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EMPLOYERS PERSPECTIVE: ON DOMESTIC WORK

SNEHA S KACHHAP

Abstract: Life of domestic worker is contrary to the image of the urban space, which asserts development of
life, ideologies, framing identities and providing opportunity to create a dignified life. But this very centre of
hope for better life even captures the sight of domestic workers. They are the group of workers which becomes
an essence of life to the busy city dwellers. On the contrary they are an unrecognized and unorganized set of
workers who are ignored in the welfare schemes of the country hence exploited in the place of work. However
when dealt with it closely the case of domestic workers are found to be intertwined with various features such
as power, control, ideas, and belief. They are looked upon as secluded, downtrodden and a kind of stigma is
attached to them. This gives the employer who is at a better position a power over their worker and this power
is often exercised through physical mental and verbal abuse making the domestic worker at the receiving end.
This paper identifies the notion of household work, and its relation to the problems faced by domestic

workers.
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Introduction: Domestic labour is one sphere of
work that calls out the involvement of members of
the family. It caters to the role of need fulfillment, as
the basic needs of food shelter and clothing has no
meaning until it is used, produced and maintained.
The sphere of domestic labour is confined to the four
walls of the household. Who does what and to what
extent and how much is usually not measured. The
sphere of work is such that it is undervalued, and
goes unrecognized. As the society is transforming and
the boundaries of private and public are eroding,
women are entering the public domain, with a motive
of income generation and better living. The private
domain of household demands labour replacement as
the household work is seen altogether a women’s
responsibility. For a working woman it becomes all
the more difficult to manage the work load in office
and managing the household work, for her it
becomes a double day work. Therefore in order to
reduce her work load at home, she tries to buy help
from outside that are chiefly called the domestic
workers.

Glenn(1991) outlines the role of capitalism besides
addressing the role of separation of production of
goods and services from the household lead to a
sexual division of labour. “Division became
prescribed in the mid -nineteenth century with the
development of cult of domesticity, which idealized
the women as the center of home and hearth” [1]. The
division of labor lead to the subordination of women,
it made them economically dependent on the male
wage earner. Simultaneously ‘the domestic code
controlled women’s behavior by threatening those
who deviated from it with the loss of their feminine
identity’[2] This loss of feminine identity as thought
itself becomes a constraint for the women leading to
further compartmentalizing of the roles and creating
subordination in other spheres of life.

Besides it was Delphy and Leonard (1986) who points
out the fact that women have been marginalized
since the beginning therefore they continue to live in
that position. Women were thus outside the domain
of labor market even in the literature of labour
studies, only men were considered in a class analysis.
Consequently the oppression faced by the women
outside the fold of capitalism has not been addressed
adequately. This produced a notion that women to be
partaker of the work in the domestic sphere child
care and other activities. Regardless of whatever work
women do it is the division of labour that brings an
elevation to the role of men through their capacity of
wage earning and their economic power [3].

However, Delphy and Leonard (1986) outline the role
of organization in their explanation of the division of
domestic work. “Domestic work is women’s work in
the sense that the status the conditions of doing it,
the relations of productions of this work are now
nearly specific to wives. What make it wives work are
not the tasks or even the sum total of the tasks, but
their particular organization’[4]. This includes the
performance and remuneration status of the job and
the organization. However the “actual attribution of
who does what within a family is regulated by
tradition, by external circumstances (which include
men’s privileged position in the labour market and
hence greater earning of power) and by the head of
the family. The head of the household is as the title
implies the overall manager and decision- maker”(5]
With role of decision making comes the domain of
power and authority and often in the patrilineal
society it is confined to the patriarch. It holds a vital
position of power relation in the society. The
patriarchal society has created a male supremacy
leading to the subordination of women within the
four walls of the household. This was followed by the
devaluing the work of women, which further created
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a subordinate status of women. The devaluing of the
household work within the family was magnified
when this work became paid in the private homes,
providing low income, no recognition and more than
that attaching a stigma of dirt. This further leads to
exploitation of domestic workers.

According to ILO “the term domestic work means the
work performed in or for a household. The domestic
worker is engaged in employment relationship. So a
domestic worker is a person who carries out
household work in private household in return of
ages.”

The NSSO report number 537 shows an increase in
the number of women domestic workers from 1999-
2000 to 2009-10 that is from 946497.028 to
1627310.628. Ghosh calls it a 75% of increase in a
decade.

‘The growing participation of women in labour work,
changes in the organization of work and the
intensification of work, as well as lack of policies
reconciling work and family life, the decline in state
provision of care services, the feminization of internal
migration and the ageing of societies have all
increased the demand of care work in recent
years”[6]. This has led to a kind of undervaluing the
work done by domestic workers. This undervaluing of
work adds to the notion of earning profit, doing
favour, hence making the employer at a better
position to hold power and control over the domestic
worker.

Yet women still work as a domestic worker despite
the stigma of dirt attach to it. The act of care gives a
deeper hard work from the point of the worker.
Unlike other paid jobs, this act of care addresses
something beyond what the labour requires when the
domestic worker is taking care of the baby and old
person. The reason behind the domination of women
in this activity as a care giver is the result of
socialization, where a child imbibes the role of
mother. In this regards, Dawson and Surpin (2001)
wrote, “women would always be willing to provide
care and companionship for our loved ones’[7].

