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Abstract  
 

This Master’s thesis explores the intersection of powers that create (in)secure female migration to 

Lebanon. It contributes to a growing literature corpus about the lives of women, originating from 

South/ South-East Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, who migrate to Lebanon to work in the domestic 

work sector. Ongoing exploitations of migrant domestic workers (MDWs) under Lebanon’s migration 

regime, the kafala system, have been documented in detail. Yet, the question about which overlapping 

powers actually shape the migratory experience of MDWs calls for closer inspection – especially in 

light of previous unidirectional analyses that seem to obscure the intersectional experiences of migrant 

women. By uncovering intersecting systems of domination and subordination, this analysis aims to 

deconstruct oppressive powers and to answer the research question about which powers create 

(in)secure female migration to Lebanon. This objective is approached through ethnographic-

qualitative methods of semi-structured interviewing and participant observation during a seven-week 

field research in Lebanon. Data contributed by research participants, i.e. MDWs themselves and 

individuals that have experience in supporting them, are analyzed through an intersectional lens that 

acknowledges the multifacetedness of MDWs as social beings comprised of overlapping and 

intersecting dynamic facets. This analysis argues for multiple levels and layers that create an enmeshed 

web of interacting categories, processes and systems that render female migration insecure. Detected 

underlying powers range from global forces over specific migration regulations to societal structures 

that are based on sexism, racism, cultural othering and class differences - amongst others. These forces 

are impossible to deconstruct in isolation because they function through each other. Their multilevel 

intersections lead to power imbalances between worker and employer, isolation and invisibility of the 

former on several levels as well as the commodification, dehumanization and mobility limitations of 

MDWs. Yet, female labor migrants counter these intersecting powers through creative and dynamic 

acts of resistance and self-empowerment and, thus, prove that the dismantling of overlapping 

oppressions calls for intersecting multilevel deconstructions.  
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1. Introduction 

 

 “[W]e are human. […] We can be everything because we are human,” Dianne from Madagascar stated 

about her life as a migrant domestic worker (MDW) in Lebanon. Pointing to the multifacetedness that 

springs from her humanity, Dianne contributed to a discourse about a globally rising number of mostly 

female migrant domestic laborers. The interplay of migration and gender on a global scale and the 

complexity that arises from this interplay have come more and more into focus in literatures which 

analyze the ‘feminization of migration’ (Castles et al. 2014; Gasper & Truong 2014). One major 

channel that especially women presently use for their migration projects is domestic work. There are 

various dynamics at play when considering women like Dianne who migrate to specific geographic 

areas. The choice of destination countries crucially influences the respective migratory experience, not 

least because of the respective migration regimes migrants find themselves under. Lebanon, for 

instance, regulates labor migration for domestic workers through the kafala, or sponsorship, system. 

The steep increase of men and women migrating to the Middle East, including Lebanon, to find work 

since the 1970s, stands at odds with the rather thin debate especially about female migration patterns 

to and within this region. In light of numerous documented rights violations of female MDWs in the 

aforementioned region, including verbal, physical and sexual abuse, questions about the security of 

female migration become urgent.  

 

The gap this analysis attempts to diminish is two-fold: Firstly, it seeks to contribute regional data about 

female labor migration to the Middle East in general, and Lebanon in particular. “What migrants – 

especially migrant women – experience and think has been a lower research priority, so that many of 

the realities of social life have stayed relatively neglected” (Gasper & Truong 2014: 369). Secondly, 

it aims to deploy a theoretical and methodological approach which acknowledges the 

multidimensionality and multilayeredness of humanhood. This approach rejects the single-axis and 

siloed categorizations often used in literature and policymaking to frame and understand female 

migration. In doing so, the overall objective of this research is to contribute to the discourse about 

secure female migration to the Middle East. At best, the outcome of the following analysis provides a 

practical basis for policy arguments and decisions for respective stakeholders in Lebanon. This goal 

will be achieved by answering the following research questions: 
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 Which powers create (in)secure female migration to Lebanon and how? 

➔ Which intersecting oppressions are MDWs in Lebanon currently facing? How do these 

inhibit safe migration? 

➔ How can these intersecting processes and systems be criticized, i.e. uncovered and 

deconstructed? 

 

Approaching these questions through an abductive logic of inquiry resulted in qualitative data-

gathering in the field in Lebanon from April to June 2019 and the interpretation of the resulting 

findings through the lens of intersectionality. By applying ethnographic methods of semi-structured 

interviewing and participant observation of primarily MDWs in Lebanon, this analysis emanates from 

and builds upon the voices and life experiences of female migrants themselves. Hence, not only does 

the approach “leave[…] space for domestic-worker agency” (Moors 2003: 394), it crucially 

“interrogate[s] the categories used in defining the subjects of human security” (Gasper et al. 2014: 12) 

and aims at “understanding the power relations implicated in the applications of such categories 

through the perspectives of the migrants themselves” (ibid.). The qualitative nature of this study goes 

back to these individual and dynamic perspectives of concepts like security which each respondent 

perceives and defines differently albeit desirable. Analyzing and interpreting the data through an 

intersectional framework circumvents the risk of reductionist categorizations of individuals and 

groups. This normative theoretical framework argues for the intersecting and overlapping dynamics 

that constitute social positions and identities. Pre-established epistemological, conceptual or 

theoretical boundaries are subject to critical scrutiny when focusing on underlying intersecting power 

relations, overlapping oppressions, and, especially, the critique and disruption thereof (Dhamoon 

2009). Intersectionality does acknowledge that one-dimensional concepts, even though inadequate to 

describe social life, shape social realities through their application in several spheres of life.  Hence, 

they pose a starting point, and only a starting point, that enhances this research’s transferability into 

and relevance for other contexts. Debating not about but with migrants about their conceptions of, for 

example, gender, migration or security and “[i]ntegrating these aspects into critical analyses of the 

norms and politics of policy is an important task ahead” (Gasper et al. 2014: 12) and central challenge 

of the following analysis.  

 

This analysis starts by defining the conceptual starting points (i.e. gendered migration and domestic 

work) as well as presenting particular information about these concepts within the research field, 

Lebanon. This leads to a review of the academic debates on MDWs in Lebanon. In a next step, the 

theoretical framework of intersectionality amplified by the ‘translocational lens’ (Anthias 2012) is laid 
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out, followed by the methodology that guided this research. The core of this analysis is to be found in 

chapter five, which synthesizes the data gathered with the theoretical framework. Concluding, this 

analysis argues for the multi- and manifold levels of intersecting oppressions that are impossible to 

entangle and deconstruct in isolation. Based on the rejection of a “calcified and definitive way of 

understanding difference” (Dhamoon 2009: 239), this study points to the normalization of oppressive 

practices that emerge from an enmeshed system of domination and subordination and that inhibits safe 

female migration. Underlying power structures and their manifestation range from the macro-level 

(capitalism and globalization) to specific migration regulations as well as societal structures that are 

based on sexism, racism, cultural othering and class differences amongst others. Several and varying 

intersections of these forces lead to power imbalances between labor migrant and employer, the 

isolation, commodification and dehumanization of MDWs as well as the latter’s limited mobility. Yet, 

acts of resistance and self-empowerment by vulnerable female migrants in Lebanon are at least as 

dynamic and creative as the oppressions that they are disrupting on several levels.   
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2. Background and Literature Review  

This section starts with a review of the literature on gendered migration and domestic work. After 

considering general background information on Lebanon, the review moves on to literature about 

MDWs in Lebanon, leading to the research gap the subsequent analysis seeks to attenuate. 

2.1 Gendered Migration  

Within this analysis migration is treated as an interactive and multilayered phenomenon, paying 

attention to the dynamic processes that shape and are shaped by the movements of individuals or 

groups of people from one place to another. When migration is defined as a constantly changing 

phenomenon, classifications such as permanent versus temporary become blurry and easily outdated 

policy constructs (Boyd & Griec 2003; Gasper et al. 2014). Migrants, hence, are “people on the move” 

(Gasper et al. 2014: 5). In the following analysis, special attention is paid to migrant workers, i.e. 

formally or informally employed migrants, in their destination countries. 

Gender, furthermore, will be deployed as a social construct, produced by and further shaping social 

processes often emanating from (but not limited to) biological differentiations of one’s sex. Best 

“approached as a matrix of power relationships operating at multiple levels” (Gasper et al. 2014: 9) 

the specific meaning of gender is dynamic and constantly exposed to (re)construction. It is a varying 

but resilient social concept, fundamentally shaping cultural organizations of society that in turn 

underpin identity formations of individuals in respective societies (Boyd & Griec 2003; Gasper et al. 

