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CHAPTER1

INTRODUCTION

South Asia is a region well-known for exporting large numbers of low-skilled
labor. The Maldives is, however, predominantly a receiving country of foreign migrant
workers, with over 80,000 registered forcign workess (Human Rights Commission of the
Maldives [HRCM], 2009), and-an unknown number-of undocumented workers, that could
well exceed 20,000 (US Departmeat of State, 2009). This is an alarmingly high number
for a small population of lesssthan 400,000. The number of migrant workers exceeds over
one third of the Maldivian werkiorca by conservative estimates. Some even claim that the
migrant worker population may be equal to, or even exceed the number of Maldivians
employed in the workforce (HRCM, 2009). ;'f[dndaddition, the Maldives has an extremely
high unemployment rate of gver 14% (CIA, '?'010).

o

The female migrant workers are a small proportion of the migrant community,
with 6252 registered workers (HRCM, 2009)E)i;§ of this, only 1342 are registered as
domestic workers (Ministry of Human Resources and Sporés [MHRS], personal
communication, September 5, 2010). However, the quota for'domestic workers is
extremely large and flexible, with one domestic worker being allowed for each household
(if extended families live together, they can claim to be multiple households as well)
(Expatriate Employment Regulation; 2009, Annex 2/(16)): In addition, one attendant per
person with long-term illness and one domestic driver per privately owned vehicle are
also included in the household quota (Expatriate Employment Regmiation, 2009, Annex 2
(16)). Hence, there is potential for the number of domestic workers to expand in the

future.

The migrant domestic workers in the Maldives consist largely of members of
neighboring countries, mainly Sri Lanka, India, Nepal and Bangladesh. The largest
numbers of women domestic workers are from India, with 643 registered workers,

followed by Sri Lanka, with 425 workers (MHRS, personal communication, September



5, 2010). The domestic workers are in almost all cases, live-in workers, and hence, has
little distinction made between work and leisure hours. In the Maldives, it had become an
accepted norm that the maids (as they are currently referred to) would be given only a 3
hour break on Friday evenings to leave their workplaces, from 4:00 to 7:00 pm. Hence,

apart from three hours a week they live mostly in social isolation.

The legal framework for protecting migrant workers is very limited in the
Maldives. The Expatriate Employment Regulation'which came into effect in 2009 is
procedural, and does not define rights and responsibilities. The Employment Act of the
Maldives, which came into cffeet in May 2008, defines rights of employees. It should, in
theory, protect all employécs, including thé; migrant workers, but the Act had not become
a de facto standard in the private industries.jhe weak law enforcement agencies had
been unable to address the issue (HRCM, 2()09). In addition, there is currently no formal
institution that looks into complaints, from nﬁ'gra_nt workers (HRCM, 2009). The migrant
workers are made even more viilnerable by the fact that the Maldives had not signed the
Convention for Migrant Workers (HRCM, 20(-)_9)!.‘.-'Furtherm0re, the countries where the
domestic migrant workers come-from; excludi—fig.Sri Lanka, have not signed the
convention. Lastly, thete are currently no national or international NGOs that work on

migrant worker issues 11 the country.

The Human Rights Watch (2005), in their report on female domestic workers in
Singapore, desctibed the role of'the livein domestic wotrkets (ormaids) as performing
child-care, domestic work and elder care, to enable the Singaporeans to work full-time.
Hune (1991 )cited\Brettell and Simon (1986),.that compared tormen; migrant women, as
,foreigners, worketrs'and females in the intersection of nationality/race/ethnicity, class

and gender” are subjected to ,,triple oppression” (807).

The role of the domestic worker in the Maldives was highlighted in the rapid
assessment of the Human Rights Commission of the Maldives (2009). The report by
HRCM described the domestic workers as an indispensable part of the Maldivian
household (HRCM, 2009: 39). With almost non-existent child-care facilities for working



parents, the domestic workers become the ,child care system™ for the working parents

(HRCM, 2009: 39).

The media had recently started to focus on migrant workers as a vulnerable group
in need of public attention. The media opinion of today contrasts with that of three years
back, when migrant workers were portrayed as perpetrators of abuse and violence
(Hameed, 2007). A recent article in the most widely circulated newspaper, Haveeru Daily
News, described real incidents wheic miggant workers were victimized by Maldivians
(Saeed, 2010). Other recentmews articles, focusing onthe vulnerability of the migrant
workers also discussed the'€xploitation ofiworkers, as well as the lack of rights given to

them by the Maldivian law (Waheed, 2010; Robinson, 2010; Mohamed, 2010).

Despite their significant role in the Ma}divian society, the foreign domestic
workers are seldom mentioned in the Maldii'{i_ah media and reports. Even the HRCM
report on employment situation (2009) discu's's;e("i- the unique circumstances of the
domestic workers in just one paragraph in thé":__i",éplqrt. Hence, the domestic workers*

existence remains relatively hidden from the p_ﬁblic view.

The lack of protection provided by the law. the limifed voice of migrant workers
in the media and the inadequate institutional support for migrant workers make them an
extremely vulnerable group in the Maldives. The severe limitations placed on their rights
and the discriminatory attitudes of the Maldivian community could lead them to “feel like
an outsider, serving the society yetnot truly belonging to it (Lindio-McGovern, 2004:
229). The relative 1solation of the foreign domestic workers could make them an even
more vulherable group within the migrant workers. However, sevetal studies on migrant
workers (Lindio-McGovern, 2004; Williams, 2008; Carling, 2005) had described their
agency in finding ways to resist and respond to socially, culturally and politically
restrictive situations. These studies made me think critically about the migrant workers in
the Maldives and look beyond the dominant discourse that portrays them as vulnerable.
My study focuses on analyzing the existing strategies within the foreign domestic worker

communities to resist their cultural alienation that they experience within their workplace



and the society at large. Specifically, I will be looking at how the strategies used for
forming alternative identities, creating social networks and negotiating physical space are

linked to the domestic workers ™ resistance to cultural alienation.
1.1 Research Questions

The study analyzes the strategies used by migrant domestic workers to resist

cultural alienation in the Maldives.
The following questions aie-considered.

1. What are the factors. that dead migrant domestic workers to be culturally alienated
in the Maldives? :

2. What are the way$ in which migrant domestic workers use identity formation,
social networking and negotiating sp!ace as strategies to resist their alienation?

1.2 Research Objectives

e To examine the ways in which migrant dOH{estic workers experience cultural
alienation in the Maldives. pr
e To analyze the ways in which migrant domestic workers use identity formation,

social networking and negotiating space as strategies to resist their alienation.
1.3 Conceptual EFramework

In this res€arch I look into how domestic workers in the Maldives resist cultural
alienatiominitheirwerk andssocial lives sMysanalysis,of resistanee isystrongly guided by
contemporary studies that deal with the relationship between resistance and power, such
as Mahmood (2005), Scott (1990) and Abu-Lughod (1990). Scott defined resistance as
,»any act(s) by member(s) of a subordinate class that is or are intended to either mitigate
or deny claims...made on that class by superordinate classes... or to advance its own
claims... vis-a-vis those superordinate classes™ (1985:290). While recognizing the

everyday forms of resistance that can be displayed through stories, rumors gossip, and



even through flight (Scott, 1990), I do not make the inference that these acts of resistance
necessarily results in, or are intended to result in the total failure of the structures of their
oppression (Scott, 1985; Scott, 1990; Abu-Lughod, 1990). Instead, I look into these
forms of resistance to understand the complex ways power is transformed within these
acts of resistance that undermines the conyentional understandings of dominance, power

and resistance (Abu-Lughod, 1990).

Although I recognize everyday resistance-of domestic workers to their
experiences of being dominated, Lanalyze further to understand the ways in which the
domestic workers exhibittheiragency by ,inhabiting norms® (Mahmood, 2005: 15), or in
other words, how the domestig'werkers W(;_rk_within the existing structures of dominance
to gain more control over theiglives: I mai@gin that these actions do not have to be seen
as forms of resistance to domination: Howe-Yer‘; by these acts of agency, the domestic
workers display their resistance to their relatfx_(e lack of control and invisibility that is

constructed through the dominant discourse. . h

My study takes the position that the d(ﬁli!r;ant culture within which migrant
domestic workers are living in becomes a constrafnmg structure that alienates them in
multiple ways. In thisresearch T look mto how the domestic workers resist the forms of
alienation by forming alternative identities, by building and using social networks and by

negotiating space and place.
1.4 Research Methodology

The research.is basedprimarily on assmall group ofsix domestic workers of Sri
Lankan Singhalese origin, and their interactions with'eight more ‘of theirfriends, working
in Male®, the capital of Maldives. I undertook participatory fieldwork by taking part in
their social activities and interactions used grounded theory to gain an understanding of
their sources of cultural alienation and their response. Because I was viewed as an
outsider due to my different nationality, culture and language, this becomes an

ethnographic study of the group.



I used participant observation and semi-structured interviews as the main tools for
collecting information from foreign domestic workers. For data analysis I used grounded
theory, by focusing on the domestic workers* discourses and actions as a means of

understanding their strategies of resistance.

I initially began my research by interviewing domestic workers at their
employers*homes. Three interviews were conducted using this method (Viji, Ruvi and
Asha). However, this method of eollecting infoimation proved to be difficult as few
employers were comfortablewith thtidea of private interviews with domestic workers.
The domestic workers, too; weie not fully.comfortable to talk in their work spaces.
Furthermore, I was unableto séleet particillqants using the snowballing technique, because
when I tried to approach the demestic work;qfs directly, it was met with reluctance to
participate. Instead, to continug with this appr(')'ach, I had to get permission from specific
employers to allow me to interview; their emfi__l_oy_ees. This method had the risk of forming
a biased view, by limiting my participants to those employed by a similar social group, or
allowing me access to participants with relati\}’_éljf:-low conflict with their employers. I
abandoned this method after the thiec intervie&s,;;and changed my primary method to
accompanying the domestic workers on their Friday afterndous as a participant-observer.
Despite these limitations, I was still able gain valuable information from the home
interviews, by observing-the different types and dimensions of relationships that exist

between the domestic workers*and the other members within the households.

My knowledge of the activities of the domestic workers during their off hours was
informed-through-my-observation of, a;specifie; group,of women;and hence, cannot be
generalized to the whole migrant community. The women I'interviewed were furthermore
of Sri Lankan Singhalese origin, and particularly related to the social life of my initial
contact (Asha), except for two other interviewees (Ruvi and Viji). Their ages ranged from
the early twenties to mid-forties. All, except two, had primarily been employed as
domestic workers. One had experience in a garment factory, and another had worked in a

fish processing factory in the Maldives. At least two had previously worked as domestic



workers in other countries (Dubai, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait), before coming to the
Maldives. The domestic workers came from different parts of Sri Lanka, but there were at
least three from the same area (Kurunaigala). Furthermore, most of them were employed

by relatively well to do Maldivians, at senior levels in the civil service and political posts.

My Friday afternoon activities consisted of visits to the three public spaces where
most migrant workers spend their off-time, namely at the Republican Square (Jumhooree
Maidhaan), Sultan Park and the Artificial Beach,-ontWo separate occasions and a visit to
the home of six part-time.werkers.. The outings usuallystarted at 2:30 pm, and ended at
6:30 pm. This was made possible because some domestic workers were given half-day
off by their employers. Howeyer,they expi_ail_led that their longer off-times was a rare
case, and that most domestic workers got th;e‘.-i'r free time from 4:00pm to 7:00pm, while
some were not given any. My own observafioﬁs of the public spaces frequented by
migrant workers showed that'the spaces weré‘___re_latively empty when we arrived at 2:30,
but was filled up by 5:00pm. The activitics duting their social hours were led by the

domestic workers themselves.

The visits to the,public spaces gave me 761_)—ip_drtunities to have in-depth interviews
with individual domesti¢ workers about their specific experiences, as well as small group
interviews on broader topics. [ had one-on-one interviews with Asha (three interviews),
Kajol (one interview), Visaka (one interview) and Nipuni (one interview). However,
these interviews were treated as mformal conversations that explored their past
employment expétiences, their views of the Maldives and their feelings toward their
current employers; Someof thetopicsjthat lbrought-up; butifailed to, talk further were
their experiences (or'knowledgeof) different forms of exploitation‘in the Maldives and
religion (explained in the next subsection). I spent the majority of my time with a small
group of six women (Asha, Kajol, Nipuni, Laxmi and two more whose names are not
mentioned specifically in this paper). However, there were some shifting of people in and
out of the groups, and I was able to interact briefly with about eight more individuals

(including Suree and Visaka). I gained information in these interactions by taking part



and listening to their conversations, occasionally asking for translations and participating

in their activities.

I did a policy and legal analysis to understand the presences and absences of the
law and regulations relating to migrant workers that could have an impact on their social
and work lives. Questions regarding the conflicts in the law and actual practices were
further clarified by meeting with a staff member of the Sri Lankan High Commission and
emailing senior and middle-management officials-of the Human Rights Commission of
the Maldives, the MHRS and'the Department of Immigration. My analysis is partially
based on the informationdteceived from the Sri Lankan High Commission, the Human
Rights Commission of the'Maldives and thl_e Pepartment of Immigration. Statistics of the

exact numbers of domesti¢'workers by natif_)ﬁality and gender were emailed by the

Ministry of Human Resourges and Sports. -

I also analyzed news articles that dealt with issues relating to migrant workers, to
gain insight to the discourses promoted throué'lf the media on domestic workers. The
chapter that explores the cultural alienation ofﬁiérant workers includes many of the

| el

views expressed in the'Maldivian media.

Finally, my socital life in Male™ during the research period also exposed me to
different views and obse#vations of Maldivians, which I in€orporated to the thesis with
their permission. All of the views attributed to-€employers had been taken from such
interactions. The perspectivestof three women employers of domiestic workers are quoted
in this paper. All three of them are mothers of young.children. A woman whose married
children émploy multiple domestic workerts 1s also quoted in the thesis. However, these
interactions provided a more accurate picture of the employer-employee relationship than

more formal interview methods.



Limitations of Research Methodology

The method of becoming a participant-observer in the domestic workers™ free
time would have the risk of forming some biased views. The interview subjects are a
limited sample of only six people; hence, the findings of this research do not represent the
larger community of migrant domestic workers in the Maldives. Instead, the research
outlines the ways the particular group that I interviewed show resistance to their cultural
alienation in the Maldives, which-also indicates the'probability of similar strategies being

used by other migrant domestic workers.

Being a Maldivian, igfook me time to build rapport with the migrant worker
group. In fact, it was on the final day that the group felt comfortable enough to share
certain information. Mysationality and the Iaqk of time to build trust could have resulted
in them censoring any negative opinions and._féelings toward Maldivians. However, there
were a few moments when the guard was Iet'd’b\%}n to share some of their negative
experiences of Maldivians. ,,[here are good 1-)"et6p¥e. and bad people in all countries. Even
in Lanka there are bad people® This sentiment__'_“;a{s voiced every time the domestic

workers shared a story'ef being mistreated b}}'Mé—ldiVians.

My identity also made the women reluctant to talk about certain subjects, such as
religion. In the Maldivesyreligion is a sensitive issue. The-Maldivian Constitution limits
Maldivian citizenship to only Muslims, denies-the rights of publicly practicing any other
religious beliefs; and the construction of places of worship for other religions. Foreigners
preaching other religions to Maldivians can lead to their deportationy sometimes without
the right o altrial (Jory, 2005: 41; Larsen, 2009; Robinson, 2009).Henee, I was able to
gain very little knowledge with regards to the role of religion in the formation of identity
in the Maldives. However, my identity as a woman of a similar age made it easier for me
to build a rapport with the domestic workers. During the discussions we came to discover
our shared experiences, such as motherhood and living away from home that enabled me

to develop closer bonds with the group.
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While everyone in the group except one was fluent in my language, I did not
understand theirs®. Hence, many of the conversations happening around me were lost.
When possible, I asked them to translate for me. However, it is likely that some

information could have been lost or deliberately changed during translation.

Despite the above limitations, 1 was able to draw some parallels between the
research findings and the findings of past researches in other geographical areas dealing
with similar themes, showing some links between-theé experiences of migrant workers in

the Maldives and other areasof the-world.
1.5 Ethical Considerations

I conducted the research in Male™ (tf_yé capital of the Maldives) where I was born
and raised. Due to its relatiyelysmall comrﬁuﬂity, there were times when I was
interviewing employees of relatives, and we[l;kgown public figures. This created an
ethical dilemma for me at two levels. First, the _interviews provided knowledge that can
be misused by me, for purposes other than theie's'éarch. Second, the information I include
in my analysis may give away the tru¢ identit-y:—o'f_:;the employers that may create a

negative public view of'the person.

I tried to mitigate the potential overlap of my conflicting roles and interests by
refraining from sharing any. information except for a general overview of my research
with my family members’and friends during'my time'in the' Maldives. Furthermore, I
made a point of ndt mentioning details of the employer that might give away their
identity evenyin the field motes.dn my analysis;Ltried,my/bestite-exelude information that

could lead'to speculations about'the employers™identity.

Similar to my concern for the identities of the employers, [ was concerned about
concealing the identities of the domestic workers. To prevent the problem, I used code
names for the migrant workers I interviewed in my analysis. To further mitigate the
potential implications, I refrained from mentioning any names when relating some of the

information in my analysis.
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The collected data was kept secure and confidential at all times, and was be

handled only by me.
1.6 Scope of the Study

The primary research participants are a small group of Singhalese domestic
workers linked by a strong social network. While.other means of gaining a broader
understanding of the potential sources of alicnationswere employed, the strategies of the
domestic workers to resist these forces are primarily built on the information gained

through my social interactionsswith my primary participants.

1.7 Significance of the Study,

The research will‘Congribute toward the existing academic knowledge on how
migrant domestic workersiadapt and responfc'i to difficult and oppressive work conditions.
Since my research will be conducted in a couqtry where formal bodies such as NGOs that
focus on migrant worker issues and rcli gioué gfge}{lizations are virtually non-existent, and
the limited time provided for migrant domestiﬁ?érkers for leaving the workplace is the
unwritten rule, the study could pf6{/ide under-s'itéﬁz-i_ir‘lg of thecagency of migrant workers

in an environment with-limited support mechanisms.

The research could also be used by NGOs planningto work with migrant workers
in the future, to gain an undefstanding of the &xisting informal and formal structures
within migrant workers. The knowledge fromthe research can be used to formulate
future projects for further empowering migrant workers. NGOs can gse the findings of
the research to understand how migrant workers can be organized to call for developing

policies that provide rights entitled for the group.

The study findings can be of immense value to the Maldivian community to alter
their views of the foreign domestic workers being in a permanent state of victimhood. In
contrast, the study findings show the women are seeking ways to improve their work and

social lives even within their restrictive structures.
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Finally, the research could create awareness among policy makers on the issues
faced by migrant domestic workers, and emphasize the need for creating supportive

structures and policies.

