ongoing process to equip potential migrants. 

In addition, there needs to be more clarity on the definition 
of domestic labour. Domestic workers are among the most 
socially-productive labour classes and the government should 
take a position in defining them, their wages and migrant/
citizenship status. There is also a need to create greater social 
consciousness regarding domestic work, which will ultimately 
ease the antagonism against them34. Further, public awareness 
campaigns, programmes for intensive and effective HIV/AIDS 
prevention, and control and educational opportunities must be 
made available so that domestic workers can migrate based on 
informed choice. In order to tap the full potential of overseas 
women workers, South Asian nations must collectively amend 
restrictive emigration policies that leave certain classes of 
workers in the recesses of the economy. At the destination, 
South Asian countries should provide adequate diplomatic and 
consular assistance, monitoring systems, access to safe houses 
and funds for repatriation.

At the receiving end, accessible complaint mechanisms, 
enforcement of standards for and monitoring of transnational 
labour recruitment systems, and sustained international 
cooperation with sending countries can greatly enhance the 
migration experience and retention of overseas domestic 
workers within the Kingdom. Primarily, domestic workers 
must be made visible. An important policy area is to develop 
and improve the use of sex-disaggregated data and gender 
statistics through more gender-sensitive data collection 
instruments. Such measures can be used to inform a gender 
inclusive policy that attends to the particular vulnerabilities 
of migrant women in the region. Following this, institutional 
capacities need to be strengthened to formulate and 
implement policies enhancing women’s access to employment 
and decent work. To truly empower migrant women in Saudi 
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Arabia, both governments and societies need to address 
how gender norms constrain women’s roles - whether they 
are citizens or non-citizens - as well as the link between 
the status of local women and that of migrant domestic 
workers. Protective safeguards and laws are also necessary 
to afford migrant women domestic workers adequate legal 
protection. Regulations that uphold the employers sole 
authority over his/her employee need to be revoked, such as 
the archaic sponsorship system that leaves domestic workers 
as dependents of their employers35. Bahrain and UAE have 
already made strides to revise the sponsorship system. 

Saudi Arabia too has recommended the formation of a few 
“mega associations” to facilitate visas and documents for 
foreign employees. The 10 mega associations formed as of 
2014 are expected to hire staff that speak the languages of 
migrant workers and deal impartially with their concerns and 
complaints. The move from recruitment agencies and single-
sponsor system has the potential to reduce cases of sponsor-
employers holding worker documents and forbidding workers 
to leave the country36.  A thorough overhaul of the existing 
poorly managed, exploitative system can be effected by 
including migrant domestic workers themselves in the process 
of reform through collective bargaining and collaborative 
action. This will allow MDWs to determine their working and 
living chances and author their destiny.
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This paper is a part of a collection of selected papers from the 
2014 Critical Approaches to South Asian Studies Workshop, 
organized by the South Asia Research Group at York University.  
Methodologically diverse and locating themselves in a multi-
plicity of sites, these papers challenge the borders of ‘South 
Asia’ and expand the concerns addressed within, including: 
challenging US hegemony through an Islamist critique of liber-
al citizenship in Pakistan, queering the heteropatriarchal family 
in India, critiquing exclusionary statist narratives of peace 
and transitional justice in Sri Lanka, and examining the Indian 
state’s responses to subjects who trouble borders both physi-
cal and legal - Naxals in the 1960s and female migrant domes-
tic workers in the Gulf today. These papers are written by both 
graduate and undergraduate students, and represent exciting 
works in progress within the field of South Asian studies.

The South Asia Research Group (SARG) aims to bring together 
researchers with an interest in South Asia and its diaspora, and 
build a network for the exchange of ideas and resources. It or-
ganizes the annual Critical Approaches to South Asian Studies
Workshop, as well as lectures, movie screenings, and             
academic and non-academic events for York and the broader               
community.
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