2014; Lutz 2010). In sum, gender is both a process and a structure that is “envisioned and practiced 

within and across different scales and transnational spaces” (Pessar & Mahler 2003: 822). 

 

When reviewing literature on gendered migration, there is wide agreement on two points: Firstly, 

women were mostly if not completely absent in migration research until the 1990s. Notwithstanding, 

they represent a large group within global migration flows and today make up 50% of the around 200 

million migrants (a number that exponentially rose since the 1960s). The ‘feminization of migration’, 

a popular term within recent debates, describes the growing statistical numbers of women in several 

migration flows (Castles et al. 2014; Gasper et al. 2014). After female migration slowly turned into 

focus of migration research in the late 20th century, feminist theorizing about migration in the 1990s 

turned attention to the wider notion of gender, leading to the second point of agreement: Gender is a 

core principle within the phenomenon of migration, and not just one variable. Migration, in other 

words, is a gender-specific process that can’t be understood if gender is not profoundly incorporated 



 

 

 5 

into analyses thereof (Boyd & Griec 2003; Carling 2005; Cranford & Hondagneu-Sotelo 2006; Gasper 

& Truong 2014; Lutz 2010; Pedraza 1991; Pessar & Mahler 2003). 

The relationship between gender and migration is still a growing field of inquiry, that by questioning 

gender constructions within migratory processes opened up a debate about the rights and security of 

migrants (Gasper et al. 2014). Along the gendered lines of today’s global migration flows Pedraza 

(1991) points to the diversity within the gendered group of ‘migrant women.’ Acknowledging the 

heterogeneity of gendered migrant groups, Castles et al. (2014) and Piper (2008), amongst others, 

argue for the constant interaction of various factors (such as ethnicity or legal status), resulting in 

complex dynamics in both sending and receiving countries. This, in turn, implies that a range of social 

factors influences women’s migratory experiences. While states may be crucial - but ‘non-fixed’- 

actors, influencing gendered migration patterns, Gasper et al. (2014) and Piper (2008) criticize the 

focus of the debate about migrant protection on state-based legal aspects. International law 

frameworks, enshrining migrants’ rights, usually emerged on the questionable premise of liberal states 

as receiving countries. In addition, international law usually pays no attention to the multilayered 

nature of the migratory experience and in particular the intersecting powers at work (Piper 2008). argue 

Social justice for migrants can only be achieved if legal categorizations that put individuals in 

hegemonic orders, are scrutinized and, if necessary, deconstructed (Gasper et al. 2014). Hence, 

studying the move from and to different gender stratification systems must pay attention to the 

respective interactions of different factors at different levels and in between multiple power hierarchies 

(Pessar & Mahler 2003). 

Today, with women making up a large group of migrant workers, there are feminized as well as 

masculinized labor markets; and the former (such as domestic, care and other services, or 

entertainment and prostitution) tend to correlate with low wages, low status and low labor mobility. 

Moreover, care practices in the country of origin usually stay feminized (Lutz 2010: 1651–1656). 

Migrant women’s work to a large extent takes place in the private sphere, is usually deemed non-

proper work and often ignored both by domestic laws and migration regimes - rendering many women 

without effective protection and a high risk of being abused (Anthias 2012; Gasper & Truong 2014; 

Lutz 2010).  

2.2 Migrant Domestic Workers 

Within this polarization of women’s work to the reproductive areas of labor, domestic work, defined 

as one of the most vulnerable occupation types, represents “the major legal channel” (Piper 2008: 30) 

to migrate, that is accessible to women globally (International Labour Organization (ILO) 2004, 2019; 

Momsen 1999; Piper 2008). Out of the at least eleven million MDWs worldwide, around 8.5 million 
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(~73.4 %) are women (ILO 2015). The rising number of mostly female domestic laborers around the 

world since the 1980s is commonly ascribed to a globalized and neo-liberalist economy system – and 

may be defined as a transfer of reproductive work (Gasper et al. 2014). Most of these women migrate 

great distances to work in foreign homes and earn a living for themselves and/or their families back 

home; or to escape relationships in their countries of origin. Many labor-exporting countries (and 

respective families) are now dependent on the remittances sent home by MDWs. Recent research also 

points to the sometimes grave psycho-social consequences for those left behind (especially children) 

(Cox 2006; Mansour-Ille & Hendow 2017; Momsen 1999; Moors 2003).  

 

The ILO defines domestic work as “work performed in or for a household or households” 

(International Labour Office 2011: Article 1a) and as including tasks such as cleaning, washing, 

cooking, purchasing household supplies and “other domestic duties” (ILO 2012: 338). This list is 

expanded by care taking tasks, of for example children or elderly, as well as activities outside the 

house, like driving or gardening (ILO 2019). A domestic worker, is a “person engaged in domestic 

work within an employment relationship” (International Labour Office 2011: Article 1b) and can 

reside inside or outside of the employer’s house. 

Andersson (2000) argues that defining domestic work is not as easy as it may seem. One of its main 

features is that often several tasks are performed at the same time, requiring both highly skilled time 

management and physical work. According to Cox (2006), domestic work is commonly assumed to 

naturally be women’s work, easy to do and therefore done by those who have no other skills or choices. 

Yet, women who migrate to work in the domestic sphere are not necessarily poor, low skilled or un-

educated (Momsen 1999; Piper 2008). Calling the ILO’s definition of domestic work insufficient to 

describe the reality of domestic workers, Andersson (2000) points to the grave consequences this lack 

of a proper job description has on domestic workers’ conditions and treatment. These may include 

physical, psychological as well as sexual violence, overwork, lack of food and privacy, low or even 

non-payment, and culture shock (Momsen 1999).  

Adding to this, domestic workers occupy a peculiar role within the household they are working for: 

situated within a set of social relationships they contribute to social reproduction, including gender 

relations and definitions of woman-(and man-)hood. The role of the domestic employee is different 

from that of the woman of the household (i.e. the mother or wife), even though the tasks may be 

similar. Yet, domestic workers usually do not just substitute the work of their employer, but manage 

more tasks than the employers would do themselves (Anderson 2000). Hiring a domestic worker not 

necessarily enables women to enter the ‘productive’ labor market. In some cases, domestic workers 

rather enable their employer to do leisure activities and/or function as a status symbol, while 
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acknowledging the patriarchal system of a gendered work division (Cox 2006; Momsen 1999; Moors 

2003). Domestic workers’ status is characterized by a lack of authority and intertwined power 

hierarchies in relation to state and employer. They usually have little power to limit their work load 

and the type of work they do, which may include what Andersson terms “dirty work” (Anderson 2000: 

25f). Employers do not necessarily abuse their position, but the asymmetric relationship of control and 

dependency crucially (though not exclusively) determines the domestic workers’ living and working 

conditions. Another main obstacle to domestic workers’ protection remains the hidden, isolated and 

unrecognized nature, i.e. the spatial and physical restrictions, of this kind of work (Anderson 2000; 

Cox 2006; Momsen 1999).  

With the bulk of research about (migrant) domestic work regionally being centered around the West 

as receiving countries, or Western perspectives on the matter (e.g. Anderson 2000, 2010; Cox 2006, 

2013; Lutz 2016), as well as on global considerations (see for example Ehrenreich & Hochschild 2004; 

Yeates 2009), this analysis aims at contributing to the growing but still thin research body about 

MDWs in the Middle East. 

2.3 Lebanon – An Overview 

As one of the smallest countries in the Middle East, Lebanon has a population of about 6.1 million 

people, that to a large extent reside in the capital city of Beirut and its surroundings. The colonial and 

post-colonial histories of Lebanon and the decades of conflict and foreign intervention, including the 

Lebanese Civil War from 1975 – 1990 and the July War between the Hezbollah and Israel in 2006, 

have left their scars on the country. While these events are widely discussed within various disciplines 

(e.g. in Salamey 2014; Salloukh et al. 2015; Thompson 1999; Traboulsi 2012), the pertinent points for 

this analysis are listed in the following.  