1.8 Organization of Thesis

This thesis is divided into : n Chapter I [ present a literature
o
review that gives an overview S ion in the Maldives and Sri Lankan,
-, . -J . .
followed by definitions a@ L@ral alienation, agency, power

and resistance. In Chapter 11 e sources of alienation for the migrant

resisting, contesting an POW eir work and social spaces. In the final

chapter of the thesis I dis ich findings and outline some of the limitations
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CHAPTER 11
LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Migration to the Maldives

Migration and foreign labor has a long history in the Maldives. Accounts of the
voyages of Ibn Battuta in the 14" century indicates that the Maldives royalty had in the
past employed foreign scholars, includingshimself'in areas where local expertise lacked
such as the judiciary (Husaif, 1976).Foreign female servants were also employed by the
Maldivian elite at the time (Husau. 1976). Furthermore, a'type of temporary marriage
between visiting foreign$ailors to Maldivian women was eommon in the Maldivian
history (Husain, 1976). Hence/migrants anch;ligrant workers had made many different

contributions to the Maldives.

The growth of the tourism and éohstructié_i;l industries in the 1980s lead to the rapid
economic development of the:country (N iyaZ:I-__-l——Q?_S). The growth of the industries
required large numbers of unskilled fabor thaf[?iyéé_ not available in the country at that
time. Hence, migrant ldbor from the nearby count-rles such as India, Sri Lanka and
Bangladesh had to be btought in (HRCM, 2009). This coinéided with a time when the
Maldivian identity was significantly based on creating an identity through religion
(Islam) and language that brought the country,culturally closer to the Arab countries

(Jory, 2005:44), and set the country apart from the rest of the South Asian countries.

Development leads to better infrastructure and services and higher purchasing
power, which could Jead'fo higher ambitions and standards (Bartram, 2005). Fewer
citizens become willing to take jobs that they perceive as low-paid and demeaning,
leading to the import of cheap foreign labor (Bartram, 2005). The increased education
services in the Maldives created similar ambitions in the Maldivian workforce, which
lead to a mismatch of skills between the local workforce and the job industry (HRCM,
2009). The Maldivian school leavers were not adequately trained for high-level posts in

the tourism industry, and unwilling to participate in the lower-level posts in the tourism
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and construction industry (HRCM, 2009). Further interests of the industries, such as
cutting costs through low salaries, and preventing employee turn-over made the cheaper
foreign workers, with less likelihood of running away a more attractive option. The
statistics issued by the Human Resources Department for November 2009 show that
nearly 30,000 foreign workers are employed in the construction industry, and over 10,000

in the tourism industry (Human Resources Depactment, 2009).
Foreign domestic workers

A change in gender perspeetives is a contributor to the popularity of employing
foreign domestic workers. While wormen has become increasingly represented in the
public sector (ADB & IOM,2009), there is little observable change in transforming their
roles at the private sector, creating double burdens on the woman. Furthermore, there was
little development in alternate childcare syst!e_ms; an 1ssue that remains static until today
(HRCM, 2009). The foreign domestic Worker's_' employed at a cheap rate to perform the

multiple domestic roles of nanny,.cook, and H%_')ﬁ,slekeeper, became increasingly popular.

The increase in the promotion and awaréngss of child rights, and better services at
the rural islands could also have indirectly contributed to the increase in foreign domestic
workers. For decades, school-aged boys and girls from the islands were temporarily kept
with distant relatives orriends who owned homes in Male® by their parents, in the
context of providing them better education (US Department of State, 2009). In exchange
for their room and board, and@ducation expenses, the childten could be expected to cook,
clean and mind younger children, or bily groceries from the market.dn many cases the
children were expected to work for long hours, and in severe cases suffered multiple
forms of abuse (US Department of State, 2009). The signing of the CRC, resulting in a
stronger focus on child rights and increased education standards in the islands could have
contributed to the decrease of the practice of sending children to families in Male™ (US
Department of State, 2009). The resulting limitations for the Maldivian working parents

could have lead to the increase in the employment of the foreign domestic workers.
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Another contributor to the increased foreign domestic workers could be the
change of the Maldivian family structure. More and more families are choosing to live as
nuclear families rather than extended families (HRCM, 2009). Domestic workers could
be considered as an alternative to the child care traditionally provided by the mothers and

aunts.
Other views on the increase of in-migration

It is widely accepted that 1abor migration flows from the less developed countries
to the more developed countries (Baitram, 2005). The Maldives is believed to be more
developed compared to the gest of the countries in South Asia (ADB & I0M, 2009).

However, statistics does not«€ompletely support this view.

A comparison of thg'Maldives with the’fcountries of origin of migrant workers in
terms of GDP per capita and the Human De\?e_:__l_opment Index would show that the
Maldives (HDI rank- 95, GDP rank- 104) is‘ahead of Sri'Lanka (HDI rank- 102, GDP
rank-116), the Philippines (HDI rdnk=105, GD_F tank- 124), India (HDI rank- 134, GDP
rank- 128), Nepal (HDI rank- 144, GDP rank-r."r_l_-és) and Bangladesh (HDI rank- 146,
GDP rank- 155) (UNDP, 2009). However, the ranking show that there are very little
difference between th¢'HDI and GDP values of the Maldives, Sri Lanka and the
Philippines, but a larger-gap exist between the other countetes. From a global perspective,
the Maldives is still under the least developed eountries along with Bangladesh and Nepal
(UNDP, 2009). Hence;, the' large inflow of labor migration cannat be completely
attributed to the relative wealth of the€ountry compared to the migrant sending countries.
Conversély, the latge migrant population gives an illusion of relative wealth to the
Maldivians as well as the migrant sending countries (HRCM, 2009). Other factors, such
as the limited employment opportunities, socio-economic inequality, government policies
and conflict in the country of origins could be significant contributors to the decision to

migrate to the Maldives.
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Maldives Human Development Report of 2001 attributed the high dependency on
migrant workers to the limited professional and skilled workers (UNDP, 2001). The large
figures of unskilled labor (over 49% of the migrant worker population; Human Resources
Department, 2009), compared to the relatively low numbers of skilled and semi-skilled
workers (13%; Human Resources Department, 2009) indicates that this view does not
adequately represent the situation. While it 1s indeed true that the hospitals, schools and
companies would not be able to function without the large numbers of foreign labor, the
statistics clearly show that the country is éven more dependent on the low-paid, un-

skilled labor.
Government Policies

A labor law wasdntroduged to the Maldives for the first time in 2008. Before the
law, the minimum standagds for employmen!t were set by two regulations that were in

place since 1994, one for the government emp_iogfees and another for those employed by

the private sector (HRCM, 2009).

The Employment Act (2008) was a pr{)‘dth of consultations with the relevant
government offices, and to some extent, with the ILO (HRCM, 2009). The level of
involvement of the private sector is unknown. The law is applicable today to all the
employees, national and-foreigners alike. The law sets standards to many issues, such as
the maximum work hours, leave days and staff'contracts (Employment Act, 2008).
However, the law, until todays is poorly enforced, especially forithe low-skilled and low
pay jobs (HRCM, 2009). The HRCM'$ rapid assessment on employment issues (2009)
reported that they were highly doubtful of the implementation of the Employment Act
(2008) of the Maldives. Its strongest criticism was due to the absence of mechanisms by
which implementation of the Act can proceed (HRCM, 2009). For example, although the
Act had given the role of establishing minimum wage to the government, it had not been
done for any work up until today (HRCM, 2009). Furthermore, the mechanisms for
ensuring wages are paid to the workers in the private sector regularly is extremely weak

(HRCM, 2009).
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The Employment Act (2008) has dedicated a chapter on foreign employment
(Chapter 5) that covers only two points. Firstly, it says that the relevant ministry must
publish regulations on the employment of foreigners within six months of the passing of
the law (Employment Act, 2008.). Secondly, it states that the foreign workers are allowed
to file complaints at the tribunal (Employment Act, 2008). The Act leaves the specific
issues relating to the rights and entitlements for the migrant workers up to the relevant
ministries. Furthermore, while the foreign wotkers«are entitled to file complaints to the
tribunal, the Act itself does not give any indication 6f how the mechanism should support
the filing of complaints, such.as reducing the language barrier, or making such services
more accessible to those employeédin remote islands. Hence, the relevance of the
Employment Act (2008) forthedow-skilled migrant workers is questionable. The Act
was followed by the Expatriate Employment Regulation (2009).

The Expatriate Employment Regulatfo__n that came into force in 2009 gives
detailed instructions on the'various procedures that the employer has to follow when
employing foreign workers. However; there 1s_vefy little detail given for issues relating to
the rights or entitlements of the foreign workef;; Fbr,example, while it says that quotas
will be approved aftet the potential emplover can prove that the work conditions, the
contract and the living ¢onditions of the employee have beeni arranged, there is no
minimum standard explained for these areas, and no details of how the conditions would
be verified by the concerned autharities (Expatriate Employment Regulation, 2009:
Article 2 (e)).

The regulationstates-under-Article 8 thattheprocedures-fortheapplication for the
work permit should be undertaken by an employment agency (Expatriate Employment
Regulation, 2009). In Article 11, it further states that the foreign worker should be
received at the airport by an official from the employment agency (Expatriate

Employment Regulation, 2009).

The Expatriate Employment Regulation (2009) specifies that each foreign

employee should be bonded to an employer. The regulation outlines the procedure that
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should be followed by the employer in the cases of fleeing of employees (Expatriate
Employment Regulation, 2009, Article 17). It further states that in the cases where the
foreign worker is found, the financial responsibility for deporting him/her should be
borne by the employers who hired the person illegally (Expatriate Employment
Regulation, 2009). The employer is not criminalized for hiring the ,jllegal” worker
(Expatriate Employment Regulation, 2009). FHewever, the worker would be dealt by the
police as an offender (Expatriate Employment Regulation, 2009).

The Maldives had.seeently.been identified as a'second tier watch-list destination
country for human trafficking (JSDepartment of State, 2009). This also brought to the
international attention thefact.hat the cou;_ltry has limited policies in place to address the
issue (ADB & 10M, 2009): Human trafﬁck’lﬁg of women and children are covered to
some extent by the penal code (HRCM, 200}9).‘ ‘Furthermore, the Maldives is also party to
the SAARC convention that ¢overs the sex tfq_fﬁ_cking of women and children (ADB &
IOM, 2009). However, less had been written on labor trafficking in the Maldives,
although it had been identified as‘a potential 1S_sué1n the country (ADB & 10M, 2009;
HRCM, 2009). e 7EX

Forced labor i§ prohibited under the Employment Act 2008 (Article 3 (a)).
However, there is no punishment in the Maldivian law for forced labor (HRCM, 2009).
Hence, in such cases, ther most that can be done is to file a complaint in the tribunal,
which will then be settled through measureslike compensation (HRCM, 2009), leaving
the door open forfsuch violations to continue. Furthermore, the proceedings of the
employmenttribunal-arein.thedocal,language; and translaters are eftemnot provided
(HRCM, 2009), making the foreign employee even more vulnerable in'the proceedings

(Robinson, 2010).

The Maldives is not party to the UN convention on migrant workers. The
Maldives joined the ILO in 2009, but is yet to ratify any of its conventions (US
Department of State, 2009).
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A review of the policies related to migrant workers showed that they offer limited
protection for migrant workers. There is little, if any laws in place for migrant workers.
Rather, the few policies that are in place are intended to regulate the process of
employing migrant workers, and hence, applicable largely to the employers, employment
agencies and other parties involved in the employment of migrant workers. The limited
recognition of migrant workers in policies has a strong relation to the current issues

identified through the Human Rights Commission.of the Maldives and the media.
Current issues

The current issues raised.with regards to migrant workers in the Maldives are
concerning the social and economic effects of uncontrolled migration, and the issues

pertaining to the rights of theimigrant workers (HRCM, 2009).

Today, the migrant worker populatioh__had been speculated to be as high as
110,000 (US Department of State, 2009) m the less than 400,000 population. Official
figures show that there are over 80,000 docuni;éﬁféd migrant workers in the Maldives. An
additional 30,000 undocumented migrant workérg are estimated to be within the country

as well.

Issues relating to the migrant worker rights had also been raised recently (HRCM,
2009). The fact that the Maldives had not signed the convention on migrant workers,
despite their large nimber was raised, along with the poor living-and working conditions
they are subjectedito (HRCM, 2009). This had been followed by articles in the newspaper
that dealt-with-thesvulnerability-of the migrantywerkers:n,the Maldives( Waheed, 2010;
Robinson, 2010; Mohamed, 2010).

Domestic workers are rarely discussed in the media and reports. For example,
only a few paragraphs on the Human Rights Commission of the Maldives* report on
employment (2009) focused on the unique issues relating to domestic workers. Hence,

the lives of the foreign domestic workers remain relatively hidden from the view.
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Domestic workers are a small group within the larger migrant worker population,
with 5533 workers being registered as of August 2010 (MHRS, personal communication,
September 5, 2010). Out of this, 4191 are men and 1342 are women (MHRS, personal
communication, September 5, 2010). However, this amount may be misleading as the
practice of bringing in foreign workers as domestic workers for commercial practices is
very common, due to the larger quota available for this category (one domestic servant,
one driver and one attendant per household) (MFELRS. personal communication,
September 5, 2010). Statisties indicate that only 35% of the domestic workers are
registered in Male®, while thesestresided in the Atolls (MHRS, personal communication,
September 5, 2010). It is believed that'those working in the Atolls may be engaged in
commercial activities such as agrigulture (MHRS, personal communication, September 5,

2010). Out of the women domestic workers, 83% live in Male*

Despite the small proportion,, it is esskptial to pay special focus to the group, as
past research show that being employed in ahome results in a conflict between the public
and the private and compels them to-face unidiet éhallenges within their work
environment (e.g. Gamburd, 2000; Anderson;,-iOQO; Moukarbel, 2009, etc.).
Furthermore, women migrant workers are faced with triple oppression, of being a
woman, a foreigner and a worker (Hune, 1991). These issues are worsened by the fact
that domestic work doesnot have a clear meaning, leadingto workers in this category to

be allocated a variety of household tasks (Galloti, 2009).
Defining Domestic work

Diemestic work as a/profession does not have a universal definition in place
(Galloti, 2009). The ILO“s International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO)
of 1988 (currently undergoing revisions) contain a diverse set of tasks a domestic worker
could do, varying from household work, child and elderly care, gardening, and security
(Galloti, 2009). The only general feature that exists in the definition of domestic work
across the globe is limited to ,,the private character of the workplace™ (Galloti, 2009: 1),
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where the normal public nature of employment is contradicted by the private nature of the

household environment (Galloti, 2009).

Ramirez-Machado (2003) defined domestic work through a list of common
accepted features attributed to domestic work. They include that ,,their workplace is a
private home®, that they work ,,in respense to the needs of the employer*s household*, and
is ,,carried on behalf of the direct employer' that the employer should not make economic
or livelihood gain through the demestic werker“saetivities, the work is done for
remuneration and the workutself 15 generic and heterogeneous™, with an extensive list of

occupations included withifi (Ramirez-Machado, 2003:10-12).
|

In the Expatriatc Employment Regulation (2009) of the Maldives, domestic work
is defined as work doneby aforeigner that 'Iclioq_s not contribute to the household income
(Article 33), allowing great flexibility for efﬁpioyers to determine the scope and nature of
the tasks for the domestic workers, as long as ':’E'hJe'-y do not consist of income generating
activities. In the quota request form Qf the ddfﬁé__sgiy workers, three types of workers are
specified. They are domestic servénts, domeslité__lc.l}ivers and attendants (MHRS, n.d.).
While drivers and attendants are not defined, -fﬁ;_;éduirements that needs to be fulfilled
for employing them gi\:fe‘s”them*ﬂi’rdéd idea of their fasks: In the Expatriate Employment
Regulation (2009), the qlipta for an attendant is given 1if there is a sick (disabled, elderly,
etc.) person in the house 2(40). The quota for drivers is one rper private car, jeep or van
(40). The lack oficlarity ofithe duties of the domestic servant ¢ould have many

implications that Will be discussed later.

For the purpese of this thesis [ limit my definition of domestic work to the
category termed as ,,domestic servant™. A domestic servant®s tasks may include (but is not

limited to) cooking, cleaning and looking after young children.
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2.2 Migration and Sri Lanka

As one of the largest exporting countries of women migrant labor Sri Lanka is the
second largest group of women migrant workers in the Maldives, with 425 registered
women being recorded as of August 2010 (MHRS, personal communication, September
5, 2010). The country has been a prominent country of origin of women domestic
workers since the 1970s (Sriskandarajah, 2002): Women migrant workers™ remittances
contribute significantly to Sri Lanka®™s economy (lzasagabaster, Maimbo & Hulugalle,
2005). Today the income bysremitiance had overtaken EDI inflows and foreign assistance

(Lasagabaster, et al.; Ratha & Mohapatra, 2007).

History of Migration

Within the past 20 years or so, Sri Lank'a had become well-known for its large
number of out-migrant population. The first }gpi___d outflow of labor migration in Sri Lanka
was observed in 1977 (Sriskandarajah, 2002). The domestic condition (high
unemployment rate and bad economy) was a d_n'e{:t contrast to the rapid infrastructure
development happening in the Middle East at Vtrl__le_itime (Sriskandarajah, 2002). By
encouraging Sri Lankans to migrate to the Gulf by reducing the travel and foreign
exchange regulations, the government was able to solve the themployment issue while
benefiting from the foreign currency (extremely valuable due to the devaluation of the

Rupee) into the country (Sriskandarajah, 2002).

In 1983, aisecond boom in out-migration was observed (Sriskandarajah, 2002).
Sriskandazajahy(2002), gave-thetwo-reasons for the mcreased and sustained labor
migration as ,,the macro-econoniic ‘benefits for the workers ‘and the'macro-economic
objectives for the state™ (p. 290). The consistently high unemployment at home and the
attractive possibility of earning eight times the income from the host countries (mostly
Middle Eastern) made it the rational choice for the unskilled Sri Lankan (Sriskandarajah,
2002). At the same time, the policy outlook of the government in the mid-1980s was to
concentrate on building ,highly industrial“ human capital (Sriskandarajah, 2002, 291).
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The labor migration supported this initiative by simultaneously decreasing the
unemployment rate and increasing the national income through remittances and foreign

exchange (Sriskandarajah, 2002). The mid-80s initiative had been ongoing today.
Current Situation

A profiling of the migrant workers froma Sri Lanka would show that they are
largely female (over 70%), with-about 49% of thcmmigrating to work as live-in domestic
workers (Lasagabaster, Maimbo & Hulugalle, 2005). Most of the migrants come from
families beyond the poverty line (Stiskandarajah, 2002). A little over one percent of the
migrants are skilled workersi(Lasagabaster, Maimbo & Hulugalle, 2005). A large
majority of economic migrants arc/of Singhalese origin (Sriskandarajah, 2002).
Furthermore, most of the'migrant workers are temporary, contractual workers

(Sriskandarajah, 2002).