The characteristics of care and concern are a part of
emotional labour. Arlie Hochschild (2002) defines
emotional labour a labour that “requires one to
induce or suppress feelings in order to sustain the
outward countenance that produces the proper state
of mind in others. So in this case the sense of being
cared for with hospitality in the spaces creates a kind
of labour which calls for the co-ordination of mind
and feeling and it sometimes draws on a source of self
that we honour as deep and integral to our
individuality”’[8]. Though Hochschild mentions it in
the context of the air hostess who as a part of work
has to wear the smile on her face despite the pain or
problems in life, she has to be humble and polite to
the traveler so as a part of work, she tries to manage

and control her emotion. Similar is the case of
domestic worker who cannot refuse to get up early in
the morning. In the series of action involved in care, a
domestic worker tries to manage her emotion, her
uneasiness, tiredness so that the old person or child
or family stays in the comfort zone.

Low Cost Investment in Care Market; Leisure Returns
The moment the employer buys a domestic worker
they tend to think it as yet another commodity, a
commodity of care, help labour, a sort of low cost
investment. The domestic works market is often
employer centric and the employer even calculates
the expenses and the kind of work his employee
needs to do. If we consider George Ritzer’s idea of
mcdonaldization and compare his four principles that
of calculability, efficiency, control and predictability,
it seems applicable even while hiring a domestic
worker. An employer calculates the amount of work a
domestic worker will do. Efficiency comes in when
the employer seeks someone innocent, trust worthy
who can manage the entire work in a given time if
she is part time domestic worker and in case live-in
domestic worker she available full time for work .
Control is exercised by maintaining power and
subordination relation. Predictability is seen with a
huge market of domestic worker the salary is also
pre-decided according to the locality.

Being so employer centric money becomes a matter
of concern both ways, and holding a capitalist
mentality, like buying a product the employer,
becomes the owner of the product. In a similar
manner the employer is buying a ‘domestic work’
instead pragmatically tends to buy the domestic
worker itself. This becomes the problem of the live-in
domestic workers. For it is the personhood rather
than the labour that had been bought, an unbalance
equation in the market[g]. The idea of buying the
product that is the domestic worker entails a power
over the domestic worker by the employer, thus the
most common problem reported is being constantly
at call. ‘ I just work from the time [ wake to the time
get in bed’ [10].

Just as the notion that money begets more money
(money-commodity-money and the other one as
commodity- money-commodity), therefore while
buying a worker the employer happens to invest
money on her and when she does all the work of the
household and other expenditures that would have
been incurred are saved. So by paying the small
amount as the salary of domestic worker the
employer bought a commodity (the domestic worker
& her services) that is inclusive of all the work and
thus creating profit. Apart from savings and profit
incurred by hiring the domestic worker the employer
could afford to have a leisure time, so in one
investment their free time is saved and they not
engaged in doing household chores.
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On the part of domestic worker she no longer has
any leisure time for herself and her creativity is taken
away, had she been in her house she might just be
singing, dancing, do some stitching, etc. the domestic
worker happens to get alienated from herself, her
work. The alienation process begins from the very
stage when she hired in a house where the unseen
walls are erected even before she enters. The first and
the foremost segregation begin with the kind of
division of location of the domestic worker and the
employer and the family. For instance for a live-in
domestic worker to sit on the sofa will be not
acceptable, her access to certain spaces is debarred
when not working and she is allowed only while
cleaning etc so she is not welcomed during dinner,
leisure, family gatherings and like events. Though
this segregation is maintained yet it is an unsaid
boundary which is more porous in nature as far as
exploitations are considered.

When the live-in domestic help enters the home she
is trained to follow the decorum of the family. These
hierarchy created by the employer creates a sense of
inferiority among the live-in domestic worker, thus
constantly hoping for a command to be followed.
This creates a sense of alienation, where the domestic
worker is so attentive to the command that she no
longer trusts her own ideas considers it wrong or
inferior for any consideration.

Supervision of the domestic worker is often
considered important, in that process the employers
gestures controls the domestic worker. Jensen points
‘Foucauldian panoptican’[11] wherein the person like
in jail is constantly under vigilance, in a similar
manner the worker is under constant supervision of
the employer. Thus, this thought of vigilance creates
a kind of constrain, thereby making the domestic
worker to be in control of the employer. This
supervision of the employer takes the credit of the
entire work done by the domestic worker. Hence for
domestic worker it is like doing everything but seen
idle person. Often when work is done and needs are
fulfilled the domestic worker is seen as an extra
expenditure, who stands out to be burden for the
employer. In such case the employer consider them
as marginalized person on whom they are doing
favour, helping them sustain life therefore they does
not recognize the labour or toil of the domestic
worker. In such cases they tend to exercise power
over their domestic workers, through means of
controlling their movements, their interaction, their
food etc in case of live in domestic worker. The way
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