Due to the conflict in neighboring Syria since 2011, Lebanon is now host to around one million 

registered and hundreds of thousands unregistered Syrian refugees. This heavily bears on the country’s 

economic, political and other societal structures, not least seen through a growing poverty rate among 

Lebanese citizens (Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 2019a, 2019b; Mansour-Ille & Hendow 2017; 

Shehadeh 2010; The World Bank Group (WB) 2019a). Lebanon’s free-market, service-oriented 

economic system is classified as an upper-middle income country, despite chronic structural 

weaknesses, corruption, poor public service delivery and a rapidly expanding informal sector (CIA 

2019b; Salamey 2014; WB 2019b). 

One of the main characteristics of the parliamentary Lebanese Republic is the institutionalization of 

sectarian divisions within the government which, coupled with a patriarchal ideology, crucially shapes 

gender relations. Discrimination against women is a known and persisting problem - most obvious 
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through a woman’s subordinate legal status once she is married. Women lose most of their civil rights 

upon marriage and usually are confined to traditional roles as housewives. This becomes obvious 

through low female economic participation, despite higher female than male university enrollment. In 

addition, there is no law against sexual exploitation or harassment at the work place, alongside a media 

force that is known for “the objectification of women and valuing them only for their beauty” (Latif 

2016: 6; CIA 2019a, 2019b; Mikdashi 2014; Shehadeh 2010). 

Lebanon has a vibrant and in regional comparison free, albeit fragmented, civil society with thousands 

of officially registered non-governmental organizations (NGOs) representing a wide range of interests, 

including women’s rights (Latif 2016; Salloukh et al. 2015; Shehadeh 2010). 

2.4 Migrant Domestic Workers in Lebanon 

Labor migration to the Middle East saw a steep increase since the 1970s. Numbers of MDWs migrating 

to Lebanon rose significantly especially since and directly after the Civil War (1975 - 1990). 

Connections through recruitment agents were established with Sri Lanka (since 1978),1 closely 

followed by the Philippines and Ethiopia, and more developing countries especially in South and 

South-East Asia as well as Africa. To this day, most MDWs enter Lebanon through private 

employment agencies, whom they usually have to pay fees, often leading to indebtedness. This 

“globalized and state-facilitated access to a gendered and racialized transnational labor force” 

(Jureidini 2009: 96–97), in Lebanon, mainly springs from status issues as well as the absence of public 

social services – and not the enablement of local women’s labor market participation (Jureidini 2002; 

KAFA (Enough) Violence & Exploitation (KAFA) 2014; Mansour-Ille & Hendow 2017; Moors & de 

Regt 2008). 

 

Domestic work in Lebanon is racially stratified. The employment of an MDW in Lebanon is not 

reserved for high- or middle-class households. Rather, the nationality of the MDW reveals the status 

of the household and crucially determines the size of salary. Because women from the Philippines are 

considered to be better educated, more efficient and trustworthy they are most ‘expensive’ and usually 

employed in wealthier households. Middle- or lower-class households normally employ women from 

Sri Lanka, Bangladesh or Ethiopia. Wages range from around 400$ for Filipina MDWs, 250$-300$ 

for Sri Lankan MDWs to around 150$ for Ethiopian MDWs (Fakih & Marrouch 2014; Fernandez & 

de Regt 2014; Khan & Harroff-Tavel 2011; Mansour-Ille & Hendow 2017: 18). 

 

1 Due to the previously big group of Sri Lankan MDWs, the term ‘Srilankiyya’ was established as a synonym 

for housemaid and is now part of common parlance (Mansour-Ille & Hendow 2017). 
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Exact numbers of MDWs currently residing in Lebanon are impossible to obtain because the Lebanese 

Ministry of Labor only registers the number of issued work permits per year. These permits have to be 

renewed after one year and statistics only contain newly issued and renewed permits. They do not list 

expired permits, or MDWs who entered Lebanon illegally. Estimations range from 250,000 up to 

350,000 MDWs in total. To date, most MDWs come from Ethiopia, followed by Bangladesh, the 

Philippines, Sri Lanka, Nepal and further African countries including Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, 

Ghana, Ivory Coast, Nigeria, Madagascar, Senegal, and Togo2 (see appendix 1 for most recent figures 

by the ILO) (Fernandez 2017b; ILO Regional Office for Arab States 2016; Mansour-Ille & Hendow 

2017, 2018; Moukarbel 2009b). 

More than 95% of MDWs in Lebanon are women. The small number of male MDWs are usually 

tasked with gardening or other traditional male work, whereas female MDWs typically do the 

household chores as well as caring for children, elderly and pets (Mansour-Ille & Hendow 2017). 

Female MDWs can be categorized as live-ins, freelancers or runaways. The first group, living within 

the home of her employer for the period of their contract, represents the norm and only legally 

permissible category. There is a growing number of freelancers, often former run-aways, who live 

outside their employers’ house and work on an hourly basis for multiple employers. Hence, they earn 

up to twice as much as a live-in and usually have a higher degree of personal mobility even though 

they often lack regular migration status. Runaways are women who decided to leave their employer 

for different reasons. Given that they normally leave without permission, their status becomes 

irregular. It is not untypical that one MDW covers all three categories during her time in Lebanon 

(Fernandez & de Regt 2014; Mansour-Ille & Hendow 2017; Moukarbel 2009b).  

These categorizations and legal issues emerge from a system that fundamentally determines MDWs’ 

experiences in Lebanon, namely the kafala-, or sponsorship-system. Once a “principle of hospitality” 

(Khan & Harroff-Tavel 2011: 294) for hosting short term laborers in the Middle East, it is now a 

customary-legal practice, requiring an in-country sponsor (kafil) in order for a migrant worker to enter 

Lebanon legally.  The sponsor, usually the employer, is responsible for the residence permit (iqama) 

and the work permit of the MDW. “In effect, the kafala system ensures that the legitimacy of a MDW 

as a citizen is inextricably connected to her sponsor” (Pande 2014a: 380; emphasis in original). Hence, 

the MDW is assigned to a sponsor who is then legally accountable for her actions as well as - under a 

normal contract - for her accommodation and food (Fernandez & de Regt 2014; KAFA 2014; Khan & 

Harroff-Tavel 2011; Mansour-Ille & Hendow 2017, 2018; Migration Forum in Asia 2012).  

 

2 This listing excludes a small number of Syrian domestic workers who recently entered the country but fall 

under a different legal categorization (Mansour-Ille and Hendow 2017). 
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The general duration of a work contract is two to three years and it can only be terminated earlier with 

the sponsor’s explicit approval – otherwise an MDW’s status becomes illegal. If caught by the ‘General 

Directorate of General Security’ (GS),3 illegal migrants are referred to a detention center and may only 

leave the country if able to pay the respective fees. In addition, MDWs are explicitly excluded from 

Lebanese labor law. The consequent facilitation of exploitative and abusive practices is a well-

documented fact. The confiscation of MDWs’ passports and legal papers by employers or agencies is 

common practice. Other documented rights violations include restrictions of movement and privacy, 

non-payment of wages, long working hours, no day off, withholding of food, and verbal, physical and 

sexual abuse (Fernandez & de Regt 2014; Hamill 2011; Mansour-Ille & Hendow 2017). Notably, it is 

female employers that are reported to be “the most frequent perpetrators of abuse” (ILO Regional 

Office for Arab States 2016: 7).  

Adding to the precariousness is the fact that MDWs usually are less likely to raise a complaint when 

facing mistreatment precisely because their legal status, housing and other sustenance depend on their 

employer - not to mention cultural and linguistic barriers. Access to the justice system is in practice 

restricted for MDWs due to their limited knowledge of the respective law and legal system, the 

difficulty of compiling evidence, and the common practice by employers of counter-accusing ‘their’ 

MDWs of stealing. It is no secret that MDWs are a marginalized group within Lebanese society that 

often faces discriminatory treatment by police forces and other authorities. In the face of these common 

violations, various countries (such as the Philippines and Ethiopia) prohibited labor migration to 

Lebanon. These bans, however, did not achieve the desired outcomes, but rather led to many women 

migrating illegally, compelling some of the governments to revoke the bans (Mansour-Ille & Hendow 

2017).  

In 2009 The Lebanese government introduced a unified standard contract for MDWs, which defines a 

minimum, and allegedly insufficient, set of rights, and that to date is rarely enforced (KAFA 2014). 