The Sri Lankan government had placed various programs to encourage and
facilitate work opportunities in foreign Countrfési (Lasagabaster, Maimbo & Hulugalle,
2005). These include training programs, assistanc;e in job seeking and loan schemes

(Lasagabaster, Maimbo & Hulugalle, 2005).

Sri Lanka is also one of the few countries that had ratified the Convention on
Migrant Workers. The Sri Lankan government has significantly improved their protective
mechanisms in the receiving countries of migrant wotkers through their respective
Embassies/ Consulates in those countries (CMW, 2009). The consulates employ a labor
attach¢ te-looksinto the labor-and-employmentiissues:the SriyLlankan-werkers face in their

host countries.

A significant change that has been brought to the employment process in the
Maldives by the Sri Lankan High Commission is the mandatory registration of all
employers (including households) in the High Commission (Sri Lankan High
Commission, personal communication, July 19, 2010). The High Commission then

ensures the parties sign a contract agreement that fit certain minimal requirements. The
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model contract for domestic workers (drivers, house maids and house boys) has some
points that are worth highlighting due to the contradictions, or additions to the Expatriate
Employment Regulation (2009) in the Maldives.

Clause two of the contract explains the duties of the employees to be serving the
employer ,diligently” and ,faithfully” (Contract Agreement of Employment, n.d.). They
should ,,respect the customs (and) traditions™ 0 fthehousehold and country (Contract
Agreement of Employment, n.d.). Furthermore, the'¢ontract specifically states that the
,employee shall reside in.theresidence of the employer™, while not detailing any specific
duties, states that they ,,shall beaeqguured to perform the noermal duties assigned™ (Contract
Agreement of Employment, n.d.); The emltl)_lo_yer"s duties in Clause four also state that the
employee should be ,freated ag'a member o;fd’t'he household™. All these details are

additional to the national regulation. Howe\-f.,erj ‘they do not contradict with it in any way.

Other clauses contradictwith the regﬁi’?ti’bn. For example, the employment
regulation clearly states that in'case of death ﬁlé ;qgnployer 1s not required to repatriate the
remains to the employee®s country 6f origin. Iﬁ_{‘)igever, this responsibility is given to the
employer in clause nine, Furthei‘fﬁbre, the agr-ééﬁf-éﬁt gives some room for the employee
to voluntarily terminate the contract on specific circumstances (clause eight), which was
a right not given in the national regulation. Hence the agreement could potentially

enhance some protection for the migrant workers.

Despite the agreement’s attempts'to agcertain more rights for the migrant
domestic workers, the implications ofi§ome clauses.on their culturaland social lives are
questiondble. Some of'the research findings indicate the practice of treating domestic
workers as'family, and the gendered expectations of their obedient personalities, for
example, leads to structural issues at the institutional, community and household level
that essentially brings about sources of domination for the employers and the dominant

society resulting in the alienation of the domestic workers.
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The next section reviews some of the past researches that look into cultural
alienation, and the factors that could lead to the alienation of minority groups such as
migrant workers. The two sections that follow explore past researches that look into the
ways in which the minority groups respond and react to the alienation, through agency

and resistance.
2.3 Cultural Alienation

Earlier definitions of'the term see alienation as an active, conscious rejection or
detachment from dominant norms.and values (Keniston, 1965, as cited by Bernard,
Gebauer and Maio, 2000). Morris (2002) saw cultural alienation as a result of a gap
between the cultural norms and the individual's life. This view maintains that the
construction of culture is‘a collegtive process by which individuals in a community
dealienates to form cultural norms, identitieé;._ahd institutions (Morris, 2002). Cultural
alienation occurs when the gulture becomes ct?nffadictory to the values of the self
(Morris, 2002). Perceived diserepancies betvs-/"e-__'e’n Rersonal and societal values had been

seen to significantly contribute to ctiltural alier_Taﬁbn (Barnard et al., 2006).

Cultural alienation had also been described as an indiyidual‘s internalized
response to the dominant group®s rejection of ethnic groups and their cultures
(Hernandez, 1994). It could lead temporary migrant workers to “feel like an outsider,
serving the society. yet not traly belonging to i#” (Lindio-McGovern, 2004: 229).
Practices such as ethni¢ and racial segregation, negative imagery.of the ethnic group,
coercion, and imposing dominant values and cultural norms could be ways by which
minority‘groups are alienated by dominant groups (Hernandez, 1994). Hence, cultural
alienation ¢annot be limited to the conscious rejection of the dominant culture (Miller, et
al., 2008). It can additionally be attributed to the feeling of disconnection with the
dominant culture due to the individual®s limited resources (Miller, et al., 2008), and the

dominant groups contempt for the individual“s culture and practices (Hernandez, 1994).
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Studies show that immigrants who live with no contact with social networks that
fulfill their cultural needs are more likely to feel isolated and stressed (Litwin, 1997 as
cited by Miller et al., 2008). Hence, ethnic enclaves could fulfill this need by creating
opportunities to experience their culture through food, language and other shared cultural
experiences (Miller et al, 2008). In this regard, ethnic social networks provide essential
emotional and social support to combat loneliness and isolation. However, other studies
show living in highly segregated conditions with lew or limited exposure to the dominant
culture could lead to alienation from the dominant culture (Miller et al, 2008). Cultural
alienation in immigrants had beendinked to self-harm (Bhugra, 2002) and a desire to

physically remove themselyes from the host country (Eeng-Bing, 2009).

How ethnic groupsplay arole in an;iﬁdividual“s cultural alienation has been
supported by studies cited above. Dependiﬁg on the migrants* status in the host country,
they could become an ,,ethni¢ community™ oi_,et_hnic minorities” (Castles & Miller,
2009:33-34). ,Ethnic communities” can be formed in situations where the host country is
open to cultural diversity and the'fermation of“_éi multicultural community (Castles and
Miller, 2009:34). On the other hand, discourag’ihgi or denying cultural diversity, and
negative attitudes toward immigrants could lead to the formiation of ,ethnic minorities"

(Castles and Miller, 2009:34).

Ethnic minorities can be a social construction of the dominant group, based on
physical or cultural features (Castles and Miller,:2009:34). They-could be assigned
subordinate roles‘in the society, and the dominant discourse may project them as being a
»threat™ tosthe walues-of thestate(Castles and Miller;2009:34) .However; this group itself
is likely to-have some shared values, beliefs and experiences(Castles and Miller,
2009:34). Hence, ethnic minority is a result of the ,other-definition™ (assigning
subordinate characters to the dominant group) as well as ,,self-definition” (belonging to a
group of similar values and customs) (Castles and Miller, 2009:34). How the ,self“and

the ,other* are defined can be explained by looking into the various theories that attempt
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to explain the relationships of power and dominance between the dominant and

subordinate groups.

2.4 Agency

The view of migrant workers taking actions to resist or respond to their
environment had been described as agency by Carling (2005). Agency of an individual in
social theory could be described as the ,.internalpewers and capacities, which, through
their exercise, make her an active eitity constanilyintervening in the course of events
ongoing around her* (Barnesy2000:25). The argument for the individual as an active
agent contradicts with thesargument that individual actions are limited by the social
structures around him/heg(Bamnes; 2000). IHo_wever, Giddens emphasized the duality of
agency and structure in his', stetictugation thﬁéry“ (Barnes, 2000). He took the stand that
human agency ,,draws uponelements of soéj.al"structure“ and uses them, which in turn
alters their social environment and ,str,ucturesi'_(B_arnes, 2000:26). Hence, Giddens saw
agency as the power of individuals to resist and alter eonstraining structures through
intervention, while structure also'limits and tr@s'fbrms the level of agency of a person.
2.5 Power and Resistance

Past researches indicate the ways in which domestic Workers face unique forms of
domination and suppression (Anderson, 2001; Brochmann;1993; Moukarbel, 2009, etc.).
State regulations that bond migrant domestic workers to their employers, the resulting
informal and arbitranytwork conditions, racism and the patriarchal views of the
subordinate role of domestic work could contribute,toward a more pronounced power
relationship between.theidomestic and the employer (Moukarbel, 2009;"Anderson, 2001,
etc.).

Analyses of the exploitation of the maids and its effects reflect the broader
theories of domination and resistance, and the relationship between resistance and power.
Researches from the 1960s and beyond saw studies of peasant revolutions that brought
about new dimensions to the term resistance (Abu-Lughod, 1990). Earlier theories that

explained the subordinate group‘s acceptance of their status through ,,false consciousness*
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was rejected as illogical, as it did not explain sufficiently why the subordinate groups
were willing to accept their positions (Scott, 1990:71-80). Instead, there was an interest in
finding resistance even where explicit forms cannot be found, by reanalyzing the
subordinate discourse to seek subtle challenges to domination (Mahmood, 2005). One
such example Scott“s alternative explanation for hegemony and false consciousness by
looking into the disguised ,,hidden transcripts™ folk tales, art and other means, that could
eventually lead to public acts of resistance, such asrevolt (Scott, 1990:80).

Abu-Lughod (1990) to0k a step away fiom what she described as a ,,;omanticising
of resistance™ because of its theoretical limitations of understanding the functioning of
power (42). Interestingly, the'sameterm ,romanticising™ resistance was used by
Constable (1997) to cautionabout the practicality of acts of resistance by domestic
workers as an effective sfrategy for'the betterment of their conditions (as cited by
Moukarbel, 2009). This caution is repeated 1n fhe various studies that give evidence to the
agency of domestic workers'to gesist the poWé;f of the employer over her, through overt
and covert means (e.g. Moukarbel, 2009). = :

Abu-Laghod (1990) proposéd shifting __Efjjcile view of resistance to be seen as a
,».diagnostic of power (42). FolloWing Foucaﬁifégé-famous stafice ,where there is power,
there is resistance™, sheproposed that a more ,,sensible™ approach would be that ,,where
there is resistance there is power(42). By this, she meant that the study of resistance
should become a means of understanding power and power relations rather than human
agency. However the secondary position given to human agency;in relation to power can
be questioned further.

WhileAbu-Laghed(1990)was proposing,asshift ofperspeetiverof resistance
studies, Mahmood (2005) questioned the fixation 'of the studies on resistance itself. She
suggested that there were dangers of taking a stance that reads resistance in every action
that could not be attributed to resistance (Mahmood, 2005:7-8). From a foucauldian
angle, she argued that since power is dynamic between agents, and interacts with them to
form the subjects, power itself is altered and negotiated in the process. Mahmood (2005),

taking a stronger focus on agency and power rather than domination and resistance, not
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only looked at agency from acts of resistance, but also from the different ways the
individual ,jnhabits norms* (Mahmood, 2005:15). The choice of ,jnhabiting... norms*
becomes agency in itself (Mahmood, 2005:21).

Several studies found mechanisms by which migrant domestic workers alter their
situations that cannot be read as resistanee to domination, but rather resistance to their
state of victimhood. Brochmann (1993) found thatthe Sri Lankan domestic workers in
the Gulf States used a number of ;escape routes™wo-overcome difficulties (113), such as
planning their work routines+n a way that they encounter fellow domestic workers,
saying they were Christian'to be'allowed off time on Sundays, and on extreme situations,
lying about a relative being sigk to go backl_ home (Brochmann, 1993: 113). Gamburd
(2000) observed that, in difect.contrast to pgﬁular Sri Lankan media which show
domestic workers as helpless victims, none';of the domestic workers she interviewed
presented themselves that way. Yeoh and Hliang.(1998) describes the dominant discourse
on public spaces in Singapore excludes the migrant domestic workers as the other, but the
domestic workers resist and contest these discéﬁi”é‘és to create ,counter-spaces™ (Yeoh &

Huang, 1998: 595). - -

Carling (2005) sges the studies that focus on humamntagency as being an
alternative discourse to the earlier victimhood approach that dominated the earlier studies
done on migrant women. Carling (2005) argues that while the victimhood approach
works well for stronger advocacy programs, the latter method iS'more respectful for the
migrant workers ¥dignity. Furthermore, she suggests that this methodology can provide
more room forideepermanalysis of the differentirelationshipsiand-roles of the migrant
workers, and how they work in an unequal power relationship (Carling;"2005). From this
view, this approach becomes not only a means of portraying reality of the migrant

workers, but also a way of transforming the dominant views toward them.

The next chapter explores the sources of alienation of migrant domestic workers
in the Maldives. The factors are divided into three levels, namely, institutional,

community and the household.



CHAPTER III

CULTURAL ALIENATION OF MIGRANT DOMESTIC WORKERS

The historical context of the increase in migrant workers in the Maldives
highlights the contradictions that occurred between the formation of a cohesive identity
of the Maldivians and the necessity of foreign.migrants to accelerate the development
initiatives of the country. The mismatch between-the ideological view of the country and
the reality could have contributed.to the s&onger emphasis on defining the boundaries
between the Maldivian and the ", other'’, The process of creating a social divide that
defines and excludes foreignersfromn the Maldivians can be studied by looking at the
structural and institutional level{(policies and practices) the community level (public

discourses), and the household level discoul_Tses and practices.

3.1 Alienation at the Institutional level

#

Policies relating to migrant workers a;é———ei)!g-_fgremely lacking in the Maldives. The
enforceability of Employment Act (2008), Whallt comes to low-skilled workers had
been acknowledged to be weak (HVRCM, 2009); "fhe Foreign Employment Regulation
(2009), while defining fhe procedure for employing foreign workers, does not address the
rights and entitlements of the foreign worker. The regulation furthermore does not
address the issue of mistreatment and exploitation by the employer from the worker*s
point of view. The sources of alienation for the migrant wouker that arise from the
Foreign Employment Regulation (2009) can be looked into from two angles- what is
present il the ¥€gulation and what isiabsént from the regulation” ThSrégulation has many

features that limit the power of the foreign employee within the employment relationship.

The language of the regulation is one of the means of assuring the power of the
employer over the foreign employee, by reducing the employee to a role of passive
subject. The regulation is written in the Maldivian language readily available in the
internet, but there is no online translation, limiting access to the document for the

employee. The language and terminology used to refer to the foreign workers assume
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them to be passive subjects. For example, the regulation repeatedly refers to foreign
workers as gengulhey bidheyseen, which roughly translates to foreigners being kept or
looked after by the employer. The term not only denotes the passivity of the employee,
but also an assumed inferiority of the person in relation of the local employer. This is not
a deficiency of the Maldivian language, as it allows other terminologies that assume the
employee to be an active participant. For example, vazeefaa gai ulhey bidheyseen
translates roughly to foreign employees. The wording implies the control of the employer

over the foreign worker, and undermines the agency of the foreign worker.

The foreign worker'is bended to a specific employer in the process of acquiring
quota, and later in getting'the wouk permit.l_Tl_le name of the employer is specified on the
work permit. The only means of ¢hanging thé work place is by filling out a request form
by the employer. This takes‘away the contré.l of the migrant worker to change employers
independently. Moukarbel found such practiégs of binding domestic workers to the
employer to be ,control mechanisms® ot employer to have the power of the state (in
relation to the domestic worker), ‘and the powé_f id-"represent the domestic worker (in
relation to the state) (2009: 134). Since housee'f_i_Old is a private entity and states do not
interfere with the negotiations that happen within the boundary, this in itself provides the
employer much flexibility and control to determine nearly all aspects relating to the
employment relationship-with the domestic worker (Moulkarbel, 2009:134). Even in the
few areas where entitlements for the employee“were stated, the enforceability of these
requirements was seen to.be limited.[Eoriexample, while providing adequate housing,
food and shelter for the employee wasimentioned in-one article, the segulation did not

specify how these standards would be measured, or the means tojensure them.

Apart from the bonding to the employer, the regulation also specifies the
involvement of an employment agency (who is in many cases an individual, and a male),
who becomes the main focal point between the employer and the migrant worker during
the process of employment. Furthermore, the agent is responsible for collecting the

migrant worker from the airport and bringing her to her place of employment. The agents
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had been known to charge large fees for their services that could put migrant workers to a
situation of debt bondage (HRCM, 2009). They could also use deception to charge for
costs that are not borne by the agent. One of the domestic workers I interviewed said that
she was told to pay for her return ticket, which is in reality bought by the employer. The
employment agencies in the Maldives could furthermore rely on agents at the sending
countries to recruit the workers for them. Apatt from being indebted economically,
workers could be coerced or encouraged to form new identities, by deceiving employers
about their religion and culture. The pressure of conforming to the expectations of
multiple parties to reach to herplace of work could result in further limiting her control

over the process.

The employer is requited to processjocuments for quotas and work permit.
However, in the case of employer negligence in fulfilling these responsibilities, the
harshest penalty for the employer is that the f(_)rejgn worker would be deported. This
regulation fails to take into'account how the employee could be affected due to the
penalty, despite the lack of control-she has ovéf the situation. While keeping the foreign
employee a passive subject, she-ig-also subjeet’é_dto the consequences of employer

negligence by promptly.deporting her.

The absences of the regulation could also create unintended, but significant issues
for the migrant worker. The main absences in_the regulation as well as other policy
documents are the lack of rights‘and ‘entitlements for the domestic worker, and the lack of
protective mechafiisms for the employee at policy and institutional level. For example,
the absenee ofspecifie rights\for-the foreigniemployee had resultedn limited options
being available for them to take fegal action against their employers (HRCM, 2009). The
employment tribunal, ministries and the courts are conducted in the local language, and
the absence of translators had been noted as one of the barriers for the workers to raise

their issues (HRCM, 2009).

The absence of any monitoring mechanisms also has far reaching conditions. As a

Maldivian who has closely observed the recruitment process of domestic workers said,



33

,» The maid does not even sign her own contract. And neither does the employer. But
every maid who comes in legally actually has a contract. But it is signed by the agent for
both of them™ (July, 30, 2010). The maids come to the Maldives, unaware of their few

rights, making them extremely vulnerable to exploitation.

The absences in policies could further impact the discourses and practices at the

community and household level.
3.2 Alienation at the Community level

Migrants and immigrants can be portrayed as ,,a threat to economic well-being,
public order and nationalddentity (Castlesl_& Miller, 2009: 35). Until recently foreign
Bangladeshi workers, whofare the most repgégented in the mainstream news, had been
identified almost entirely innegative imagei;y,’in storics of child abuse, sexual
harassment and fights with lgcal workers (Hé;_ne;_ed, 2007). The threat of the Bangladeshi
worker on the community portrayed, i the néws was also confirmed by the actions of the
Maldivians toward them (Hameed,:2007.). Méldi!v-'ian views are suspicious of male
migrant workers™ intent toward local women aﬁdgirls. The male migrant worker*s threat
toward the young Maldivian girl had become a topic of speculation, when the Department
of Immigration enforced a new regulation that requires foreigners getting married to
Maldivians to place a deposit, and submit proof of a substantial income to get approval
for visa (Shazra, 2010). Furthérmore, a ministry official gave the reason for the regulation
as, ,,Too many Maldivians arefgetting married to for¢igners... |(for) bad purposes™
(Shazra, 2010). He also added that the‘regulation weuld protect Maldivian women as the
,men getimarried hete, and just take off without divorcing the woman, or paying her
living expenses® (Shazra, 2010). While marriages between foreign women and
Maldivian men also occur, the views expressed by the government official showed that

these women were not seen in a similar light.

The woman domestic worker is mostly seen as a threat to the Maldivian identity.

Women are often viewed as the upholder of culture and traditions, and the main actor in
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passing of those values to the next generation (Birman & Tyler, 1994; Castles & Miller,
2009). Hence, the delegation of the mothering role to a foreign woman is raised as a

concern when discussing issues relating to domestic workers. For example, a Maldivian
individual I interviewed, who was empathetic toward domestic workers still questioned

about the potential threat their employment brings to the cultural and religious values of

the Maldivian children.

The employment of a'large number of miigrant workers had also been viewed as a
threat to the Maldivian econemy, by the 10ss of job oppertunities for Maldivians and the

draining of national income thrzetigh salaries (Waheed, 2010).

The absence of strucitires through laws and regulations, along with a public
discourse that view migrant workers asa thrcat can be a source of discriminatory
practices that could lead t@ alienation. For eiggrhple, incidences of assigning separate ferry
queues for migrant workers @and preventing Mi’is:l-im migrant workers to pray in some

island mosques had been documented (Larseﬁ?_' ,QQQ9).

Labeling of social groups can be seen-aé_ ‘ameans of simplifying the complexity of
the human nature. However, social labeling can become both a means to, and a result of
stigmatization of social'groups (Harter et.al, 2005). By assigning labels to social groups,
a collective identity that-differentiates the group from othess is created. Hence, within the
label lies a longer list of attributes, behaviors and values that a member of the group
would possess. Constable (1997;as ¢ited by Moukarbel, 2009) abserved the Filipina
nationality being generalized to the profession of being a maid. Similar observations were
done by Jarallah (2009)for the Sri'Lankan maid in the Gulf:> The ter Sri Lanky was used
interchangeably with maid. In the Maldives, all migrant workers are labeled as
,bangaalhis*, which originates from ,,bengali* used for people of Bangladeshi origin. The
word is now attributed to being foreign, yet of South Asian origin (where most low-
skilled labor comes from), with negative connotations of poor personal hygiene and less

knowledge about civilized existence attached to it.
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The labeling is an active process, involving the agency of dominant groups.
However, the resulting stigmatization of groups forms a structure that could affect
individual agency in various ways. It can create an enabling structure for the dominant
group by which they can reaffirm their power and dominance over other groups by being
the ,better” (more hygienic, more civilized, etc.) individuals. However, the resulting
structure becomes a constraining factor for other groups by being generalized with a sub-
group viewed inferior to the dominant group. Fhedimited power and agency over their

own social labeling could bé ¢ontradictory to their own perceptions of themselves.

More recent newssportrayed migrant workers in imageries of victimhood, who are
made to migrate because0f their poverty alr_ld_lack of epportunity in their country of
origin, to be subjected to il treatment by th;ej.-'r Maldivian employers. However, this
portrayal still confirms some of'the social leibel'ing given to them (It is of no surprise that
such tough men, who work like donkeys witfig_)u_‘rT any breaks to refresh themselves, will of
course smell like goats,” sald the author in an article that described the lives of foreign
workers in Maldivian coffee shops (Mohamed',_;iﬂ-'l 0)), and justifies the poor social status
given to them by the society (,]-think there is-ﬁ;}'ﬁeason to blame the Maldives and the
people for not treating Bangladeshi*s | niely™. The Bangladeshi community in Maldives
is taking much advantage and living a good life. Nothing worse than what they have in
their own country, wasa reader comment in an article abeut exploitation of foreign

workers (Robinson, 2010)).

The labeliig could suppress many of the experiences of the migrant workers that
are contradieteryto the dominant discourses The-experiences of mierant workers are
given visibility through the'dominant discourse, and'those that contradict with it may be
rejected or ignored. A surprising fact that an official from the Sri Lankan High
Commission as well as domestic workers made was the shock brought about by the
limited knowledge of the physical and cultural environment of the Maldives, to the
incoming worker. ,,When I first came to Male* I was shocked. The house was so simple.

And in my room there were rats,” adomestic worker explained. ,Jn Dubai (where she
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worked before) the houses are beautiful. And when we reach the gates we smell
perfume,” she described further. Other migrant workers also compared the small houses
of Male“ with their own spacious homes. This view contradicts with the dominant view
of the migrant worker living in Male™in comparative luxury, even within her cramped
room. I was unable to explore whether the migrant workers keep these experiences secret,

or they are suppressed by the dominant group.

The strong relationship between language-and power had been highlighted in past
researches (e.g. Lan, 2003 )« lvanguage and communication had been identified as a
symbolic means of gaining dominance between the employer and the domestic worker
(Lan, 2003). Domestic werkers have few li_ng_uistic resources when they come to Male™.
New arrivals often do notunderstand the l\/f_a}i'divian language or English. Not
understanding the languagemotonly hinderé. her work, but is also seen as a lack in
intelligence by the employers. [n contrast tOV.jtt:_Le employer™s expectation for the maid to
learn the language quickly, the way it is taught to the maid also differs from the proper
use of the language. The languagg that is usedji{h the migrant workers is grammatically
incorrect, with additional peculiar .terminologi'e_s:a.;dded, that denotes a difference between
the ,true* language and the migrant language. For example to'say there is no sugar
(hakureh nei), a migrant will be told hakuru nethee thibey {fhibey being an additional,
meaningless word within'the sentence). The maid (as well-as other migrant workers) is
expected to be distinct from the Maldivian, inthe way they speak in the Maldivian
language. At the sameitime, the language of migrant'workers is ¢onstructed as an object

of disdain, as popularized by TV comédic characters,such as Pindeyz

Pindey' is a popular comedy ‘character constructed by a Maidivian actor that had
been featured in a number of dramas in the national TV. The character is based on a male
domestic worker of South Asian origin. The most distinct features of the character are his

language and his attire (sarong and sleeveless shirt, with a towel around his neck).

! See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29ruUPfSpTO for You Tube video clip of the TV

character.


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z9ruUPfSpT0
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Pindey*s personality is shown as naive but well-meaning, which got him into comedic
situations. His sense of style, even when he tries to dress modern, is shown as deficient,
with his trouser too high, or his shirt too loud. Although Pindey is mostly shown as a
good person, the main fears of the local population are brought out in his dramas. For
example, in one drama he gets married to the woman of the house, and throws out the
husband. Pindey*'s characteristics outline the mainstream views of the migrant worker, as
an easily differentiated ,,other™, with non-thredteniiag characteristics such as child-like

innocence and loyalty to the employers.

While the migrangsworker is defined as a single group through labeling, they are
also subjected to ,racist hierarehy* (Andersl_on_, 2000:154) based on nationalities. This
hierarchy is predominantly based.on the M@l&ivian discourse of the certain characteristics
of people of different nationalities. My ﬁndings also support that of many researches that
support that domestic workenwages are ofteﬁ___ba_sed on arbitrary preferences based on
perceptions and opinions of the domitiant group (e.g. Moukarbel, 2009; Anderson, 2000,
Jarallah, 2009, etc.). Nepalis were'seen to be B’_ét’iér, cleaner, more compliant, and as
noted by the Sri Lankan maids, mueh prettier than ‘women of the rest of the nationalities
(echoing Anderson‘s(2000) findings of the whiter the skin, the better the wages). Sri
Lankans were seen as quick learners and more adaptable, buit more likely to have friends
in the Maldives. Indians'and Bangladeshi were seen as slow learners and less intelligent,
but preferred by some employers because many of them were Muslim. Salaries were also
differentiated according to'the perceived superiority of nationalities, with Nepalis earning
the most, followed by the Sri Lankansfand the least.earned by Bangladeshi and Indian

workers.

A reader‘s comment to an article relating to Bangladeshi workers in a coffee shop
got the following response, ,,These Bangladeshis unlike most Sri Lankan and Indian
workers are more ignorant and more stupid and in fact they know nothing other than the
cane/laatee. If one has to extract work out of them, a stern foreman with perhaps a cane in

his hand, can work wonders with these people” (Mohamed, 2010).
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I found that the Sri Lankan domestic workers* views also reflected this socially
constructed hierarchy based on the dominant discourse, denoting a level of acceptance
with it. For example, I was told that Bangladeshis are not clean, and that the men would
behave inappropriately on the streets, such as deliberately brushing past women, or
making comments. [ was also told that Bangladeshi (and Indian, on another occasion)
maids were slower learners. When I asked about why Nepali women get paid more, [ was
told that they were very clean and neat. Comments-about the Nepali being fairer and
,different” were also made. Sti Lankan maids may g0 along with these generalizations
because it helps them carve ansidentity for themselves as Sri Lankans, from the larger
,bangalhi migrant populatien. However, this hierarchy ultimately works toward

subordinating all migrant werkers inrelation'to the Maldivian community.

3.3 Alienation at the Household level

House maids are oftgn subjected to tr'if?'lé'-oppression, as a foreigner, worker and
woman (Brettell & Simon, 1986 as cited by Huhe;, 1991). Apart from her alienation due
to the above mentioned differences; she is alsﬁéén as a subordinate due to her position
as a woman domestic. Domeéstic work had no-t- beén considered paid work in the
Maldives, and is seen more as a social responsibility of women. When women started to
work in the public sphere, domestic duties were fulfilled by non-working relatives,
distant relatives seeking shelter, or young girls from the islands seeking education in the
capital. In all these cases, domestic work wasmnot'seen as a paid work, but duties of a
woman toward the¢’home she was living in. Hence, the employment relationship between
the maid-and;the;employer remains-informal The, maidspesition withinjthe household is
further made ambivalent because her work place is also hertemporary home (Yeoh and
Huang, 1998), and her employers are also her guardians, bound by law, in the foreign

country (Moukarbel, 2009).

The absence of laws and regulations for work hours and minimum wages had
given the power to the employer, which can lead to arbitrary practices. Time away from

work was seen as a privilege rather than an entitlement. While Friday afternoons was the
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time majority of the workers were allowed to go out, there were inconsistencies in their
free times. On Friday afternoons Laxmi®‘s break started at 2:30pm, while Viji“s started at
4:00pm. Nipuni“s break ended at 5:00pm while most others™ ended at 7:00pm. The free
time of the domestic workers also revolved around the lives of their employers. For

example, Nipuni has to go home early to feed the children.

In the absence of laws, the free time was viewed as a practice of benevolence by
employer. The migrant workers that I met,said thatmost Sri Lankan maids were not
allowed to go out by theiz.employers. Furthermore, the.employers also saw the free time
as a gift that should be given insmoderation. One employer explained that it was
important to maintain a censistent time forl_all_owing migrant workers to go out, between
the employers themselves#Socialpressure s;ééms to exist between employers to restrict
the physical mobility of domestic workers, to ensure similar standards between them.
Furthermore, the control of physical mobilitif__is viewed as something positive for the
maid, as a means of protecting her for.her owmn good (as also observed by Yeoh & Huang,
1998). As one of the employers said; " the maid_é we bring are not educated. They are not
used to places like Male®. They-do not know h‘fj)_v'v_:;dangerous it is to go out here”
(Interview on July 30,.2010). Similar to Foucault*s account.of the disciplinary institution,
the employer ,normalizes’ her disciplinary power through comparison and
,»differentiation™ of the maid in relation to the employer, and by ,hierarchizing™ the

,hature™ of the maid in comparison to the average Maldivian (Foucault, 1984: 196).

The limitéd boundary between work and private life also creates more likelihood
for breakingiprior-agreements. My final outing with-the;group of demestic workers was
planned to-be a visitto the annual night bazaar in Male™ on"aSaturday night. As [ was
supposed to pick up one of the domestic workers from her employer*s home, I started
calling her about fifteen minutes before the agreed time. After three attempts, I stopped
calling when she did not pick up. Moments later she called back, and very shortly told me
she was unable to make it, as she was busy. Overhearing the conversation, my aunt told

me, ,Of course, she should know she can“tleave at night. She has to put the (employers)
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child to bed* The incident made me realize how little control the domestic workers had

over their free time.

The perception of the domestic worker as a vulnerable woman under the
protection of the employer had been maintained from the time the domestic worker used
to be a young school-aged girl without patental supervision. Even the name- gengulhey
kujja (the girl I keep or look after) has remained tatact. The term itself denotes the
employer‘s role to maintain surveillance of the'demestic worker™s actions, as if she was a
child. In one of my interviews; T observed the emploverspeculating with her mother
about whether their maidewas talking to her friends on the streets, when she went away to
make a phone call in priyate. Resirictions (I)_n ‘_[he specific places the maid can visit are
outlined by the employer, based on her Vahi_g;s about safety and appropriateness. The
protective employer may not bg using overf:,méan of dominance, such as scolding.
Despite this, Rollins (1985), ¢ited by, AnderSjo__p (2001) termed this as a strategy of
maintaining control over the maid through . : at_grnalism" (30). The mothering role
implies the differential power relations that e@t between the maid and the madam
(Anderson, 2001: 30). The strategy of motheri—f_lg.fhe domestic worker puts her in a

passive child-like position, while more power can be exercised by the employer.

In contrast to the maid“s perceived innocence and naivety as well as the relative
insignificance within therhousehold, the maid as a woman is considered a threat to the
woman employén(Brochmann, 1993). One adyice I was given on employing a maid was
to ensure she wasiiot good looking or young. Brochmann (1993) further found that the
maid being sexually.abused:-by.theimaleremployer put the maid-inte-a ¢onflicting
situation with the woman employer. Apart from the shame and humiliation it could bring

about, such abuses could end in her being repatriated prematurely (Brochmann, 1993).

Romero (1992) as cited by Moukarbel (2009) found that the relationship that
exists between the maid and the woman employer was strained because of the employer®s
feelings toward domestic work as demeaning work. She attributed the conflict between

the employer and the domestic to the power struggle between the housewife and the
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husband to legitimize domestic work to be real work (Moukarbel, 2009). The woman
employer's own feelings toward domestic work created feelings of contempt from the
employer‘s side toward the maid, which can consequently lead to different means of
asserting power (Moukarbel, 2009). However, my observations of the Maldivian
households told me a different story. Historically, the Maldivian community has seen the
performing of the role of the wife and mother as gssential feminine traits for a married
woman (Husain, 1976). By employing a live-in‘tuaid the employer is delegating some of
her roles to the worker, which réemoves a part of her identity as wife and mother. Hence,
the woman employer lives inabaitle of balancing between delegating and controlling

tasks.

One mother explained the/distinct r(ilé between the maid and her as follows, ,,My
maid is pretty good...(but) Fdon“tlet the mald feed or bath (the baby), either my sister in
law or I do the important stuff* (Interview ori'__/_.%u_gust 26, 2010). Another woman shared
her feelings about having a'cook, , My (adult) ehildren don"t want me to go in the kitchen
(to cook). But it is difficult to stay away. Eveﬁjﬁé" other day I could not help going in the
kitchen (to cook). I know I will-be the bad peré_cm;;(i.e. in the eyes of her children)*
(Interview on July 30,.2010). The overlapping roles could affect the relationship between
the maid and the madam, as the maid will often have to deal with the conflicting

emotions of the madam;brought about by her own internak‘battle over the gender roles.

To conclude; the'presences and absences of the Employment Act (2008) and the
Foreign Employniént Regulation (2009) contribute to the increased agency of the
employer-andithe-deereased-role-of the foreign employeetosastate.of passivity. The
Foreign Employment Regulation can be'seen to be a'means of controlling the foreign
,others“in the Maldives, by reducing their power and agency in the employment
relationship. From the process of the quota request to the termination, the employer, the
agent and the ministries were the active agents mentioned in the regulation. The
employee is shifted from one location to another by these different parties. The

restrictions placed by the law and the regulation itself can be seen as a manifestation of
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the structural constraints placed upon the foreign worker. The resulting social relations
within the community and households further portray the alienation of the foreign worker

brought about by the absence of enabling structures in the Maldivian culture.

The perception of the foreign worker as a threat to the Maldivian identity, security
and economy resulting in the labeling and stigmatization of the foreign worker is also a
primary reason for her alienation. By assigning@ gollective label for foreign workers,
distinction between the self and the ,other is achweved. The labeling leads to the
stigmatizing of foreign woikers thiough the implication of certain physical and social
traits attached the label. Fhe curfent discourse of victimhood of the foreign worker could
lead to justify the stigmagtather than to recl_tif_y the misconceptions. Within the collective
label, hierarchy based on workers“nationahﬁés was seen to be present. The hierarchy
further stigmatized persons@according to thé;ir nationalities, taking away the control of
individual workers over theigidentities. The hierarchy, being based on Maldivian values,
attitudes and perceptions, further confirms the power of the Maldivian over the foreign
worker. The labeling and classifyitig 6f foreigfi workers can be also seen as the visible
product of the constraining structures to the fof_eign worker within the Maldivian

community.

Much of the rules made within the household assume the role of the passive
subject from the maid. The.employer decides the level of free time, the role of the maid
within the household, and the degree of closeness between them:Hence, the environment
within the household becomes a representation of the structure or culture within the
household; Begause of the limited agency of the'maid in affecting the structure, she could

become alienated from the householdenvironment.

As Morris stated, structures that ,,fail to fulfill needs, desires, limits rationality and
freedom...” will become rejected by the self (2002: 195). Morris further stated that the
cultural alienation of the self would eventually give way to the disintegration, and then,
remaking of the culture based on the emerging values and norms (2002: 195). Hence,

alienation from the Maldivian culture could result in strategies of resistance from the
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domestic workers. But how does this work in this case where the migrant worker
community is a minority, both in size and power? The next two chapters would look into
how the foreign domestic workers resist the forms of cultural alienation that they
experience in their daily lives, through the building of identities, social networking and

use of space.

AULINENINYINS
ARIANTAUNNIING 1A Y



CHAPTER IV

BUILDING AN ALTERNATIVE SRI LANKAN IDENTITY

The previous chapter discussed how the dominant group dictates the identity of
the migrant worker within the structure of the society and the household, and its
consequences of alienating the.migrant worker.. Thefirst section of this chapter will look
into how domestic workers-resist the discourses of the-dominant group with regards to
their identity. How the Sri Lankan domestic workers resist their homogenized identity
within the larger migrant worker.community through their distinct attire will be
discussed. This is followed by an exploration of how they contest their differentiated
position by using language capital. ‘The seetion will end with an exploration of how the
domestic workers contest and inhabit their ré_cial hierarchy created through dominant

VIEWS.