Lebanon has signed but not ratified the 2003 ‘International Convention on the Protection of the Rights 

of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families,’ and until today refuses to sign the ILO 

‘Convention No. 189 concerning decent work for domestic workers’ (C189) (Amnesty International 

2019; Hamill 2011; ILO 2017; Kobaissy 2016). The new labor minister, Camille Abousleiman, in 

office since February 2019, and frequently cited during the field research for this study, announced on 

several occasions that the kafala system in its current form needs to be changed because “[i]t's a form 

of modern slavery, in its extreme” (Abousleiman in an interview in Hall 2019).  

 

3 i.e. the responsible authority that regulates entry and residency of non-nationals (Human Rights Watch 2017). 
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During the last ten years, several civil society organizations (CSOs) were founded or began focusing 

more on the situation of MDWs in Lebanon, providing legal aid, as well as health and other assistance 

(including shelters), and/or taking their plight to the government and wider public (before, mainly 

churches and Caritas were providing active help for MDWs). In addition, some MDWs themselves 

became more active in rights activism and in supporting each other and started to establish their own 

groups. Their attempted unionization in 2015, however, was not officially recognized by the 

government. In line with this, a growing number of international organizations, including Human 

Rights Watch and the ILO, became interested in the topic (Kobaissy 2016; Mansour-Ille & Hendow 

2017, 2018; Tayah 2012). The growing number of usually rights-based NGO reports has helped to 

obtain and publish information about the conditions and demographics of MDWs and to draw attention 

to the topic. Yet, the often sole focus on MDWs’ vulnerability and abuse and the tendency to highlight 

legal issues above all else obscure both important factors outside the legal remit and MDWs’ own 

capacity for agency. The recommendations in these reports may be subsumed under reform or 

abolishment of the kafala system, the inclusion of MDWs in the Lebanese labor code, awareness 

raising campaigns for rights education and one-sided “behavioral changes from both authorities and 

employers” (ALEF - act for human rights 2019: 7).4 

2.5 Literature Review  

Within the last decade academic research has increasingly engaged with MDW issues in Lebanon. 

Among the first comprehensive studies are the investigations of Jureidini (2002, 2003) and Jureidini 

and Moukarbel (2004). While exploring living and working as well as legal conditions, they, like the 

NGO reports, mainly highlight migrant women’s vulnerability. Likening the situation to modern day 

slavery, MDWs are defined first and foremost as victims, exploited and abused by employers and 

recruitment agencies  (Jureidini 2003; Jureidini & Moukarbel 2004). Yet they acknowledge that 

“further analyses are needed that grant migrant domestic workers more agency” (Jureidini & 

Moukarbel 2004: 605). By laying out the history of migrant domestic work in Lebanon (Jureidini 

2009) and focusing on psychological and social aspects within the relationship of mostly female 

employers and their MDWs (Jureidini 2011) the corpus has grown and now also includes the 

suggestion of an attitude- and culture change in order to improve the situation. Beydoun’s (2006) focus 

on Ethiopian MDWs enqueues itself neatly with previous slave-portrayals and law-based approaches 

that center on anti-trafficking laws but, noteworthily, incorporates actors on various levels. Khan & 

Harroff-Tavel (2011), meanwhile, examine the kafala system and possible reforms thereof. Even 

 

4 For more examples see Amnesty International (2019); Guichon (2014), Hamill (2011, 2012), Houry (2010); 

Insan (2016); KAFA (2014); Nasri and Tannous (2014). 
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though the victim perspective dominates the analysis, it is the argument that any profound reform of 

the system will necessarily affect various parts of the labor market that adds value to the debate. 

Concrete policy recommendations are limited to law-based suggestions. Hence, the capacity for 

change is attributed to “adequate political conviction among senior policymakers” (Khan & Harroff-

Tavel 2011: 309). This is in part opposed by Frantz (2014) who explores the information needs of 

MDWs both prior to departure and in the destination country. Albeit emerging from the victim 

perspective, she calls for several actors, including the government, CSOs and, notably, MDWs 

themselves as important actors in making important information (mostly rights) accessible for MDWs. 

Mourkabel (2009b), in the first ample analysis of Sri Lankan domestic workers in Lebanon, draws an 

even more nuanced picture. By including various actors and oppressing factors such as restrictions on 

MDWs’ romantic relationships, she shifts the view towards everyday resistance of MDWs as well as 

the need for behavior changes among employers (Moukarbel 2009a, 2009b). While an important 

factor, race is not the core problem, whereas gender is inevitable when analyzing “the dynamics that 

are at stake within the Madame[5]/housemaid relationship” (Moukarbel 2009b: 17). 

 

Taking the point of resistance further, another branch of literature has emerged as a response to the 

dominant victimization of MDWs. Pande (2012, 2014b) explicitly takes a step away from the 

victimhood perspective in examining the meso-level resistance of migrant domestic workers through 

balcony talks, church meetings and self-organized collectives. Fernandez (2014), moreover, points to 

different forms of MDWs’ agency, including open confrontation and leaving one’s employer. Within 

this strand of literature, Kobaissy (2016) examines the attempt of MDWs to form an official workers’ 

union in 2015 – which revealed a lot about women’s capacity to “forc[e] the attention of the nation to 

the fact that the migrant labor force has become a considerable part of society and can no longer be 

sidelined” (Kobaissy 2016: 88). Fernandez and de Regt (2014) provide a differentiated argument, by 

defining MDWs as a heterogenous group along various intersecting categories. Their analysis moves 

towards a multidimensional approach that highlights how MDWs’ mobility in everyday life 

deconstructs traditional divisions of public and private spaces. In line with this, Moors and de Regt 

(2008) explicitly oppose the essentializing of categories like (il)legal or (ir)regular and call for an 

intersectional approach that is based on the perspectives of respective MDWs themselves. 

One of the most recent case studies is offered by Mansour-Ille and Hendow (2017, 2018), who display 

a constant development within MDWs active resistance. Once “in a state of spatial, legal, and social 

exclusion” (Mansour-Ille & Hendow 2018: 450) the forms of resistance now reach beyond the 

 

5 i.e. female employer. 
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individual- or meso-level and towards “a semi-organized collective publicly and actively calling for 

change and resistance” (ibid.). Kuzbari (2018) started to explicitly apply an intersectional perspective 

for analyzing the exploitation of female MDWs in Lebanon. She argues that merely abolishing the 

kafala system will not change internalized societal attitudes towards MDWs and thus suggests a focus 

on “humanis[ing] the relationship between madam and maid, and eliminating the social stigma of 

domestic work” (Kuzbari 2018: 19). However, the combination of a focus on the abuse of MDWs and 

the use of mainly secondary data diminishes the validity of an intersectional perspective because it 

both takes away the primary voice of MDWs themselves as well as runs the risk of categorizing them 

based on mainly their exploitation.  

 

Incorporating one last and rather fragmented strand of literature on MDWs in Lebanon, which 

contributes analyses of specific topics,6 the literature on MDWs in Lebanon is a body in the making 

that includes more and more perspectives and various levels of analysis as well as methods. Most 

notably, perspectives have moved from single-category definitions of victimhood towards the 

intersection of various categories that shape the experience of MDWs in Lebanon. Yet these categories 

are still usually limited to a small set of features that are treated as stable over time and space and, 

hence, cannot grasp the complexity of the dynamic experiences, nor detect and deconstruct the 

underlying processes that ultimately shape female migration.  

2.6 The Research Gap 

The following analysis attempts to mitigate a two-fold gap that springs from this literature review. It 

first aims to decrease the lack of regional data about female labor migration to the Middle East, and to 

Lebanon in particular through the gathering of in-depth data on the field. The second gap is of 

theoretical-methodological nature and is addressed by applying an intersectional approach. The latter 

challenges the essentializing and hardening of categories while acknowledging the 

multidimensionality of (oppressive) powers at play that create (in)secure female migration to Lebanon. 

Based thereupon emerged the already mentioned research questions.  