The next section will look fite the effe'c"t;sgl_'(af the complex power relations between
the domestic worker and the woman employe;_gluf:_ to their overlapping of roles and social
space. The section will further discuss how the domestic worker builds an alternative
identity in relation to her woman employer to contest the discourses of dominance of the
employer. How the woman employer"s own identity is influenced by the domestic

worker®s presence will also bewdiscussed.
4.1 Recreating identity by contesting dominant views
Contesting homogenization through attire

Before I met Ruvi, she was described to me by a distant relative who knew her.
,»Sheis beautiful. Looking at her you would not say she is 40. But she still wears that t-
shirt and skirt®, she told me. She was referring to the attire that most Sri Lankan migrant
workers wore (although some of the younger workers wear jeans, they are observed to be
a minority). She implied that Ruvi®s dress sense was a factor that made her unappealing,

despite her physical beauty. Most Maldivian women are dressed in jeans, a modified
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version of the shalwar kameez (A knee length blouse over matching colored pants), or
traditional Maldivian dress (a tight, full length dress, with or without the head scarf). I
was aware that Maldivians often regarded physical presentation such as attire and hair
styles as the main difference between Maldivians and other nationalities in South Asia (as
portrayed by characters like Pindey, described in the previous chapter). However, I did
not attribute any significance of the attire for the Sri Lankan women until I asked one of
the Sri Lankan domestic workers how she managedto recognize Sri Lankans, when their
physical features are similarto Maldivians. She réplied that she would not know the
difference, if it was not for thesdiffeérence in what they wear. While being aware of their
attire being considered unfashionable, the domestic workers took pride in wearing them,
especially on their day offs Furthermore, I observed distinctions between other
nationalities as well. Indians wore the sari, Bapgladeshis wore the shalwar kameez, and

Nepalis wore jeans and t-ghirts.

I saw this act of differentiating themsélxes by their attire a means of carving
distinct identities for themselves.'Ia the Maldiiiéff environment where migrant workers
are often considered a homogenous gioup, labé__léd-simply as ,pangaalhis* or in the case
of women as ,gengulhey kudhin™ (the children we look aftet/ keep), the dress becomes a

way of making a distin€tion between the different nationalifics.

The dress can alsb become an important marker for inclusion and exclusion. I had
in the past been often mistaken for a'Sri‘Lankan both’by Maldivians and Sri Lankans.
When I went to miget the domestic workers, I wondered if they would be able to see a
differencesbetween me and.them: After my first.-Fridayouting, Iasked Asha if the group
initially recognized me as a Maldivian, and was told'that they did. How'they recognized
me was mainly by the way I dressed. The dress becomes a means of creating a first

impression of social and cultural identity.
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Contesting differentiation through language

Language is a tool for negotiating class and identities between the employer and
the domestic worker (Lan, 2003). As highlighted in the earlier chapter, language is one of
the ways by which Maldivians exert their power over workers of other nationalities.
However, I also experienced two domestic workers who did not talk or understand the
Maldivian language, and instead, talked to theiw€mployers as well as non-Sri Lankans in
English. How English is used by Filipina domesiieworkers to elevate their social class in
relation to their Taiwanese.employets had been shown by Lan (2003). Speaking good
English was seen as an advantage by certain employers, because this would enable them
to teach their children preper English thI‘Ol,ll_gh the domestic workers (Lan, 2003: 142).
The English language canalsobea means Qiilgetting better employment opportunities in
the Maldives. I learned, for,example that ori;: of the two domestic workers was employed

by a high profile politician, and had been wifh_.the family for several years.

#

Speaking good English could also ele-ilz:_}ftel%ler social class, and place her above
non-English speaking Maldivians. Domestic v@figers mainly come from rural areas and
generally are not able to speak English. Howé'-\}ér_j the Britishcolonial past of Sri Lanka
had made Sri Lankan English teachers very popular in the Maldivian schools. Maldivians
experience two distinct Sti Lankan characters in their lives- the teacher and the domestic
worker, the major differences between the two being their ability to speak English. A
domestic worketawho insists on speaking Eriglish can be seén as breaking this clear

distinction betweén the skilled and the unskilled Sri Lankan migrant worker.

Despite English being valuable for employment and social status, not
understanding the Maldivian language could place barriers in building wider social
networks. The domestic worker can be at a disadvantage when making contact with other
Maldivians as well as other nationalities apart from her own. The Maldivian language is
used to communicate not only with other Maldivians, but also with people of other
nationalities. Therefore, language limitations could place considerable restrictions to her

social circle.
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I also encountered the opposite case, where the domestic worker had not only
learned to speak Maldivian fluently, but had also learned to read and write the language.
. listen and watch the tuition classes of the kids. And I just learned by myself. Nobody
taught me, she said (July 30, 2010). Maldivians have a tendency to speak to migrant
workers using an extra expression ‘thibey’ that sets these conversations apart from those
with the locals. Her fluency of the Maldivian language contrasted with how they are
usually spoken to by Maldivians. Her fluency in thelanguage contests the Maldivian
belief of a difference between the foreign worker and the Maldivian. Indeed, every
domestic worker I talked to, ex¢ept one, spoke and understood the Maldivian language
well enough converse with m€ with only minor difficulties. Hence, the fluency of the
Maldivian language itsclf can bg sgen.as a strategy ot contesting the dominant group*s

assumption of a differené¢ in'Spgech between the Maldivian and migrant communities.

Contesting dominant constructions of I;i_emrch Yy

How Maldivians view migrant workéfé ]1’_2};1 been seen to be simultaneously
homogenizing and differentiated through their?l;fionalities. On the one hand, all
unskilled migrant workers fit into the general-i'-zré_(_i—it_efm shangaalhi®. On the other,
discriminatory actions such as different pay structures, and atfributing generalized traits
and behaviors to nationalities are practiced to form a ,racist hierarcy” (Anderson,
2000:154). Furthermore, the domestic workers I interviewed also reflected the views
when explaining the differences between the nationalities. WhenSri Lankan domestic
workers explain why they are preferred over Indian and Bangladeshi workers, we can
attempt tosexplaimitheir compliancetojthe dominantviews byjarguing that they are able to
elevate their status by comparison. It becomes'less clear why Sri‘Lankan domestic
workers seemed to accept explanations for their lower pay compared to Nepali workers,
for example. My research findings were not extensive enough to establish whether the Sri
Lankans internally accept their status through ,false consciousness™ or whether this
remains the public transcript of their false compliance to the social norm; hence this area

needs to be further explored. However, as Scott (1990) stated, compliance with the
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hierarchy does not necessarily mean acceptance. There could be other ways of defying
the hierarchy through their discourses. I observed slight hints of resistance to the
dominant construction of hierarchy in the conversations of the Sri Lankan domestic
workers. For example, one domestic worker remarked that it was not only Bangladeshi
workers, but even Nepali workers were not as clean as Sri Lankans (the exact opposite of
the reason they gave for the higher pay of Nepaliworkers) (July 23, 2010). In another
instance, a domestic worker joked that the only“difference between a Bangladeshi woman
and a Nepali woman is the shape of the eyes (July 30,2010). The comparison of the
Nepali to a Bangladeshi worker inténtionally downplays the physical distinction made by

Maldivians between Nepalidomestic workers and those of other nationalities.

Apart from creating diffesence amof_lé domestic workers, the value of certain traits
and characteristics are essentially deterlninéd by the Maldivians, and hence, the hierarchy
also leads to the creation of alpower relationéhjp_.between the domestic workers and the
Maldivians. I found that the sease of Superiority of the Maldivian over the Sri Lankan

A

domestic worker, however, is nottincontested.

In the previous'ehapter I described ho-v-vr:t_l_fie_ dominantview of the migrant workers
as inferiors is maintained through the media and the opinions of Maldivians. Relating
stories where Sri Lankan women deal better in certain aspects in life compared to the
Maldivian women becomes a way of contesting this view, by showing how Sri Lankan
women are bettérthan Maldivians in certain‘aspects ‘of theit lives. One such example was
how Nipuni expldihed the main difference between Maldivians and Sri Lankans as the
low levelrefdiscipline, of thesMaldivian ghild gompated: to the St l-ankan child. In her
view, Sri Lankan parents clearly' communicated right and 'wrong, while"Maldivian parents
simply resorted to distract the child from the unwanted behavior. She said this prevented
the Maldivian parents from disciplining the child. ,In Lanka, children will obey their
parents,” she said (Interview on 23 July, 2010).

A domestic worker further compared the Maldivian households to her own

childhood home. She grew up in a large household with a working mother, ,.She did not
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have anyone to help her. She gave us tasks to do around the house, both boys and girls.
We helped her, and we learned how to do the household chores. In this country the
children are not taught anything. I don“t know how they are going to survive when they

get married.” (Interview on 30 July, 2010).

The fact that the Sri Lankan domestic workers I interviewed used parenting and
motherhood to create a clear distinction between the Sri Lankan and the Maldivian
women becomes an interesting ehoice, as the role-of'the care taker is often taken by the
domestic workers in their.werk lTives. Therefore the depiction becomes more than a way
for the domestic workers#6 make a division between them and the Maldivians and
ensuring they are shown.f thepositive liglht; Alternatively, they could also be making

statements that show the weaknesses of the:MaldiVian women employers in relation to

themselves, as an alternatiye discourse to their own subordination within the household.

4.2 The Madam and the Maid ;

The relationship between‘the foreign cﬁrﬁéstic worker and her employers
emphasizes the patriarchal nature of the Maldiviai} household and the class boundaries
between the Maldivian and foreign domestic. and how these two factors could lead to a
shift in perspective to the assumption of the power dynamics between the woman

employer and the domestic worker.

More often than not, the domesti¢ worker becomes anecessary part of the
Maldivian houseliold when the want or the need for the woman to seek employment
arises. With few options of.child-care ayailable for workingsmothers, thejdomestic
worker becomes the",child care system “for the working parents (HRCM, 2009: 39). The
daily household tasks and looking after the children, which are assumed to be the
woman"s responsibility, are delegated to the foreign domestic worker. Hence, the
domestic worker is seen as a means of easing the woman‘Ss responsibility of maintaining

the household, but not completely removing the responsibility from her.
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The domestic workers®™ accounts of the interactions with their employers are
almost always to do with the woman of the house (or ,Madam®, as they are referred to).
The ,Boss™ is rarely mentioned. The domestic workers* accounts shared with me in my
research indicate the close relationship that exists between the madam and the domestic
worker. The prominence of the ,madam’* in the domestic workers*™ stories show that,
despite the households comprising both gendess, the domain in which the domestic
workers work in the households are strongly gendered. They furthermore outline the
struggle of both the domesti¢ Worker and the woman émployer to reconcile their
positions in the household within the patriarchal power structure. The construction of the
self and the ,other betweensthe domestic worker and the woman necessitates negotiation

of their spaces within the household (Yeoh & Huang, 1999:274).

it

The temperament, behayior and attif}ld’é of the ,;madam® are central to the
domestic worker*s survival in the Workplacé;'}\lc_arly every domestic worker I met
described their relationship'with their imadams to be pleasant and amicable. However,
they were well aware of the difficulties they @Id face if they did not get along with
their employers. Viji described her-fitst day df_Wdrk being full of anxiety about her
madam. ] was told by (the foreign cook and maid employed by other members of the
household) that she is Very bad tempered, and she would scold a lot. So I was very
scared,” she explained. However, her fears subsided after some time when such incidents
failed to occur. ,She has never'scolded me so.far, She always tells me, Viji, do this way,

not that way,” she said(Interview anlJuly 18,:22010).

Despiter Viji‘‘sigeneral, satisfaction oftheremployer, the strong power relationship
that exists between her and 'her employer is evident. Howevet, the agency of domestic
workers to resist the dominant power relations was also seen by their accounts of their

experiences with their madams.
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Fight and Flight

Unlike Viji, Kajol experienced a madam who was more unpredictable, or in her
own words, ,,very good when she was good, but very bad when she was bad®. After being
allocated work that she viewed as out of the realm of domestic work, such as cleaning the
employer*s disabled son‘s soiled diaper, Kajol started having disagreements with her

madam.

How Kajol justified her stand was through the knowledge she had of the different
types of domestic workers in.the Maldives. She explained that her employer used to
employ an attendant as wellgbutshe left after a disagreement with the employer. Also, as
explained in Chapter II, while there is.no clear definition of the role of a domestic
worker, the Expatriate Employment Regulaﬁop_ (2009) divides domestic work into three
categories, namely domestic servants, drivefs_ and attendants. Because a specific quota is
given for attendants to look after the elderly aﬁd"disabled (40), Kajol used this knowledge
to insist that the task of taking care of the dlsabTed _boy was not a part of her duties as a
domestic servant. Her refusal to comply on these grounds however, was not accepted by
the employer. According to Kajol her madam scolded her infront of others in the

household.

,Later madam came and said sorry. But I can®t staythen, right (dho)? She said
many bad things, so it doesn*t*change when she says sorry. [ told her I was sick and need
to go back for a while<I didnf tell her I was leaving)she explained. ,,When they were
still good I once went back to Lanka and came backe.l told them truthfully. But when
they treatime badly, I'cannot come back, right (dh0)?" she explained (Interview on July
23, 2010).

In a situation where Kajol had less power compared to her employer, she decided
to flee. The Maldivian policies do not specify the rights of the migrant worker in a
situation where she takes the initiative to resign. Hence, Kajol, as well as others I spoke

to used the excuse of being sick or a relative being sick to get out of negative
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employment situations (as also observed by Brochmann, 1993 for Sri Lankans in the Gulf
States). Scott (1985) described flight as an alternative of the more overt expressions of
resistance, which nevertheless should be considered as a form of resistance that uses

,»&xit™ instead of ,yvoice™ as a means of protesting against the ,petty leaders™ (245).

Kajol justified her deception in the ¢ontext of her employers unfair use of power
over Kajol. According to Kajol, at least two otheér.domestic workers left the household in
a similar manner because theéy eould not deal with-the ' madam. When the action is
repeated by the domestic werkers,.the subtle form of resistance through flight becomes a
stronger message for employerswho treat domestic workers poorly or unfairly, simply
through the inconvenienge of sépeated hirif_lg of domestic workers. It creates a fear in the
employers themselves to treat the/domestic ;Wlorkers well in order to keep them. However,
flight could also work against domestic wofkefs by the employer becoming stricter with

the incoming domestic worker.

Kajol acted out her resistance to her éfl_if)lg)_yer”s dominance over her. However, |
mainly observed more symbolic sigis of resist__ﬁri&. I follow Mahmood™s (2005) caution
of refraining from seeking résistance where none ﬁlight be found. Why I argue that these
acts could indicate resistance 1s because the domestic workers stories indicate ,symbolic
inversion™ ofroles that put them above the madam (Scott, 1990: 166). These subtle hints
of resistance show that ,norms are not only consolidated and/or subverted..., but
performed (and) mhabited.. " (Mahmood, 2005:/15). In ‘othér words, I observed that in

order to challengé certain norms, the maids gave emphasis to others.
Challenging and inhabiting norms

Many of the stories told to me by the domestic workers were about their daily
activities. Their stories showed their busy schedules, different roles, from cook to cleaner

and nanny, and their significance to the household they live in.

Asha explained the different roles she played within the household, from cooking

and cleaning to putting the youngest son to bed. In Asha“saccount of how she spends the
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day, I found that she had very little time to rest. However, the fact that she has multiple
tasks to fulfill was not related as a complaint, or a burden, but rather with pride. Asha was
proud of her energy and skills that enables her to perform her domestic role. Nipuni, too,
describes her role as the main caregiver of the two boys she plays the role of a nanny. She
repeatedly expressed how she took care of them since they were nine months until today.
Both Asha and Nipuni emphasized on their competence of their roles as domestic
workers. However, they also used their competenceto compare the lack of the same skills

in the Maldivian women employers.

Asha shared her opinion‘ofthe Maldivian women by saying, ,J am surprised by
the Maldivian mothers. They don*t have time to do anything. I don“t know how they
would survive if it wasn“t.for us. We do ev@rﬁhing for them. I don‘t know what will

happen when I leave...” (Interview on July 30,’ 2010).

Because both the madam and Asha Wé"r'e"'-women, Asha compared her skills with
what the madam lacked. Even within the hoﬁéi__éh’_ql_d, there were remnants of the theme.
When I observed that the Friday lunich in Asha?“é!f)lace ended with the same desert as the
previous Friday, her madam replied that the youn—g Boy in the household prefers it. ,,Yes,
he told me yesterday to'make i1t*, Asha quickly replied. Asha did not appear to be
unhappy with her employers. However, it was seen that she demanded recognition of her

role within the household.

Asha“s accounts of her significant role in the'household challenges and contests
the space that is traditionally inhabited by the woman employer. This influence of the
overlapping of the gender roles not only shapes the identity of the demestic worker, but
also the woman employer. ,,One...concern I have is, will [my daughter] continue to love
me? [ mean right now she is very attached to me and won‘t even go to anyone else if [“'m
around. I“'m concerned one fine day when I come from work, she won*“tcome to me and
prefer to be with the maid or someone else...* shared a new mother, about to start work

(Interview on August 26, 2010).
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The working women could experience conflicting feelings toward their domestic
workers, who are enabling them to explore the public sphere with minimal worries of
maintaining the household, but who, at the same time, are taking away a part of their role
of wife and mother. The domestic worker*s efficiency in the role could possibly be
recognized by the woman employer with respect and appreciation. Alternatively, the
woman worker may end up resenting the domestie worker"s invasion of her space. In
either case, the dominant view of the domestic-worker as naive and child-like is
challenged. Instead, the woman employer is forced to recognize the domestic worker s
worth, which further challengehcrown perceptions of herself within the locally

constructed gender norms. '

The woman employer ¢ould also méi_lﬁ'e assumptions of an inherent ,,nurturing® role
in the woman domestic wogkery based on gé:nd’ér roles. Suree was given the task of
looking after her employer's sing month daudght;r for extremely long periods. However,
she was not comfortable with looking,after afgll_ild, and was willing to change her

workplace and tasks for a much simaller salar)i ’

An employer also shared her expectat-i'é-f-;éq-(_)t: her domestic worker, who, like the
employer had children of her own. ,,The one I have now apparently has three kids but
doesn't even know how to handle a baby, nor does she like holding them or playing with
them. She just lacks that hatural tendency to be playful with babies that a mother has...*,
she said (Interview on July 25, 2010).

It is seen that both the domesti¢ worker and the woman employer struggle to
come to terms with theirselves and the othet, by comparing-each other's/actions and
views through their gendered lens. In the process of shaping their identities, both the
madam and the domestic worker further reinforce the gender roles and the patriarchal

systems they live in.
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Countering ‘maternalism’

Moukarbel (2009) described the power relations between the domestic worker and
the woman employer to be built according to the preconceived gender roles (123). She
cited Rollins* (1985) term ,maternalism*to describe the domination of the domestic
worker by the woman employer through gender-appropriate characteristics such as
nurturing and protecting (Moukatbel, 2009:'129)._This becomes a unique strategy of
dominance used by woman employers to gontrol-their domestic workers through
increased surveillance in themame.of being protective of the domestic worker (Rollins
(1985) as cited by Anderson (200 1)), Maternalism plays the same role as paternalism by
putting the domestic worker to'a helpless ,,Ichi_ld-like position” (Moukarbel, 2009: 129).

»Maternalism® is'a strategy of domiﬁat}_ce that is built within the accepted norms
and behavior of a woman as mother and a nﬁﬁﬁrer (Moukarbel, 2009), and hence the role
can be reversed by the domgstie worker as ahétli'ér woman, by acting maternal toward the
employer. Stories teaching their employers the ,I'i_g_ht way to do certain tasks were related
by the domestic workers, which symbolizes the f!e;versal of the roles by asserting their

control in situations.

Asha explainedhow she worried about her employer™s daughters not learning any
household skills, and advised her previous employer to teaeh her daughters how to cook,
to get them ready for adulthood. ,.,The madamagreed. So everyday one of her girls will
come to the kitchen, and make rashi with mei(traditional flat bread)” (Interview on July
30, 2010). Her story reversed her roleds the wise advice giver, while the madam was

describedias the person taking the advice.

In another instance, a domestic worker told the story of how the madam of ,that
house* (a relative of her employer) did not know how to react to the issue when her

domestic worker told her that her money was stolen.

»She called the police right away. She didn*t know she should not do that. If the

money is there she would be so embarrassed, dho? So 1 told her she shouldn“t do
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that. She should try searching the house first. Otherwise it would be so
embarrassing. She listened to me, and we searched together. And the money was

there. She (the domestic worker) just forgot where she put it™ (Interview on July

30, 2010).

Within the story, the domestic workers expressed her concern for the madams,
who they felt was naive and less informed than.them. It is most likely that the domestic
workers wanted to help the madams to resolve theissuics. However, by relating the story
to me, they also could havewantcd to share how theylooked after”a madam in a crisis

situation, by being the mere knewlédgeable person among them.

The above storics also contest the employer-employce power relationship through
the reversal of roles of the domesti¢ worker and the madam. These stories symbolize the
domestic worker in the dominantrole, eithe'r'l,,_f[erlling or advising the madam of the right
way to do something. Similar to the role of ,;W;bﬂd upside down" paintings and prints of
the European tradition (Scott, 1990: 166-72),-&_:16516: stories provide a means of resisting the

power and knowledge attributed to the madam in the dominant discourse.

While countering maternalism through role reversals could reverse power
relationships temporarily, they may bring about slow change. Others such as Constable
(1997) as cited by Moukarbel (2005) and Anderson (2001)-argue that the subtle signs of
resistance and agency bring no'real change to the conditions of the domestic worker.
However, I also observed.a stronger attempt of negotiating power by choosing to live out

as part-time workers, rather than the full-time live in.agreements.
Part-timing

The part-timers I met had formed agreements with their employers (who are their
legal employer, but play the role of sponsors) that are mutually beneficial. The
,employer™ fulfills the formalities required by the Maldivian government, and pays the
fees and deposits required (which are, in some cases, later paid back by the domestic

worker). In return, the domestic worker provides weekly (usually on weekend) cleaning
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or cooking services to the ,employer®™. The arrangement allows a more formal and
structured relationship between the employer and the domestic worker. Specific tasks,
such as sweeping the floor, cooking lunch or ironing shirts are assigned to the domestic
worker to be completed within a specified number of hours (usually within two hours).
The amount of work and the length of time are negotiated according to the pay. By
choosing to work part-time, the domestic worker could resist the notion of dependency on

the employer, and gain control'ever the employment process.
The male employer

While the female employér.came across in many discussions, the male employer
did not receive the same prominénce. The most I was told was that ,,Maldivian men are
not bad people®. The absénce'of the man inihq_domestic workers® accounts show the
patriarchal nature of the Maldivian househofg_l, rwhere the male is absent from the private
sphere of the household. It is likely that the d?ﬁestic workers did not have to deal with
the men directly, except when they get their ﬁ;__'o‘ntll}ly pay. This could have reduced the
expectations of the domestic workets of the m__Ele:!jBoss. Furthermore, two domestic
workers that I interviewed had experienced sexua—l ‘harassment by their male employers in
Gulf States, and hence, judged the Maldivian men they met through their specific
experiences. Hence, for them, the absence of physical or sexual threat makes the male

employer satisfactory.

To summarizej the woman demestic worker s.gesistance to cultural alienation in
the Maldives involves re-building a specific cultural.identity through practices such as
her attire?She could further form a unique identity of her own by emphasizing on certain
skills and attributes, such as the ability to speak English that could elevate her social
class, and economic opportunities. It is seen that the domestic workers resist the
inferiority attributed to them by the dominant group by emphasizing on how they deal
better than the Maldivians on certain aspects in their lives. The Sri Lankan domestic

worker is seen to be actively involved in the process of creating her identity. During the
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process, she also recreates the ,pthers™; that is, the Maldivians and other nationalities, in

relation to themselves.

Within the household, the domestic worker*s identity is linked to the identity of

the woman employer, as their shared gender makes them responsible for the fulfillment

identities for the self and the other, b n theirroles within the household. The
—

strategies of dominance ' e identities by gaining control by

covert means, such as ,, ould result in the domestic

worker gaining tempor ever, the strategies ultimately

become a means of repro g the gendered identities the women live

in.

AULINENTNEINS
RINNIUUNIININY



CHAPTER V

BUILDING SOCIAL NETWORKS

In the previous chapter I discussed how the domestic workers contest the
dominant views that homogenize, differentiate andsubordinate domestic workers by
adopting a unique dress, using language capitalio-elévate their social class and voicing
opinions that emphasize theirbetter skills in relation to-Maldivians. I also explored how
the domestic worker and.th¢ madam are linked through shared gender roles and social
spaces, and how they struggle fo recreate the}r identities in relation to each other. The
chapter highlighted negative relations betwép'n the madam and the domestic worker due
to their overlapping roles. la contuast, this c-hafiter explores how the social network
between the domestic worker and the_empldif@r plays a positive role, such as enabling
them both to gain some amount of control ox}g_t_,the employment situation. The chapter
looks into different types of relationships dev@fﬂéd by the domestic workers, and how
these relationships are used by them to resist a%;dhegotiate power in their work and social
lives. The first section [ooks into the domestic workers“view of ,friendship®, and the
implied inclusion and exclusion through the term. The next section deals with the
relationship between the-domestic worker and the employer. Third, I will also look at
how relationship between het-and other members of the household becomes a valuable
means of negotiating power. Then, [lexplore how the.domestic workers™ social group
fulfills the support services lacking inthe Maldives<Finally, I briefly outline how the
domestic’wortkers families/play.an essential role in regulating theit actions in the

Maldives.

The social networks of the domestic worker become an essential source of social
capital. She could use the social networks to gain opportunities for migration, to negotiate
better working conditions, and to gain emotional support. Networks also becomes a

source for building social capital through learning skills that have value such as the
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Maldivian language and acquiring the best recipes for cooking Maldivian dishes, which

could ultimately lead to an increased status in the employment relationship.
5.1 A friend can only be a Sri Lankan: The politics of forming friendships

Ruvi had been working in the Maldives for a long time, in three different homes.
Some of her previous employers are influential political figures in the Maldives. She
acknowledged the close relationship she has with ierex-employers. She still visits her
first employer®s home regulasly; and theythad helped her find other employers when they
were no longer able to employ her..She also described her past employers® relationship
with her as extremely respectful and GOUTteoUs. Despite her close relationship with them
she strongly rejected the idea of them beiné’ é'bnsidered friends. ,Friends (rattehin) can
only be Sri Lankans,” she said firmly. Ruvi T§ai’d she knows and has frequent contact with
people of other nationalitics. They even corﬁfin___ugicate by phone. However, she rejected
all nationalities, apart from'her,own when deé@gibing her friends (Interview on July 16,

2010). it

Ruvi further described therrprocess of meeflng other Sti Lankans on the street. She
described such people 43 ,,passport friends™. I have lots of passport friends. We would
always stop by and talk, and ask if they were Sri Lankan, she explained. I inquired more
about the meaning of the term ,,passport friends;’, and learnt that the term is used for the
Sri Lankans theyameet after they come to the Maldives (Intetview on July 16, 2010).
Asha further explained that ,passport friends* are those they do not regularly meet during
their stay, butate still'considered as'friends because they held the Sm Lankan passport
(Interview;on July 23,2010).

The feelings expressed by Ruvi were confirmed by the rest of domestic workers I
met. I repeatedly asked why they did not consider people of other nationalities as friends.
The main reason that was given was the difficulty in communication due to the language
barrier. ,,How can we communicate well? They don“t know our language and we don‘t

know theirs,” explained Viji (Interview on July 18, 2010). This reason was later given by
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Kajol as well. However, this reason did not explain the reluctance for Sri Lankans with
good command of the Maldivian language, and regular contact with Maldivians did not
form friendships. Furthermore, during our Friday afternoons, Asha would once in a while
point out women from the crowd of Bangladeshis and Nepalis, and would refer to them

as her friends (ahanna rattehi vane).

There are two ways of understanding the eontradictory information. First, it is
important to recognize that in the common use of the Maldivian language, the same
words are used to refer to'a fricnd (zaitehseh/rattehin) and an acquaintance that had not
become close enough to'be called.a friend. Hence, the reference to certain people as
friends, and giving thenythe title 0t a friend becomes two different acts. Second, limiting
the label of friendship to enlySri'lankans bjecomes a means for building a stronger sense
of community within the Sfi Lankans. By Ruvis statement of friends being only Sri
Lankan, she is simultaneously excluding oth;r- nationalities from her social group, while
creating a sense of larger community 6f Sti Lanikans, that is not limited to the people she

it

is in touch with. — -

My understanding of why Maldivians were not considered as friends also became
clearer as the domestic-workers shared some of their views of the Maldivians. While they
did not share any specific experience of being mistreated, there was a sense of them being
viewed as subordinate to thedMaldivians (as explained in the examples below). Scott
(1985: 41) explained how symboli¢ acts, such as abandoning ¢ertain forms of address
becomes a means of rejecting certain elite values and orders. From this view, it can be
proposedithat the refusal to;consider Maldivians as friends become'a symbolic means of
placing a barrier to their social space. It can furthermore be seen as a contestation to the

dominant power of inclusion and exclusion.

I asked Asha about why her particular group of friends preferred to stay in the
Republican Square, as opposed to the Artificial Beach, where the majority of the Sri

Lankans socialized. After several diversions, she finally told me that the Sri Lankans
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were sometimes harassed by groups of young Maldivian teenage boys that also
frequented the area. ,,Once we were hit with some urine bags,” she explained. ,,After that

we did not go there,” she said (Interview on July 30, 2010).

A more direct opinion of the Maldivians was shared by one of the younger, and
newly arrived domestic workers on my final day of research. I had just shared the fact
that I would be leaving the country soon, and that'T enjoyed my time with them, and
learned a lot through the meetings with the group of domestic workers that I spent the
most amount of time with:"The demestic worker replicd that she was happy I spent my
time with them. ,You arenot likc.other Maldivian girls. They are arrogant (foni). They
keep us below them (dhashulkollaafa,i.e., subordinate), “ she replied (July 30, 2010).
Other domestic workers around me also noc%ld.ed in affirmation. This made me understand
that the group was aware of the feeling.of sﬂpéﬁority of the Maldivians toward the
foreign domestic workers.

Despite the generalized pigture given ai-deZe, ['observed different levels and types
of relationships that existed between the domgz_ti_c; worker and the people within her
household of employment. Similarly, friendships were formed with great care even
within the enclave of Sri Lankan domestic workers, and these were influenced by a sense

of tradition and culture.-The relationships with different members of the household and

the Sri Lankan social group ate described in detail below.
5.2 Social bonding with the Madam

While the prévious chapterthighlighted somerofithe conflicting situations that
occurred between the domestic workers and their employers, I observed the building of
closer bonds between them, and the formation of mutual respect for each other and their
cultures as well. Viji described how her madam requests her to cook kiribath (milk rice, a
traditional meal in Sri Lanka) everyday, and introduced the meal to her daughter. Visaka

described how her ex-employers traveled all the way to her home town to ask her to come
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back. ,,it is very far, but they still came and asked me to come to Male* with them, she

said (July 30, 2010).

The relationship with past and current employers could provide a sense of
belonging to and security to the domestic workers. It can also become a means of
acquiring new skills and resources that can ultimately increase her value in the eyes of

her future employers.

When I asked Asha whether she h;ld any faverites among her past employers, she
replied that it was the second home she was employed at. Asha explained that the reason
was because she learned how to'cdok Maldivian food and delicacies through her second
employer. ,,They have parties all the'time. SoI learned how to cook many things. I wrote
them (the recipes) down ona beol,“she exI;.lained. She also said that in the process, she
learned many Maldivian words, improving her spoken language (Interview on July 21,

2010). £)

[
= J--.

The culinary skills Asha learned from t?fl_ai{household became a valuable asset to
her subsequent employers. | like to cook on my (;WII I am yery fast, and madam always
says Asha likes to cook alone (i.¢., never needs help)®, she said smiling (Interview on
July 21, 2010). The skills she gained from her previous employer had resulted in her
being of greater value in her current place of employment. This can in turn give her more

power to negotiate her position within the household:

The relationships with employers can also help her to find futdre jobs and other
opportunities. At least three women linterviewed were introduced to their current
employers by their past employers. In other instances, domestic workers may build
relationships with their prospective employers prior to their employment. Friends making
social visits to the employers home, relatives of the employers, or neighbors observing
and sympathizing with the plight of an exploited domestic worker could form social
relationships with the domestic worker, which could result in a future employment

relationship. A domestic worker described how a neighbor of her previous employer,



64

whom she really liked, asked her to become their domestic worker. After completing her

contract, she decided to be employed by them.

Although the above scenario paints a picture of total control of the domestic
worker to choose her employer, in reality it is not as easy, as the domestic worker legally
has no control over changing employers. In the more amicable situations, the domestic
worker can discuss her issues with the employetsand come to an agreement to change
homes. In other situations, the employee may have to use deception (e.g. pretending to be
sick, or making up a story'of a family member"s death) to convince her employer to send
her back to her country.‘She cotild' then make new contracts with a new employer to
return to Male®. Of cousse, this could involve certain risks and complications, such as the
employer refusing to cangel her earlier worl;:l permit, and reporting her as a runaway to the

authorities.

The means of bypassing the normal rq;k_l‘ge; of employment can be seen as a strategy
of resistance employed by the woman employer afnd the domestic worker, to regain their
power over the employment situation. I he lac;_.o__f control over the employment process
was mutual feeling between the woman employer and the domestic worker. Much of the
employment process cotld involve men, from the husband who fills the forms, pays the
feels, and ultimately becomes the legal employer of the damestic worker, to the agents,
who could be overwhelminiglysrepresented by‘men, making both the woman employer
and the domesti¢ wotken blind during the employment process. As seen in the stories of
Kajol and Suree, this results in the expectations of both the domesti¢ worker and the
madam not being metevery time. As one of the woman employers putit, ,Juck plays a

major partin finding the right one™ (Interview on July 26, 2010).

The social relationships that are formed between the domestic worker and the
employer are skewed by the unequal power, as highlighted in the previous chapters.
However, this does not prevent them from forming empathetic, mutually beneficial

relationships with each other. The business relationships formed between the domestic



65

worker and the employer can be alternatively seen as a means of resistance against the
limited choice and control given to them (culturally and institutionally) in the

employment process of the domestic worker.
5.3 Balancing power: Children and ‘dhaththa’

While the employer-employee relationship.eould be seen as uneven in terms of
power, the domestic workers-often develop relationships with members of the employers*™
household that do not have direet power O-VGT the domestic worker. These relationships
could contribute toward the'domestic worker™s social capital, which she can then use for

negotiating a better socialyposition within the houschold.

The foreign workers Fmet described ‘a unique bond that existed between them and
the children of the household. s When asked ia_/hether Viji will miss the household when
she leaves to Sri Lanka, shefreplied that she w}llmlss D (the four year old girl she looks
after). ,J will miss her, and she will miss me ;ti(:_)f(;.;JO’,ne day D asked me ,,Viji, please stay
with me until I grow up,” she said (Interview o_nJuly 18, 2010). The feeling was

expressed in similar ways by other domestic workers whe work as nannies.

My daughter complains that I talk about the boys {in her employer's home) all
the time during my holidays. But it happens, doesnt it (d/0)? I have been looking after
the boys since they wereminemonths. I will love themylike my own kids, won“t1?7* she

explained (Interview on July 23,2010).

I contrast to'thé employers, the children were described as‘more willing to learn
the Singhalese language, and experience Sri Lankan food. ,,D always asks me, ,,Viji, how
do you say this in Singhala?*“ And then she will keep saying that,” Viji said with a smile
(Interview on July 18, 2010).

The domestic workers could also view their role of the caregiver as a reason for

better treatment, or at the least, more respect from the parents. Kajol explained her
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important role in her ex-employer*s household by saying, ,she wanted me to care for her
boy. If she want me to be good to her child, she should be good to me. Otherwise how
can she know I will be good to him? But I loved him, so I was good to him* (Interview on

July 23, 2010).

A Maldivian mother who employs a domestic worker also gave high value of a
domestic worker who loves children. ,,The maid I*had earlier was really good with my
kids. I guess you can tell the quality of the'maid by how. much your kid likes or loves
them", she said (Interviewon August 25, 2010).

With children, thedomeSti¢ sworkers get to experience relationships that do not
fall into the power dynamies present in thei.r‘.-émployer relationships. Their stories show
that children are more willing to leatn the Sﬁ Eankan language and culture, thus
recognizing the cultural eapital of therdomers:’t-i_c_ worker that is lost to the Maldivian
employers. Furthermore, their relationships vi'r_tll.the children, and the emotional ties
developed through the relationships ean also be ééen as a means of building social
capital, since the relationships could fead to thgm;being re-employed after the contract.
The domestic worker!'s felationship with the children can bé a valuable means of

contesting and negotiating power within the household.

Apart from the children, domestic wortkers could also develop relationships with
other members of the household that are'less defined by power. The relationship with the
mothers, mother-in-laws and other, usually older female, relatives could consist of less
direct powerianddominance compared to thein relationships with the employers. Often
these figures are referred to as ,dhaththa™ (sister), denoting a more familial relationship
with them. For example, when I asked Asha whether she kept her own passport, I was
told that it was with dhaththa (the employer*s mother) for safekeeping. On one occasion,
when I arrived at Asha“s place a bit earlier than planned, I noticed that the employers
mother refused to eat lunch with her and her husband. A while later, I saw her having

lunch with Asha. This observation made a great impact on how the relationships within
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the household could create a complex web of power relations. Because of the seniority of
dhaththa (being the mother or an older relative of the employer), she could have a certain
degree of authority over the employers. On the other hand, if the employers work out of
home, the dhaththa and domestic worker could become linked through their shared roles
of looking after the children and household tasks. Not being directly linked to the
employment relationship could also mean that dhaththa can become a relatively neutral

third party in situations of conflict between the€mployer and the employee.