  

 

6 Such as migrant domestic workers’ motherhood (Fernandez 2017a, 2017b), their sexuality (Pande 2018), as 

well as perspectives of recruitment agencies (Fernandez 2013; Ghaddar et al. 2018) and Lebanese households 

(Fakih & Marrouch 2014). 
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3. Theoretical Framework: Intersectionality and Translocational 

Positionality 

Intersectionality, both a research concept and a normative-theoretical argument, emanates from 

Kimberlé Crenshaw’s elaboration on  “the intersectional experience” (Crenshaw 1989: 140) of  women 

of color. Crenshaw (1989) argued that power relations and subsequent subordinations might only be 

adequately addressed if the result of their intersection is acknowledged as “greater than the[ir] sum” 

(ibid.:140). Broadly speaking, the concept directs the focus away from essentialized identities and the 

unification of subject formation based on single-axis categories, towards the multiplicity and co-

constituency of differences and power relations. Hence, it renders the relationship between categories 

an open empirical question (Dhamoon 2009; Hancock 2007; Jordan-Zachery 2007). Ever since this 

inaugural argument, the term has witnessed a proliferation within academic literature,7 leading to it 

becoming rather broad and vague. Intersectionality allegedly is a very flexible framework, that can be 

applied to various social groups, contexts and “relations of marginality and privilege” (Dhamoon 2009: 

230) and that includes various ways of application. Yet, as soon as its capacity to critique and, thus, 

deconstruct and/or transform power relations is undermined, it loses its validity as a research paradigm 

(Anthias 2012; Dhamoon 2009). Paying attention to this risk, intersectionality as an analytical 

approach and heuristic tool, shall in the following analysis be applied in its original sense, in other 

words lead to a “critique of dominant ways of examining, theorizing and organizing difference” 

(Dhamoon 2009: 240). Hence, as a first step, Crenshaw’s original coining of the term shall be reviewed 

in this section. This will then be complemented by Dhamoon’s (2009) operationalization of the concept 

into four study areas: identities (of individuals or groups), categories of difference, processes of 

differentiation and systems of domination. Finally, and to avoid the danger of emptying the concept 

by detaching it from contextual, temporal and spatial relations, the concept of translocational 

positionality as defined by Anthias (2002, 2008, 2012) shall foster the understanding of intersecting 

social relations that at times may both mutually reinforce and/or contradict each other. 

When going back to Crenshaw’s definition of intersectionality, one of its defining features is the 

multidimensionality of the concept and the denying of single axis categories that are mutually 

exclusive.  “[W]hen considering how the social world is constructed” there is a “need to account for 

 

7 Examples of its application are to be found in McCall’s (2009) call for interdisciplinarity or Conaghan’s (2009) 

application of intersectionality to the domain of law. In addition, the framework has been applied to analyze 

intersectionalities faced by men and queer identities by Bereswill and Neuber (2011), Hearn (2011) and Parent 

et al. (2013) – amongst others.  
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multiple grounds of identity” (Crenshaw 1991: 1245). An analysis of disadvantage and subordination 

along separate, unidirectional categorial lines, cannot adequately address the experience of multiple 

and co-constitutive sources of discrimination. However,  

intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in fact, it is frequently 

the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with preexisting 

vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment (Crenshaw 1991: 

1249). 

When defining categories as socially constructed, this does not mean they bear no significance in 

everyday life, for “power has clustered around certain categories and is exercised against others” 

(1991: 1297). Hence, “[c]ategories have meaning and consequences” (ibid.). This process of 

categorizing is in itself an exertion of power, which is not always a straightforward process, because 

of the inclusion of various participating actors who are holding different degrees of power. Using an 

intersectional approach seeks to uncover the “process of subordination and the various ways those 

processes are experienced by people who are subordinated by them” (ibid.). It consequently suggests 

that attention must be paid to potential intragroup differences despite their centering around one 

inalienable quality (Anthias 2012; Crenshaw 1989, 1991).  

 

Moreover, experiences of subordination are not only then relevant if their cause is clearly identifiable. 

Rather, prevailing conceptions of discrimination must be scrutinized in terms of their underlying 

categories. If a discourse about one category excludes the discourse about another, this will strengthen 

the very power relations each attempts to criticize. Where subordinations are mutually reinforcing, any 

response to one subordination must, therefore, be a response to all of them – with responses being of 

specific political salience. Policies that fail to include the marginalized allegedly are based on a content 

and narratives of certain underlying categories that privilege certain experiences over others. When 

inclusion-aiming policies are based on single-category assumptions they most likely fail to achieve 

their goal. However, solely arguing for “the multiplicity of identities” (Crenshaw 1991: 1298) will not 

solve the problem. Intersectionality rather argues that it is about “stating what difference a particular 

difference makes” to then “better acknowledge and ground differences among us and negotiate that 

means by which these differences will find expression” (ibid.:1298 f). This will ultimately not only 

lead to the inclusion and benefit of those who are disadvantaged and marginalized in multiple ways, 

but also those who are singularly disadvantaged (Anthias 2012; Crenshaw 1989, 1991). 

In order to mainstream this laid-out concept of intersectionality, Dhamoon (2009: 233) suggests a 

division of analysis into at least four study aspects:  
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1. “identities” (of individuals or groups; e.g. black) 

2. “categories of difference (e.g., race and gender)” 

3. “processes of differentiation (e.g., racialization and gendering)” 

4. “systems of domination (e.g., racism, colonialism, sexism and patriarchy)” 

While these aspects all highlight something else, they might as well appear in combination. In order 

to examine multi-layered power dynamics, a focus on the last two aspects, processes of differentiation 

(the -ions and -ings) and systems of domination (the isms), promise to be most fruitful according to 

Dhamoon (2009). Processes of differentiation describe the production of social differences through for 

example a discourse or practices, whereas systems of domination may be defined as “historically 

constituted structures of domination” (Dhamoon 2009: 234). The latter, at the same time, are 

established by the forces of power just as much as they themselves establish relations of power. Hence, 

the study of processes and systems directs the focus towards the making of difference and the 

conditions in which these differences are socially produced and organized, mitigating the risk of 

essentializing identities that are themselves socially produced. Analyzing processes and systems 

diverts attention from othered identities and categories of otherness towards the critique of their 

production and normalization. Moreover, processes and systems function through and enable each 

other, i.e. they do not exist separately but need each other to operate. When analyzing them, it is not 

their intersection but what their intersection reveals about the techniques of power, that is of interest. 

Since interactions between processes and systems occur at many levels and sites of political life (such 

as the individual and the structural) and in various ways, the analysis accordingly needs to be expanded 

towards multiple levels and dimensions and away from a binary understanding of difference and 

power. Because of this “shifting, messy, indeterminate, dynamic, and multilayered movements of 

difference making” (Dhamoon 2009: 239) an adequate analysis must incorporate the contingency of 

relationship formation between various processes and systems and the potential spatial and temporal 

variation of these relationships. 

This is where the concept of translocational positionality, as developed by Anthias (2002, 2008, 2012) 

complements the concept of intersectionality. A focus on (dis)location and positionality can adequately 

integrate spatial and contextual factors and describe the intersection of various different social 

processes and systems and the positions these create. 

Moreover, this concept might help to understand the sometimes asymmetric workings of power and 

difference on different levels, considering actors at different, sometimes contradictory social locations. 

In line with the definition of difference as a process, a  
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translocational positionality is one structured by the interplay of different locations 

relating to gender, ethnicity, race and class (amongst others), and their at times 

contradictory effects (Anthias 2008: 15; emphasis in original).  

‘Positionality’ describes both the process of social positioning as well as a social position. The term 

relates to the specific and complex placement of a social actor within a network of relations and 

practices, i.e. between structure and agency.  

The term ‘translocation’ refers to the complexity of positionality by recognizing the varying 

interactions of several (dis)locations within and in between social categories (like gender, class or 

nationality).  Translocations are social spaces that are shaped by social boundaries as well as social 

hierarchies. These include differing and shifting social and physical spaces - hence, the potential 

contradictory positionalities (i.e. a position of dominance and subordination) at different times or in 

different spaces. Again, a multi-level perspective is key when analyzing dis- and relocations within 

spatial, political or economic locations amongst others, that once more in themselves are contextual 

and temporal (Anthias 2002, 2008, 2012). 

 

A framework that acknowledges theses differing and shifting contexts as well as levels of analysis and 

their interconnectedness or co-constituency clearly benefits the domain of transnational migration 

studies. Not only is such a framework able to acknowledge the dynamic intersection of a migrant’s 

differing and shifting positions within the local, national and transnational levels of analysis. It 

recognizes the crosscutting influence of other contextual parameters and strips off (cultural and other) 

predispositions about migrants while paying attention to potential intragroup differences (Anthias 

2002, 2008, 2012). 