One of the storiesthat lcad to'my interest in my research topic is also worth
noting here. The story, related®y.one of my family members, was about a domestic
worker who had to look-aftera toddler from early morning until midnight. Apart from the
working couple, her employes™s mothes alsc;‘» iived in the house. The domestic worker
shared her difficult work heurs'with the emploJ')-ler“s mother (whom she referred to as
dhaththa). At first the mother tried.to have a hiseussion with her son and daughter-in-law
about limiting the domestic worker' s work houss. However, when her children failed to
resolve the issue, she finally helped the domeé-t;ic-"?;slorker to look for another home to

employ her. - Y-

The role of the'dhaththa, and other members of the household becomes a valuable
source of power for the domestic worker, as they can give.voice to her grievances. These
members are often removed frem the employfhént process. Hence, with the limited direct
power over the domestic worker, building relationships with these individuals can
become easier for the domestic worker: However, dhaththa could have a higher status in
the household in relation to the employers. This complex power structure could be used
by the domestic worker to gain indirect power from her relationship with dhaththa.
Finally, the dhaththa and the children can offer a familial environment for the domestic

worker, who had left their family members in their country.
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5.4 The ‘Adoption’ of Sisters: Building friendships with other domestic workers

In the absence of formal support systems for domestic workers the longer
employed domestic workers play the role of the extremely crucial support system for the
new arrivals. They help the new arrivals in learning the language, the skills and etiquette
required by the employers. In this regard, the long term employees assist new employees

to form a level of conformity among the domecstie workers.

Asha has over fourteenwyears of experience of being a domestic worker in the
Maldives, and a year or mere of€xpetience in the Gulf. During the years in the Maldives
she had formed many social networks with Maldivians and Sri Lankans alike, and now

acts as an informal ,,agent “fo her Maldivian acquaintances.

My first meeting with Asha on.a Wéﬁnésday afternoon was interrupted by a series
of phone calls. Asha explained that she was hélﬁing a Maldivian family to find a
domestic worker. Asha was playing the role 6%?}'16: liaison between the Maldivian family
and their soon-to-be domestic worker. She expTamed that the potential domestic worker
had traveled to the airport, to be told that the employers would have to fill out a form in
the Sri Lankan consulaf@ in the Maldives, to be allowed to fravel. She said the Maldivian
family had completed this form now, and everything was set for the domestic worker to
travel. During our interview she got a final call from the potential domestic worker, to
whom she reassured that everything will be arranged for her'to catch the flight the

following day.

A'few days later I finally metthe new girl; Laxmi, onher first Friday afternoon.
,»She called me to ask how to make roshi “, Asha said. ,J] explained to her, but it takes time
to learn, she explained. After that, Asha started talking to a confused looking Laxmi
about the Maldivian language. I did not understand Singhalese, but I understood that she
was translating common words in Maldivian and Singhalese language. She explained, for

example, that lonu (salt) was also lonu in Maldivian. This appeared to be done to give
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some reassurance to Laxmi. Laxmi stopped Asha to ask for translations of other words, to

which she complied (July 23, 2010).

By bringing Laxmi to Male®, Asha had taken the role of a big sister to her. She
has a sense of responsibility toward Laxmi. At the same time, she has a sense of
responsibility toward the Maldivian family to ensure Laxmi fit to their requirements.
Throughout my interactions with them, I noticed.a continuous dialogue between Asha
and Laxmi, where Asha explained and instructed Laxmi on Maldivian language and food.
I would hear Laxmi sharing otherinformation about the household and what different
members were doing. The role®oLthe protective big sister was also evident by her

relationship to Kajol, anetherdomestic worker she found for a Maldivian family.

Asha®s network of friends seemed té,. consist of the big sister ,,protectors™and the

more vulnerable protected. Ashaplayed the role of'a big sister to Laxmi and Kajol.

.1 helped the Madam in that house (g-eié__-tﬁ:r_lipg to another part of the house, where
relatives of her employer lived) to find a domgtlc worker. But the house has a sick
(mentally impaired) boy. It wasnh'eﬁl-rrd work an& sh*e (the domestic worker) was not happy
there. So when I was asked by a nice family for a domestic Wworker helped her transfer
to their place.” (Interview on July 21, 2010). However, I learned later that the ,transfer” of
Kajol did not happen in the amicable fashion described by Asha, but involved some level

of deception in the process.

Asha‘“s account of how she helped Kajol fin@ alternative employers and Kajol*s
own explanations ofithe story (related’in‘the previous chapter) gave me.insight to the
significant role played by the social groups to escape from exploitative or even seek
better alternatives. It was interesting how Asha helped Kajol to leave the employers with
whom she had a close enough social connection to find a domestic worker. As
highlighted in the previous chapter, although the domestic workers were legally offered
very little options for resigning from their employment, the option to flee is taken as a

way of protesting against poor working conditions.
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In extremely exploitative situations, the domestic worker*s adopted family could
even provide financial assistance. Ruvi explained how she bought a domestic worker her
flight ticket to return to Sri Lanka, when she was unable to tolerate the long hours her

employers required her to work (Interview on July 16, 2010).

The ,passport friends* that they meet in their daily lives could also become a
source of seeking better employment opportunities. Suree came to the Maldives to work
in a household that had a small 9 month baby. She was not told that her job would be to
take care of the baby. Nipuni, a live-in nanny met Surce in the lift of the building where
both their employers lived onuenied apartments. When she heard Suree™s despair over
her sleepless nights, sometimes going well beyond three am at night, she told her own
employer about it. Her employer offered Su;re.e the job of'a cook, for a lesser salary.

Suree did not mind the less/pay, and aceepted the job.

The role of long-term domestic workers to ensure better living standards for the
incoming domestic workers was also‘evident. The'longer serving domestic workers
become the incoming domestic workers ™ mmné_ ofassessing their employers before

making the move to wetk in the Maldives.

I met Visaka on my last Friday with the group. She was a part-time domestic
worker, who worked in a total of four househgplds. She told me she just went to a
household that wanted to-employ a domestic wotker. She went 10 inspect the room the
domestic worker will be staying in, and found it extremely small and inadequate. ,,Y ou
can barely\keep abedin it.-Sheswon't be abletostand upproperlyJitoldjthem no, I can*t
bring a maid to live like that,” she told me and the rest of the group (July 30, 2010).

Within their social groups, I observed the domestic workers filling out the gaps
resulting from the lack of support services in the Maldives. Asha and the other senior
domestic workers ensured the incoming domestic workers fit in and are accepted by the
employers by becoming their guides for learning the language and culture of the

Maldives. They also support the domestic workers to escape poor and exploitative work
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conditions, and seek alternative employers. Finally, the long term domestic workers could
take the initiative to ensure good working conditions before employees arrive in the

country.
5.5 Maintaining relationships from afar

Although the relationships built in the/Maldives fulfill many practical and
emotional needs, most of the-domestic workers Linterviewed had strong ties with their
families, and actively sought.ways to maintain theireonnections to Sri Lanka. Mobile

phones were the means used tomaintain their connection.

The phone calls are not enly used to keep up to date with their loved ones, or get
emotional support, but also to seek guidancé on becoming good daughters, mothers and
sisters. I met a domestic worker who had stép_péd her Friday outings, despite her
employer"s consent for her 0 do so. When I-}fékéd her why she chose to stay at home on
her Friday afternoons, she replied that her brgfﬁég- told her that her friends (with whom
she used to go out with) were not really goodﬁéﬁle, and instructed her not to go out.
Despite her brother being too faan é&vay to know v&;hat she did on Friday afternoons, she

abided by her brothers"advice, which confirms, to her, that she is a good sister.

In Sri Lanka, motherhood is the most valued role of a woman (Brochmann, 1993).
This put mothers-whoe make the diffieult.choice of migrating-in.a-contradictory position.
Nipuni decided to, work abroad when her husband passed away. Her job as a nanny
provided funds for her daughter's studies. She explained how her good behavior in the

Maldives became a part of being a goodimother to her daughter.

,n Sri Lanka a girl“s marriage is very difficult. They will look at everything about
the girl, and even her mother. The boy*s family will somehow find out how I lived in
Male“. SoI have to behave well if my daughter is to get married to a good person, she

said. ,,But through my friend I met Asha. They invited me to go out one Friday, and |
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have continued to do so with Asha. She is a good person,* she explained (Interview on

July 30, 2010).

The domestic workers® stories show that their behaviors and decisions were not
only linked to their current lives in the Maldives, but also to their lives in Sri Lanka.
Though physically removed from their families; they were dreaming of the day when
they could come home.

-,

In conclusion, social networks can be a means of inclusion and exclusion on a
representational level, foranStanee vsing ,,fiiends™ for only Sri Lankans. Furthermore,
relationships with differeat members of the household where she is employed can be a
means of gaining resources to gesist the doréihance of the employer. Alternately, the
domestic worker could alsodevelop mutual"il,y benefiting relationships with her employers
to ensure better control of both parties in thé:e_;mployment process. The domestic workers*
social networks become an‘informal, alternaﬁ}gg .support system that provides social,
emotional and even economi¢ suppert to therri-.{F-;i"iaally, the domestic workers attribute a
strong link between the consequences of her aeTthns in the Maldives to her family in Sri
Lanka. Thus the links with their families back home plays & significant role regulating

their actions and behaviors in their employment.

In the next chapter I look at how the domestic workers use and negotiate physical
and social spacein Male®. In the chapter I explore how thése negotiations become a
means of resisting dominance and dominant discourses, as well as a resource for gaining

security by buildingcoellective identities:



CHAPTER VI

NEGOTIATING SPACE

As the second most congested city in the region (ADB & IOM, 2009), physical
space is a scarce commodity in Male the capital of the Maldives. With the average
house hold accommodating three or more people ina room (HRCM, 2008), claiming of
space is a political issue inthe-Maldives. Hence, 1t-did not surprise me that the domestic
workers also brought up the i1ssu€ of limited physical space whenever I asked them what
they disliked about the country. Comparison of the size and open spaces in the Maldives
and Sri Lanka was one of the'first opies of discussion whenever I met a domestic

worker. o

The discussions révolying around théf-_laqk of space in the Maldives ironically
happened in the few remaining ©pen public s’éé_cés in Male®. I sat with Asha and her
friends in the large, open area named: Jumhooi«ééj Maidhaan (Republican Square),
arguably one of the most beautiful and spacio;_:z_l;reas in the crowded city. At three in the
afternoon, the space Was_slowly being occupied by foreign men and women. About thirty
minutes later, the space‘was not even half full. ,Just wait and'see. At five o“clock, the
place will be full,” observed Asha. Indeed, by late afternoon, the large space was packed
with a mix of foreign laboferspdomestic workers and low-level staff working in private
companies (July 30, 2010): Observation and explanations offered by the domestic
workers also gave me insight to the carefully followed rules within the public spaces that
contributed to the formation of identities based on nationalities, while also providing a

protective fagade of collective identity of the social class imposed on them by the

dominant group.

This chapter will look into the meaning of space to the Sri Lankan domestic
worker, an alternative view to the migrant workers* agency in occupying public spaces,
and the roles of the embassy and the physical construction of their homes in Sri Lanka as

representations of the protection, comfort and pride.
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6.1 The meanings of space- ‘I’ve travelled all the way to J affna®

When I asked Kajol about her impressions of the Maldives she replied, ,,Male*is
very small, dho. But I still like it,” (Interview on July 23, 2010). Nipuni also brought up
the lack of space in our conversation, emphasizing on the limited space to explore. ,Jn
Lanka I travel all the time. [*ve travelled all the way to Jaffna,” she said (July 23, 2010).
She waited for a while, as if expecting a reaction te this piece of information. As |
learned more from my interactions, I came to réahize that space had multiple meanings

for the Sri Lankan domestiesworker:
Space as a statement of freedom and liberation

Restriction of physical and social m;Q;;ement is one of the significant cultural
limitations of the Sri Lankan woman (Brochm’ann, 1993:88). The restriction of physical
movement, in particular, had traditionally litfl__i_te_gi women from participating in a number
of production activities (Brochmann,'1993:89). Furthermore, the non-working woman
confined to only household duties'had becomé‘j:lié-‘ culturally approved role and a status
symbol for the affluent (Brochmann; 1993:91—)":_-D§spite this ideal picture, economic needs
had placed demands onnon-affluent women to labor in the fields along with the men
(Brochmann, 1993:90): Furthermore, women had participated in the informal (urban
mills, domestic work, ete:) and formal workforce since British colonialism, although they
were situated mainly at the lower level of the pyramid (Brochmann, 1993:92). Yet, the

bottom line remained-that theddeal place for the woman was home.

Because of the,social-restrietionsiplaced upon, thewoemen sphysical mobility, the
decision to travel abroad for work can'be an‘act of liberation-and empowerment. Nipuni®s
statement about her travels, for example, was a statement of breaking away from the
traditional confines of her culture. For others, the decision to work abroad can be a way

of taking control of their lives. For example, one of the domestic workers decided to

? Jaffna was a part of Sri Lanka that was difficult to access due to war for many years. However, Nipuni’s
journey took place after the war, when people were allowed to travel there.
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work abroad when her husband became addicted to drugs and stopped contributing
toward their household income. Another woman said that she chose to migrate to provide

better education opportunities for her daughter when her husband passed away.

The breaking away from the cultural restrictions, in a way, is contradicted by the
conditions of the live-in domestic worker in the host country. The live-in domestic
worker lives in a paradoxical situation whereher temporary ,home™ is also her place of
work (Yeoh & Huang, 1998:7585). As in any work situation, she undergoes supervision,
which could potentially prewvide very little room for privacy within the household (Yeoh
& Huang, 1998: 585). Herawaréness of being scrutinized could lead her to alter her
behavior to show only what 1s.deemed appl_ropriate within the household. Hence, public
spaces that the domestic workers oceupy on ‘;heir Friday afternoons can become the
spaces where their true 1dentitigs are revealé;d.'ln other words, the public spaces give

them the opportunity to be fige.

Claiming of public spaces.by domesﬁf:__'il_(l){kers had been shown in other studies,
to be a means of contesting dominant discourse and practices (e.g. Yeoh & Huang, 1998).
Domestic workers in the Maldives chooseé to sperfd the shoris three to five hour break on
Fridays to meet their friends in mainly three public spaces, namely, the Republican

Square, the Sultan Park and the Artificial Beach.

During my,research Feame to realize that the spaces to socialize were carefully
chosen, and were largely based on nationality: ,, This park (Republican Square) is Nepal
and Bangladesh. Lanka people stay in#Artificial Beach. Indian people go to Sultan Park,”
Asha explained (July 2352010). The sense of'identity related to théir nationalities was so
significant'that the physical spaces for each nationality within the Republican Square
were also divided, as if by an invisible line. The spaces for each nationality was
furthermore divided into smaller groups of five to 10, sitting on the grass, the benches
and the low wall surrounding the park in small circles. The Sultan Park, too, was filled by
Indian workers, sitting within their individual groups. The act of sitting with their fellow

nationals became a means of reaffirming their identities, and their sense of solidarity.
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Despite being Sri Lankan, Asha®s group preferred the Republican Square to the
Artificial Beach, because they encountered a bad experience in the latter area (as
mentioned in Chapter V), when some Maldivian youth threw bags filled with urine at the
Sri Lankan workers. When Asha took me to meet her friends who socialized at the
Artificial Beach, I observed that there were only about 25 to 30 Sri Lankans in the large
area. Maldivian youth swam in the sea, and Maldivian parents sat or stood watching their
toddlers run around the paved ,,beach®. Sri Lankans'sat in a row, on a long low wall near
the sea. There were a scattering of other Sri Lankans on circular benches on the beach,
with their backs to each otherslUnlike the Republican Square and the Sultan Park, where
the space was dominated bysthe foreign workers, in the Artificial Beach, the foreigners
were still a minority. In the Attificial Beach, they still stood out from the crowd. Hence, I
came to understand thatWwhilé the separation of nationalities was an essential part of
reaffirming their identity,/Asha and her frietic_ls also gained a sense of security by
blending into the larger, dominant population"é)f: :foreigners in the Republican Square.
While maintaining the social and physical sp-ei'g:éslbound by the unspoken rule of national
segregation, the smaller nationalities gamed thtéif- i)rotection and security from the larger

groups by posing as a single social group of mlgrént workers.

Figure 6.1 Representations of nationalities in Republican Square on a Friday

afternoon.
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Figure 6.2 Representations of nationalities in the Artificial Beach on a Friday

afternoon
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Choosing the life ofia live-out domestic worker can be another way of liberating
oneself away from the confines of the privaté‘__ho.usehold. When I questioned Visaka why
she chose to work part-time, she replied that it was easier. ,Its easier, isn't it? (faseyha
ennu?). Work is over at six. You'¢an do anytﬁjr;l’g‘;you want after that. Living in, we finish
work at 10 or 11, she said. She-furthermore added that, when living in, they had to be on
call anytime, and had.to-take many different roles. The part-time work allowed them to
separate work hours from their private lives, and to choose the types of domestic duties

they perform (Interview-on July 30, 2010).

It is alsolimportant to recognize the eéxisting restraints in part-time work. For
example, while the domestic workers can have more control over their employers, they
are still bonded tortheir legal-employersiwhe have the power toreaneel their work permits
and deport them (the Expatriate Employment Regulation (2009) specifies that the foreign
workers can take extra work only with the permission of their employers). Hence, the
comparative freedom of part-time work is gained through sensitive negotiations of
mutual benefits. A part-time worker explained the convenience for her employers by
simply saying, ,.,they did not have a room for me. So it is easy for them too™ (July 23,

2010). Because the arrangement is negotiated, there is no consistency in the employer/
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part-time worker relationship. For example, one worker said that her accommodation was
paid by her primary employer on top of the wages for her work, another was provided a
room for her services (no wages were given), and a third paid all her expenses herself,

while contributing some work on Fridays as a token of appreciation.
Public space as a test of personal restraint

The liberation of reclaiming public spaee can also be seen in the alternative light
of going against culture andtradition. In one of her conversations, Asha mentioned that
she would never work as a past=time worker. When I asked her why, she said that it is not
good for a woman to walk alene©On'the road (Interview on July 21, 2010). By not being
good, she meant that it was not gocially or culturally aceeptable in her home country.
Hence, while acknowledgingfthat part-time work had many benefits, she restrained

herself from making that ¢hoige, in order to follow: cultural and social norms.

Nipuni explained the importance of maintaining her reputation in the Maldives to
ensure her daughter's future martiage-to a god’_d family. She emphasized that venturing
out into the public could have social consequen_c’e;s that goes beyond their lives in the

Maldives (July 23, 2010):

The domestic workers are essentially becoming physically and socially removed
from their cultural norms and practices. They struggle to draw clear boundaries to
comprehend theleultural'appropriateness of Certain behaviots and practices. Away from
their supportive (0r restrictive) networks, the domestic workers take a more active, and
individualisticrole in-thedeeision making; and the resulting behavier may not be seen as
uniform across'the social ‘groups. For example, Nipuni refrained from going out during
her free time, until she met Asha, whom she believed to be a good, reputable person.
Asha, who can be described as an active and resourceful person with a large social
network stops short of working part time, as this would necessitate walking alone in the

road frequently.
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The agency shown by the domestic workers in their decision of the culturally
appropriate behaviors could also be linked to their need to hold on to their own cultural
values while in the Maldives. The act of preserving their internal values could in turn
provide them a deeper sense of identity that could be used to guide their behavior in the

Maldives.
Space as a means of resistance

The taking over of public spaces becomes an extremely meaningful political
message in the over-crowded.eity.of Male™. The oceupancy of the public spaces by large
numbers of migrant workerss€an/Create , counter-spaces™ that contest the dominant
group‘‘s perceptions of publie spaces (Y eoh & Huang, 1998:595). For example, the view
of a large number of carefreciwomen spendihg_hours in a public space could contest the
idealistic notion of women being hidden fl‘Oil’,I_l fhe public view. Even more so, the
occupancy of the public spages eould contest 'tjné'- dominant group®s perception of migrant

workers themselves. =
!J _'.

The large crowd of migrant workers ﬁliing-out the largest free spaces of the
country can challenge the Maldivians™ view of the migrant population being a minority.
The sight compels the Maldivians to acknowledge the large community, and the possible
threat of dissent. As long-as the division between the migrant workers is not realized by
the Maldivians, the group Caftappear an imposing vision, An opinion piece by a

Maldivian in an online newspaper echoed thig fear.

o andswhenyit allyjust getste betoormueh, we eseapeteswhereswe can. The
Artificial Beach, Jumhooree Maidhan (italics added); anywhereto get some
space. Yet as I walk along stone pavement to those few clearings we have, I turn
my head and look around and I do not see my countrymen. I do not see my people
taking respite. As many pigeons as I see in my Republican Square, can I see
foreigners crowding my spaces as well. In every direction that I turn, I am

alienated in a space that is mine* (Waheed, 2010).
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The occupancy of public spaces is one of the few situations where migrant
workers regularly display their agency to the public. This take-over can be seen as a
means of peaceful protest, in the culturally and politically restricted environment they

live in.

Another way space is utilized for resistance is by shifting to part-time work.
Working as a part-time domestie worker, despite the stigma attached to venturing into the
public sphere can be seen as @ straiegy of zesistanee, and a means to reclaiming of social
and physical space lackingantheit.experiences of full=time domestic workers. When
Asha expressed her negative feelings toward part-time work, I asked her why many Sri
Lankan domestic workezrs'chose to work tﬁ_at way. She replied that it is more comfortable
(araamu, or luxurious) (Interview on July 2;3‘.,' 2010). My visit to a room rented by the
part-time workers was, to my eyes, anything but luxurious. The small room had a double-
decker double bed sized fronstructure. I was::t__ol_d that threec women slept on each bed. On
one end of the room, a plywood partition sepatated a small kitchen with a stove and
kitchen items. The remaining space had about-’_ﬁ#é' plastic chairs. I was also surprised to
learn that the room costs about $500 & month-,;ﬁ_;OLZ;including water and electricity (July

23, 2010).

Earning more money can be possible by working part-time, but the chance of
losing money is also present. As far as economic benefits are concerned, part-time work
can be a risk. As:Visaka'explained, ,f work imthree houses and'my employer's on
Fridays. So I earnj$300. I share a two person room for 2000 (approx. $180, i.e. $90 each).
We pay watenandelectrigitys Lpay:-for myyvisa too“(Interview,on July:30, 2010). While
live-in workers* basic needs, from emergency and medical costs to her toiletries and even
her phone cards, are provided by the employers, live out workers often are left to fend for

themselves for all these needs.

What Asha meant by luxurious (araamu) was the knowledge and satisfaction of
the space being owned (temporarily) by them. The domestic workers can be themselves

in their homes. They choose the people they let into their space, and they can make their
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own set of rules to govern their lives within it. In other words, the room becomes a place
they can control, as opposed to their working lives, where they obey the rules of their

employers.

Having their own space also diminished the domestic workers™ need for
socializing in public spaces. Part-time workers expressed that they would much rather
rest in their rooms than go out on Friday aftermeons. Social visits by other domestic
workers to their homes also could be a reagon fortheir lessened interest for their Friday

outings.

6.2 Pushed to the periphery? An alternalitive view

-

When I was walking agound Méle“ Eyi'th the domestic workers, I began to notice
that the roads that were chosen by them wellfe nearly empty, despite the time being the
afternoon of the Maldivian public hol{i@lay. TBG; roads that we walked bordered the city,

and were mainly occupied by ofﬁce§,'_échooi§,{.§h0ps and other buildings with public

o

access. Scatterings of homes wer¢ also around us, but the areas can be argued to be the

more non-residential areas in the small two-s_q{-i_airfrkilometer city. That was when |

realized that even the._at@as occupied by the migrant worker‘é were at the periphery of the

city, fairly removed from the activities of the residential Iife:"

Figure 6.3 Public space‘; occupied by migrant workers,’and routes taken on my field

visit by domestie workers on Friday aiternoons.
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The areas where migrant workers chose to stay in made an even clearer divide of
the ,us and the ,pther®, where one is allowed in or expected to remain out (Yeoh and
Huang, 1998). The division was a convenient strategy for Maldivians to allow migrant
workers to socialize during their free time, while not transgressing their own spaces. This
could result in the Maldivians being more ,benevolent™ (Yeoh and Huang, 1998) of their

own loss of space for the short span of time onFridays.

The ,power of benevolenee™ (Y och and Huang, 1998:94), however, allows the
power holder to remove theprivilege any time they wish. The Sri Lankan domestic
workers explained how they used 0 socialize in the Republican Square, until the
Maldivians started to stageé some protests ilr_l the area. ,;The police told us it was not
allowed to sit here. So wesstarted to go to tli_g;Artiﬁcial Beach®, sheexplained (Interview
on July 30, 2010). Hence, evenithough the fpigfant workers can use the spaces
strategically to create their identity and to shE)_y.v resistance, they remain in these public
spaces with a degree of consent of the dominant group. The privilege of occupying these
spaces can be removed by the dominiant grou;i Fﬁi‘thermore, while the sense of identity
and solidarity has their advantages, the spaces-"_cér.xﬁrm the divide between ,us* and the
,other”. The delegation 0f the migrant workers physically to the city periphery becomes a

symbol of their marginalization.
6.3 The Embassy- A soﬁrce of symbolic capital

All the migrant workers I'intéracted with knew the existence of the Sri Lankan
High Commission. Some reported that'they visited the embassy (as the High Commission
is referred to) on specialireligious and cultural occ¢asions, such as the Vesak Day. One
woman said that she went there monthly for a special religious event held every Poya
Day (every full moon, which is a public holiday in Sri Lanka). Some, like Asha said that
they had never been to the embassy because they ,never had any problem* (Interview on

July 21, 2010).
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Ruvi, who had attempted to seek help from the High Commission when her
friends faced issues with the employers, said that the High Commission was able to assist
on the rare cases of severe abuse and exploitation. On the more regular occurrences of

being subject to work overtime, the embassy was helpless (Interview on July 16, 2010).

Despite this, the embassy is used as symbolic capital to contest power by

domestic workers.

One of the domestic'workers sharéd how she got back her passport from her
employers. , ] told madam to give imy passport. She said she will not give it. I told her she
can‘t keep my passport, it isamine. So I told her I will report her to the embassy. Then she
gave me my passport.” T asked her whether she called the embassy. She replied that she
did not have to, becausethey/gave back herfba)s_sport (Interview on July 23, 2010).

The knowledge of theexistence of the embassy and its role was used to gain

control in situations where the domestic workers could potentially be exploited.
6.4 Constructing homes- ‘My house was builtjb;ecause of Male”’

The domestic.workers™ perception and reality of . home™ and ,,privacy” being a
contradiction during their work in the Maldives, their actual physical home in their
country becomes extremely important. For many domestic-workers, the construction of
their home is the greatest achievement they gained during their work in the Maldives.
Returning to a beautiful home was a vision that was expressed daring the interviews.
Furthermore, they expressed their beli¢f that the Maldives contributedsto the achievement

eee

of building their homes:, My house was built'because of Male*™ was'a sentiment
expressed by two domestic workers on two separate occasions. Another expressed her
desire to go back to Sri Lanka to start building her home. ,J] want to be there when it is

built,* she said.

The sense of achievement they experience by constructing their homes is evident
in their descriptions. There were other variances. One was saving money for her

marriage. Another was investing for her daughter*s education, and announced her
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daughter®s good grades in the recent exams. It was seen that their visual imageries of

what they built out of their earnings gave them strength to move forward.

To summarize, the migrant workers™ occupancy of the few available public spaces
on their free time every Friday fulfilled their need for building solidarity and resistance.
The act of mixed nationalities occupying large spaces, while dividing the spaces
according to nationalities plays the dual role ofbuilding a sense of identity and
belongingness, while getting @ sens¢ of protectionrom the larger group. The occupation
of the spaces could also beseen as.a sign of resistanceto the dominant belief of them
being a minority, by the stréngih in' their numbers. The oeeupation can be viewed as a
means of silent protest tostheir insigniﬁcanl‘_ce in the daily lives of the Maldivians.
However, the spaces they occupy/can élso lie"seen as the periphery of the city, away from
the lives of the Maldivian community. The épziées the migrant workers occupy can be

seen as a means of forming algreater divide E‘theen the dominant and the ,other.

The recent trend of working ei:'s' live-d.ﬁ%_f);a};t time workers can also be a means of
liberating themselves of the restriétiqns they: fa?e within the employers® home
environments. The freedom to choose the tlmes, i%es of work, and even the employers
to work for is viewed 't(j be worth the financial tisk and deviations from the culture. The
choice of living out provi:des them a sense of control over the employment situation that

was lacking in the live-in arrangement.

The knowledge of the@embassy alone gives the domestic workers power to resist
domination. Furthermore, the imagery/of their achievements helps them to keep moving
forward.These spaces, while not being a part of their everyday lives, give them strength

through the knowledge of their existence.



CHAPTER VII

CONCLUSION

The foreign domestic workers in the Maldives face multiple challenges in their
work and social lives in the Maldives. These challenges are manifested through
government policies, stigmatization by the community and arbitrary rules and
surveillance within the household: Thesefactors ean-iead to the domestic worker to be
alienated from the Maldivian heusehold as well as the larger community. However, the
research findings indicate that'different strategies arc used to resist their alienation in the
society and the household theough building alternative discourses on their identities,
forming social networks#within their social groups and temporary households, and

contesting dominant discourses of physical épace.

7.1 Discussion )

/
oy

Those who argue against the construct;viéf: approach claim that despite the current
trend toward the constructivist approach to cﬁifiif‘é_and ethnieity, group members often
experience or believe themrethnicities to-be primordial (Horowitz, 2004). Furthermore,
they argue that the constiuction and reconstruction of cthriic identities could be a slow
process that happens over a long period of time (Horowitz, 2004). However, my research
findings show that the constructiofis Of ethnic:, othiérs” do happefiin the Maldives,
through the dominant discourse. The ,pangaalhi” is aconstructed ethnic identity that
simultaneously.-homogenizes, the migrant workers dnd excludes.them from the dominant
society. Similarly, the dominant-group donstructs théidentities of the different
nationalities within the identity, by defining the ,,nature of the nationalities through their
own discourse. However, the feelings of the migrant workers toward their own ethnic
groups tended to reflect a more primordial view, as each nationality had their own social
groups that were relatively closed to other nationalities. Furthermore, my observations of
Sri Lankan Singhalese women showed that the groups were further divided by ethnicity

and language, with those with similar ethnic and linguistic origin forming separate
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niches. However, how the process of forming ethnic niches occurs in other national

groups needs to be studied in detail before a conclusion is drawn.

Labeling for ,differentiation™ and ,,exclusion® is also a means of exerting
disciplinary control of a minority group, by selecting the attributes that define boundaries
between normal and abnormal (Foucault, 1984:195). Hence, the process of labeling
becomes a means of creating a homogenous structure that defines physical and social
characteristics, and classifies them (o their position‘in the social hierarchy. The domestic
workers“actions such as fluency ia-the language, advising and instructing their madams
on childrearing and selecting cmployers through social networking challenges the
dominant views of the magrangwerker beirll_g different from the Maldivian community,
being less knowledgeable thanthein emploiéfs and being helpless over their situation in
the country. The domestic worker ﬁlrtherm(-}re"'resists dominant discourses of being
excluded by being active agents of _de_liberafé‘_;:x;_:lusions, by forming friendships with
only Sri Lankans, constructing identities by f)hysical appearance and complete

occupation of certain public spaces.

Gamburd (2000), in her study of Sri Léﬁi&éﬁ‘domestic workers travelling to the
Gulf States was surprised to Iearn that, uniike the media“s presentation of the workers as
being in a state of victimhood, the workers themselves presented themselves as active,
conscious agents in contfol of their lives. The accounts of the participants I interviewed
supported this view. Their stories were related ina way that theywwere the main
protagonists in thé€stories. For example, one of the domestic workers started her story this
way, ,{my,friend*“s) bag wassnatched one day: But;shergot it back “(Interview on July 30,
2010). When'I asked her how, she replied that the woman ran afterthe Maldivian teenage
boy, and alerted everyone on the streets by shouting. Finally, other people on the streets
were able to stop the boy, and returned back the bag. ,,Then she told the boy, ,next time

eeee

just ask me for money and I will give you™,* she told me, and laughed.

I found the story represented the image the Sri Lankan domestic workers wanted

to portray to the Maldivian community, that they were not the helpless victims they are
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portrayed to be. Victimhood itself labels a person as being inferior and unable to control
her destiny. Hence, the label could itself be a hindrance to her personal and social
development. Hence, the desire to break away from the label could lead her to emphasize

events where she was in control.

Scott (1985) defined resistance as ,any act(s) by member(s) of a subordinate class
that is or are intended to either mitigate or denyClaims...made on that class by
superordinate classes. .. or to advance its own claims:". vis-a-vis those superordinate
classes™ (1985:290). The strategics-employed by Sri Lankan domestic workers [
interviewed indicate theipresistance to the dominant vicws and practices. Dominant
views that differentiate and subordinate thel_ S_ri Lankan domestic workers are contested
through their presence (sueh as their distinéj:('iress and their physical occupation of the
public spaces), their skills (such as acquiriﬂg language and household skills) and through
their alternative viewpoints that emphasizes'.f:t_}ei; strengths in relation to the Maldivian
women. Resistance to dominance was also ség*_n_,rthrough their specific methods of
creating stronger networks within théir own so_c1a’1 circles as well as within the household
and opting to flee from negative-employment s'_i_tilﬁtions. However, these forms of
resistances also requite the domestic workers to ,.inhabit norms™ (Mahmood, 2005: 15). I
identified the distinct way the domestic workers employed their specific gender roles to

justify and elevate theirposition in the households. These‘eontestations not only recreate

their own identities, but also‘those of the women employers.

In the absénce of laws and regulations that protect their rights, domestic workers
seek alternative means of protectiony thnough their socialmetworks:[orayoid being
exploited through multiple agents, domestic workers in the Maldives are'used as ,,agents"
when seeking employment in the Maldives. To ensure good living conditions, the same
social networks are used to inspect the homes before making the journey to the country.
Networking with the locals and Sri Lankans also become a source of finding better

employers, or more suitable jobs in situations of exploitation or mismatch.
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Domestic workers also try to gain better control of their work and social lives
through negotiations with their employers, such as working for multiple employers on a
part-time basis. In the process they are challenging their own cultural restrictions of
physical mobility. Domestic workers who choose this method of employment report
having more control of their work hours and tasks. While some report this method
generating more income, others said that due te the additional living expenses, part-
timing is not particularly advantageous financially=Hence, it was more of a way of

gaining control of their employment situation and personal space.

The research outlin€s seme of the ways the Sri Lankan domestic workers resist
their social and physical gonstraintsin the Mqldives. However it is essential to refrain
from ,,;omanticizing" the gole of resistance ‘t_)y assuming that they have the power to
transform the constraints faged by, domesticﬁwb'rkers. Instead, these actions could be used
to analyze the ways structures of dominancefa_nd_.absence of structures that enables affect

domestic workers in different ways. .

7.2 Future Research -

My research focused on a small group of migrant domestic workers belonging to
a specific ethnic and natignal group. Hence, the research findings cannot be generalized
to the larger migrant domestic worker community. This research can be expanded to
compare and draw, parallels between different nationalities and ethnic groups to gain a
deeper understanding-ofithe different ways migrant workers are alienated from the
Maldivian culture, and their responses:’ Detailed research on the effects of space and time
on migrant worker ‘s behaviors and strategies/'was not covered in this reséarch, and could
be useful for understanding the ways structures of dominance influence the agency of

migrant workers.

In my research I did not observe any social interactions happening between the
domestic workers and Sri Lankans belonging to other skills levels, despite the Maldives

employing many Sri Lankan teachers, accountants and other professionals. Even the men
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I met through the domestic workers were domestic drivers, cooks and office assistants
(the lowest paid staff) in private offices. Hence, to further explore if the ethnic niches are

further divided by class boundaries need to be explored.

The current lack of quantitative and qualitative data available on the migrant
workers makes objective analysis of any issug relating to the group and its impact on the
Maldives extremely difficult and impractical, ifnoet impossible. This has lead to broad
assumptions being made by focusing on subjective'means such as specific events and
situations that are made visible through the media andamstitutions. Hence, at this point,
any study that explains the'many facets ofithe migrant workers™ lives, or its influences
would be valuable for the/country: Howevér, my analysis identified the current public
discourses on migrant wogkers/that pdli‘grayiﬁem either as a threat or a vulnerable group,
through homogenizing and stigmatizing, asi‘a primary factor that inhibits them to live
their lives as dignified adultsable in g(r)ntroli__z)f__f their destinies. Hence, research that
objectively questions these assumptions, sué’fy?_s_ the social and economic impact of the
migrant workers, and gives a Stronget unders@éﬁ;hg of the process of migration (e.g.

how decisions to migrate are made, how the Iﬁéﬁéy_is spent, etc.) could counter some of

these assumptions to ercate a more holistic understanding of the migrant workers as

thinking individuals and conscious decision makers.
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