 

In summary, an intersectionality framework in combination with the notion of translocational 

positionality aims at understanding, unveiling, critiquing and therefore disrupting and denaturalizing 

processes of differentiation and systems of domination that have naturalized and universalized power 

relations. Because they are intrinsically intertwined, it is impossible to critique one process or system 

without disrupting other processes and systems. This consequently will have political implications and 

calls for alliances of different groups and spaces, challenging the primacy of allegedly stable and 

unified social categories as well as types of oppression and hopefully resulting in alternate ways to 

transform social relations and (re)constitute subjectivity (Anthias 2012; Dhamoon 2009).  
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4. Approach and Methodology  

4.1 Ontology and Overall Design  

This analysis is based on a constructionist position, i.e. the position that social realities are constructed 

by individuals and their interactions (Bryman 2012: 380–401). The analysis of an obvious issue of 

female oppression, explains the adherence to feminist principles: This research is done for women and 

places the human experience at its core (Finch 2004; Webb 1993). The analysis, moreover, follows an 

abductive design that uses qualitative methods in order to empirically emanate from the perspectives 

of the individuals in question: female migrant domestic workers in Lebanon.   

This research started with a desk study of the relevant academic and other literature so as to determine 

viable entry points for the empirical research. The seven weeks of field research were conducted in 

Lebanon between April and June 2019. In order to gather participant-based data and because of the 

limited time frame, semi-structured interviewing presented an effective primary way of data gathering. 

As a second method participant observation served to triangulate, confirm and/or uncover further data. 

The theoretical framework of intersectionality was thereupon selected to interpret the findings. 

4.2 Field Research  

4.2.1 Access 

Knowing the field site from a previous visit allowed me to build upon already established contacts and 

arrange some meetings beforehand. This proved rather difficult with individuals or organizations I had 

no previous connection to. Once in the field, however, I experienced a very smooth and open 

immersion. Being honest and overt about my research and the contacts I wanted to establish, I was met 

with mostly welcoming and enthusiastic reactions. Despite the fractured nature of Lebanese civil 

society, I was able to connect with a wide range of organizations in my research field that were very 

open and encouraging gate keepers (see 4.2.2: Respondents). Volunteering at a local NGO for MDWs 

both as a language teacher and attendant for trips as well as participating at several workshops, events 

or trips with other organizations, supported my efforts in gaining access. Being female, moreover, 

facilitated access to the solely female research participants. I assembled the final respondent group by 

snowball sampling, i.e. suggestions and further connections of initial contacts (Bryman 2012: 424). 

Flexibility was key in the face of several meeting cancellations or postponements, yet, proved worth 

the effort. 
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4.2.2 Respondents 

For safety purposes and to at the same time emphasize their humanness, all research participants are 

re-named. 

The respondent may be grouped into two subgroups:  

1. MDWs, the main respondent group, and, for triangulation purposes: 

2. Leaders or staff of organizations and groups that work within the subject area. 

The following maps display the type of gatekeeper organizations and respective respondents as well 

as their nationality and approximate most recent arrival to Lebanon8 (for group 1); or their position 

within the organization and if they have Lebanese citizenship (for group 2). 

 

  

 

8 Some women came to Lebanon several times after temporarily returning to their home countries. 

 Country of 

Origin 

Number of 

Respondents 

E Ethiopia 6 

P Philippines 4 

S Sri Lanka 2 

B Bangladesh 1 

M Madagascar 1 

I Ivory Coast 1 

 Total 15 

personal 
previous  
contact

Sebele (E, 2016)

Hanna (E, 2018)

Local Christian 
Project

Marisol (P, 2010)

Nayana (S, 2013)

Tala (P, 2016)

Jasmine (P, 2018)

Aquaintance 
during protest 

march
Hinni (S, unclear)

Local NGO 
for MDWs

Emnet
(E, approx.2000)

Gadise
(E, approx.2016)

Adia 
(E, approx. 2018)

Nigat 
(E, approx. 2017)

Local nursery 
for children 
of MDWs

Salma (B, 2010)

local MDW 
network

Dianne (M, 1996)

Aya (I, 1992)

Janelle (P, 1991)

Group 1: Migrant Domestic Workers 

 

Figure 1: Research participants group 1 (own diagram) 
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International 
Christian 

humanitarian 
organization

Reem
(social worker, 

Lebanese)

Local Christian 
project for 

MDWs

Cathy
(leader, non-

Lebanese)

Estrella
(co-worker, non-

Lebanese)

Local human 
rights 

organization

Joumana
(lawyer, Lebanese)

Local NGO for 
MDWs

Zaina
(community center 

coordinator, 
Lebanese)

International 
human-rights-

lawyer network 
with local office in 

Lebanon

Nicole
(lawyer, non-

Lebanese)

Local nursery for 
children of MDWs

Maria
(leader, non-

Lebanese)

Yara
(educational 

coordinator, non-
Lebanese)

Nour
(social worker, 

Lebanese)

anonymous
Nadia

(migration expert, 
non-Lebanese)

  

Group 2: Leaders and Staff 

 

Total number of respondents: 10 

Figure 2: Research participants group 2 (own diagram) 
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4.2.3 Research Methods in the Field 

Semi-structured interviewing presented the primary method of data gathering. Roughly structured by 

an interview guide with nine (group 1) or eight (group 2) main topics and several sub-questions (see 

appendix 2), this method grants the respondent and researcher considerable freedom in how to react to 

questions and replies. It aims to “explore people’s views of reality” (Reinharz & Davidman 1992: 18) 

and allows for clarification, discussion and adjustment even while in the field (ibid.). Semi-structured 

interviewing facilitates focusing on how the participant understands the issues in question, while 

establishing at least some degree of thematic similarity (Bryman 2012: 470). The interview guide for 

this analysis starts on a superficial level (initial questions about quantifiable facts) to then reach deeper 

levels as the respondent narrates her own story and experiences, accompanied by follow-up questions 

through the researcher. These stories were not always told in chronological order with precise start or 

ending and were “never innocent of social structure and social place” (Anthias 2002: 500). The data 

thus gathered, is comprised of thirteen one-on-one interviews with MDWs and one interview with two 

MDWs. Group two involves six one-on-one interviews, one interview with two respondents present 

and two one-on-one conversations that did not follow the interview guide at all. These interviews 

ranged between twenty minutes and almost two hours. They were conducted in English, but for seven 

respondents of group one a translator was present. All interviews were audio taped and later selectively 

transcribed. The two conversations that did not follow the guide were put into fieldnotes. Moreover, 

one of the respondents later contacted me via text messages to add some thoughts on the interview we 

conducted before and allowed me (in writing) to use this data.  

Participant observation, as the second research method deployed, describes the immersion of the 

researcher into a social setting and/or social group to observe, listen, engage with the social 

environment and ask further questions. The researcher aims at developing an understanding of the 

group culture, and people’s behavior in that specific context, and may detect additional topics that did 

not come up during the interview process (Bryman 2012: 432–433). All observations for this research 

were documented in the form of field notes (recorded, handwritten and/or digitally typed). To grant a 

high level of transparency, I occupied an overt role, i.e. disclosed my role as a researcher whenever I 

had the possibility to do so. All participants were at all times allowed and encouraged to ask and 

discuss with me any matter they chose. My role can further be described as a partially participating 

observer who was taking part in activities as much as possible but not always as a full member (due to 

time- or language-barriers) (Bryman 2012: 433, 442). Despite the limited timeframe, I was able to 

engage with and take part in several activities, including various public events (such as a protest walk), 

as well as frequent meetings in more private/ daily settings (for detailed list see appendix 3). 
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All in all, the gathered data may be small in quantifiable numbers. However, the combination of in-

depth interviews and intense day-to-day engagement with and in respective settings confers qualitative 

depth and validity on the research. 

4.3 Ethical Considerations 

Any knowledge gained within this analysis is “a reflection of [the] researcher’s location in time and 

social space” (Bryman 2012: 393). Hence, the knowledge produced is by no means detached from my 

experiences and always influenced by my own position towards the research participants and my 

relationship to knowledge production (Abu-Lughod 2017; Dhamoon 2009). Moreover, any 

information obtained has to be considered in its “intersubjective context” (Anthias 2002: 512). Despite 

my best efforts and wishes, I cannot guarantee equal (power) relations between my respondents and 

myself. I am well aware of the fact that I was invading their privacy and occupying the spuriously 

privileged position of a white university student. I am aware of and want to point to the possibility of 

different ideas about concepts such as justice and equality in this world and one’s own life plans (Abu-

Lughod 2002). 

I do not claim to know all factors and actors that affect concepts like gender roles in specific regions 

and I refrain from generalizing terminology or content, particularly with regard to loaded terms such 

as ‘Arab World’ or ‘Middle East’ – none of which describe the same content. This analysis contributes 

to literature about the country Lebanon and its capital Beirut in particular. Even though geographically 

located in the Mediterranean region of the Middle East, any of my findings cannot by default be applied 

to the region as a whole (Mikdashi 2012). 

This research is based on the norms of transparency, non-exploitation and reciprocity (Bryman 2012; 

Reinharz & Davidman 1992). I aimed to imbue my relationships with research participants, even 

though probably unbalanced, with reciprocity, genuine interest and respect towards the experiences 

and contributions of the participants; as well as through honesty about the intended research, my role 

as a researcher, and avoiding making promises that I could not guarantee.  

Additionally, all interviews were based on informed consent (audio taped or in writing; see appendices 

3 and 4), that could and can be withdrawn at any time and without giving a reason. Participants had 

the chance to stop interviews at any time or not to answer specific questions. One interview was 

stopped by the translator who did not want to hear more details. Due to the sensitivity of the issues this 

research deals with, emotions were explicitly allowed and expected - and came up frequently during 

interviews. 

Several safeguards were applied to enhance the security of all research participants. These include(d): 
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• using a VPN for any online activity while in the field, 

• mentioning no personal information of participants in my notes or analysis (or anywhere else), 

• taking no pictures of research participants and avoiding the storage of pictures taken by others 

(during meetings or events) together with other data, 

• using codes for interview-files and filed notes, 

• putting a password on record files stored in my phone (that functioned as a recorder), 

• only conduct interviews in settings that are considered safe by participants. 

All in all, I pledge myself to the ethical principle to ensure all I can, not to harm anyone related to this 

research. 

4.4 Delimitations  

This analysis is delimited through a seven-week timeframe in the field as well as a locational focus on 

Beirut, and hence, participants who were residing there during this time frame. The choice for Lebanon 

is based on its accessibility in terms of visa regulations, security situation and the fact that I knew the 

field site – which proved crucial in light of the limited time frame. Moreover, only females were 

interviewed, owing to the fact that more than 96% of domestic workers in Lebanon are women. The 

emphasis on domestic work, however, does not cover all forms of female migration to Lebanon. The 

places of the interviews (see appendix 6) were selected by the interviewees themselves, in hope to 

enhance their perceived security. Yet, this does not say that the choice of place had no influence on 

the answers and elaborations of the interviewees. Additionally, no employers or sponsors were 

interviewed, obscuring an important contribution in order to arrive at a comprehensive analysis and 

calling for further data gathering that incorporates these missing perspectives. Methodological 

delimitations were defined by the use of qualitative methods. Sample diversification in terms of 

nationality depended on the unpredictable results of snowball sampling, which worked well when 

considering the six different nationalities that are included (in group 1). 

Conceptual delimitations evolve around an emphasis on gender and migration. The concept of power 

comes up several times, yet, receives minor attention despite an elaborate debate around it. This goes 

back to the focus on the actual workings and effects of underlying powers. The meta-features and 

attributes of power as such, even though present throughout this analysis, are of less importance at this 

point.  
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4.5 Limitations 

Limitations of this research depended on the general security situation on the field site (which was 

mostly unproblematic) and access to MDWs. Displaying the voices of women that were able to leave 

their employers’ house or let me in, excludes less free voices, i.e. women working and living in more 

oppressive conditions. Any findings have to be considered in view of this exclusion and possible 

reductive results. Language barriers limited the analysis insofar as I depended on the participants’ 

ability to speak English or the involvement of a translator. The latter (especially in combination with 

cultural barriers) came along with further time and communication restrictions. My position vis-à-vis 

MDWs as a foreign white woman from a Western background influenced(/s) my own as well as the 

participants’ behavior and trust towards me. Additionally, the research depended on the participants’ 

willingness to honestly contribute to the research. 

Hegemonic discourses which shaped my understanding and hence analysis of the data further limit the 

research. Lastly, ethnographic research is generally limited by the situational contingency of 

information and knowledge (Anthias 2002). The data gathered is hence only a snapshot of constantly 

shifting realities and may only be used as such. 
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5. Findings and Analysis 

The oppressions detected within the data gathered are not new in themselves. Instead, it is the 

multilevel analysis of their multilayer intersections and the revelations of these interactions about the 

underlying powers, that diminish the proposed research gap.  

This chapter emanates from the following research questions: 

Which powers create (in)secure9 female migration to Lebanon and how? 

▪ Which intersecting oppressions do MDWs in Lebanon currently face? How do these 

inhibit safe migration? 

▪ How can these intersecting processes and systems be criticized, i.e. uncovered and 

deconstructed? 

The main issues detected in the data gathered broadly grouped around four areas: (1) macro systems, 

power and law; (2) isolation and invisibility; (3) dehumanization and commodification; and (4) 

mobility and belonging - all of which are necessarily and inextricably linked when analyzed through 

an intersectional perspective. Various identities, categories, processes and systems will thus come up 

several times. They will not merely be listed, but displayed in their intersectional appearance and in 

conjunction with what they reveal about the powers at work.10 This at the same time circumvents the 

risk of “overdetermining the autonomy and essential characteristics of a category” and hence 

“counter[…] hegemonic ways of seeing difference, identity and power” (Dhamoon 2009: 234). In a 

last step this section will be completed by an analysis of how MDWs reduce their vulnerabilities. The 

deconstruction of oppressive powers through acts of self-empowerment and resistance is at the core of 

this analysis since it contributes significantly to answering the research question(s). 

  

 

9 Security is not a stable but inherently subjective concept and will be treated as an open notion, that respondents 

may fill according to their respective framing of reality. The term describes the “absence of, or freedom from, 

any threat to the core values of human dignity (including in particular physical survival, well-being, and identity 

with respect)” (Gasper et al. 2014: 4). Hence, any measures to achieve it must be shaped by the subjectively 

attributed meaning (Bothe 2008; Gießmann 2011). Even though not the same, security and safety will be used 

interchangeably for simplification purposes and, especially, to minimize linguistic barriers during interviews.  

10 Even though the origin and emergence of these processes and systems could be traced back centuries, the point 

here is to discover and deconstruct them for what they are presently. 
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5.1 Macro Systems, Power and Law 

Economy and migration systems, both globally and nationally, are among the most obvious levels to 

look at. Many of the respondents explained their motivation to migrate with economic reasons, namely, 

to alleviate poverty and/or the idea of earning more money when working abroad. Nayana, a mother 

of two school-aged children, came from Sri Lanka to Lebanon in 2013 to earn money to pay for her 

children’s education. She clearly stated that she only “came to work” and that her main criterion for 

the choice of the destination country was the amount of money she could earn. Knowing that “she is 

the provider and breadwinner for her two sons” who are still in Sri Lanka, “her main thing is that her 

children should study and not end up like her.” Jasmine, likewise, left her four children in the 

Philippines and decided to migrate to Lebanon for economic reasons. Yet, she expressed in a written 

message how the shift of care taking and household chores in a globalized and capitalized system over 

national borders may not be desirable:  

One day [how] i wish there is no mom going out of the country to take care of babys 

not their own to do housekeeping [for] money and have [indecent] relationship 

[because] of poverty. 

In addition, several women explained that they were deceived about the kind of work or the working 

conditions awaiting them in the destination country. Hinni from Sri Lanka and Salma from Bangladesh 

were deluded about the type of work they would do. Janelle from the Philippines, an educated secretary 

who quit a decent job in her country of origin, expected better conditions and living standards than a 

small attic space to sleep in and no day off during her first three years in Lebanon.  

 

While many women decide themselves to migrate to support and provide for their family members – 

including Adia from Ethiopia who originally wanted to financially support her sick mother – Gadise 

from Ethiopia, migrated because she was forced to do so by family members.  

Regardless of the specific reason, globalization and capitalism are strong forces that promote this kind 

of migration. “So much oppression just because of these dollars […] they want to earn. We want to 

earn,” Estrella, a former MDW and current staff member of an MDW support organization, stressed. 

 

Moving on from the global forces and a similar ‘push’ that affect women in many places, to the locally 

specific aspects, the kafala system shapes the experience of women migrating to Lebanon differently 

to that of women who end up elsewhere.  
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Intersecting with and further facilitating systems like racism,11 sexism,12 and patriarchy, the kafala 

system creates a power imbalance within state and society at large as well as within the single 

households in favor of the employer and lawmaker/-executer. The kafala system puts migrant workers 

into “standardized bureaucratic categories” that in turn have “significant consequences for migrant 

workers” because of the “[s]paces of legal ambiguity that have emerged from these forms of 

administrative coding” (Gasper et al. 2014: 12). At least two consequences for MDWs in Lebanon 

were detected during the field research: the arbitrariness, unreliability and unpredictability of laws and 

authority behavior, and the precarious power position of MDWs in the destination country. 

All of the respondents who decided to leave their employer without the latter’s consent described a 

similar fear of being caught by the police, detained and/or deported because they no longer fit into the 

designated inflexible category of a live-in MDW. Usually having to leave their passport and other legal 

documents behind, these women had no chance of legally residing and working in Lebanon or of 

migrating back to their home country through legal channels. 

Being afraid of authorities does not only go back to having no, or the wrong papers. The ambiguity 

and unreliability of the immigration laws in Lebanon coupled with the decision power of authorities 

to grant or deny official residency, always bear the risk of randomly facing detention or deportation. 

Or in the words of a human rights lawyer from a Western country working in Lebanon: 

[I]t’s really reliant on just this massive network of really small concentrated areas of 

power where […] in some circumstances it’s the agent that insists that the passport is 

confiscated, sometimes not, sometimes it’s the employer, sometimes the unified 

 

11 Racism in this analysis is used as a system based on the belief that human beings can be divided into biological 

races and that these can be rated into hierarchies with superior and inferior races. Racism suggests that inherited 

biological traits are causally linked to a race’s members’ “personality, intellect, morality and other cultural and 

behavioral features” (Smedley 2019).  

Ethnicity refers to a “sense of communal belonging” (Smith 2000: 23) based on “common ancestry, shared 

memories and elements of common culture with a link to a specific territory and a measure of solidarity” (Smith 

1996: 447). In the following it is defined as the social meanings attached to a believed but often mythologized 

common origin (Gellner 1990; Smith 1991). 

Memmi (2014: IX) uses the term “heterophobia,” to describe “all forms of domination based on real or imaginary 

differences between groups,” of which racism is one form. While several phobia-forms appear in this analysis 

their demarcations are blurry. Racism is among the most apparent forms and will thus be primarily used even if 

at some points it may overlap with ethnophobia or the like.  

 
12 Sexism is the belief that one sex is superior to others. Under sexism the distinction between sex and gender is 

less critical because the term describes prejudices and subsequent discrimination on the basis of both gender 

and/or sex. Sexism in societies may assist in upholding male domination (patriarchy) and contains narratives 

about clearly distinct male and female roles, with the latter being defined as weaker, less capable and of less or 

no value (Masequesmay 2019). 
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standard contract is enforced, sometimes it isn’t, sometimes the GS in a certain area 

might […] allow you to, you know, regularize your papers even if you haven’t after 

many years, sometimes they won’t. 

Both Dianne from Madagascar and Janelle from the Philippines explained that even after legally 

residing in Lebanon for over twenty years, they are “afraid every year” when their residence permit 

(iqama) has to be renewed. After witnessing the deportation of three of her colleagues, Dianne stated 

that “we are afraid because of the laws. They have really laws I can call it stupid.” Tala, who actually 

works as a spa therapist, recounted similar feelings: “So my fear is if […] the immigration police come 

and see what is my work so they can put me to jail directly. So that is my biggest fear.” Marisol from 

the Philippines told that she was detained after visiting the immigration authorities despite being 

legally married to a Lebanese citizen. Meanwhile Hinni from Sri Lanka agreed when she said that she 

is “[a]lways afraid if anybody can do any blame. […] Of course […] no body will judge, justice for 

our side. It’s for them.” Emnet questioned outright the existence of any justice system: “You don’t 

have any law here. You don’t think the Lebanese government is working” – which was confirmed by 

Nicole, the lawyer cited above, who described the Lebanese justice system thus: 

The law itself is so discriminatory that you can’t go any further in a legal sense, which 

is really frustrating as lawyers, because, I mean we’re used to thinking creatively, but 

there are so many things that we just actually cannot do in this system. It’s just dead 

end everywhere. And the system has been set up for that, like it’s being set up to stop 

you being able to get justice. 

However, it is not only the justice and immigration system that creates this kind of insecurity but its 

intersection with racism and ethnicism that leaves certain races and ethnicities at the lower end of the 

power ladder. More important for this analysis than debatable reasons for the emergence of these 

systems - such as the legacy of slaves brought into the region since the seventh century or the 

government’s negligence in enforcing legislation against racism (The Economist 2012) - is their 

intersection. Racism, ethnicism and the flawed justice system function through each other and create 

an enmeshed system of domination and subordination. Zaina, a Lebanese citizen who is coordinating 

a community center for MDWs in Lebanon, explained that:  

They [the authorities] can just like throw stereotypes on 300,000 people just because 

they come from this country and this, because they are like dark skinned people, and 

just, racism is entrenched in everything we are doing.  
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These racist and ethnicized structures, in turn, are nationally stratified in themselves, according to 

Zaina:  

the level of discrimination depends on the nationality, so the […] perception toward the 

Filipino domestic worker is different from the perception of Ethiopian domestic worker 

is so different from the perception of a Bengali domestic worker. 

Intersecting with a patriarchal society, ethnicism and racism greatly increase a migrant woman’s 

vulnerability. Reem, having grown up in Lebanon as a woman and now working for the protection of 

MDWs, elaborated on the patriarchal structures she encountered:  

[T]he orient thinking that she […] should be protected and she’s part of the owner of 

the family. […] For the Lebanese culture they […] consider[…] them […] not as an 

independent person. It’s like one of, system of patriarchal society. […] she will stay not 

equal. Despite that in Lebanon the situation of women is better than other countries but 

it will stay […] less, treated like not on the same level. 

Tala from the Philippines stated that within these systems “the employer[s] are the power.” Likewise, 

Nicole explained that even though employers as single actors have no power to change a system that 

is “easy to exploit,” it is their behavior within this system that crucially shapes an MDW’s everyday 

life. She furthermore claimed: “[T]hat’s just the cause of all the problems […] that they’re just so 

completely dependent on this one sponsor.” According to Cox (2006) this power imbalance is a natural 

feature of domestic work. She goes on to describe:  

Today's domestic workers have to shoulder the centuries-long prejudices against 

domestic labour. These attitudes assumed that all domestic work was unskilled, that it 

was easy to do and that, somehow, all women were naturally able to do it (Cox 2006: 

6).  

Domestic workers in Lebanon, according to the lawyer Nicole, occupy “this […] female […] 

powerless, non-employment role.” When Nigat from Ethiopia started to work for a Lebanese family, 

she was accused of stealing by her employer and remembered that “she came, she grabbing me, […] 

told me […] you stole my earring, my chain. [I] said ‘no.’ But after that I don’t want to stay there.” 

Having to leave passport and other official documentation with her former employer, Nigat was afraid 

of detention and did not want to turn to the authorities. Well aware of her vulnerable position, she 

stated that “I don’t have any power to change.” Janelle, experiencing the power of her former employer 

to send her back to the Philippines against her will, elaborated that  
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it’s not secret. It’s not hidden. Globally everyone knows what’s happening in Lebanon. 

But is there anything or anyone can change the law? No, because they are their own 

law. The people here say ‘this is my law. So you have to follow. I don’t care the […]  

governments law. I am the law. You have to follow me. I’m your employer.’ 

Aya traces this power imposition back to a system in which a “domestic worker [that] get problem 

never wins. Never wins. […] The Lebanese they have right. [If] you have problem with madam, you 

have right nobody can give you [in] this country.” The confinement of MDWs to this role, according 

to Nicole, “probably [is] reflective of […] generally accepted power dynamics in […] the country.” 

Moreover,  

the power dynamic is so unbalanced […] It’s just so, it’s been so unbalanced for so long 

[…] the two communities are just so separate […] And then on the side of the 

oppressors, they have had decades and decades of thinking of people as […] less than 

them. 

Yet, the power imbalance does not necessarily mean that respective employers abuse their position. 

Nayana and Salma both reflected on how they occupy different positions within different households 

and towards different individuals. Nayana, a freelancer from Sri Lanka, described occupying different, 

at times even contradicting social positions depending on which household she worked in. While some 

invited her to sit at the table with them, i.e. accepted her as a family member, others did not even offer 

her something to drink. Salma from Bangladesh, on the other hand, experienced this translocational 

positionality within one household: Being downgraded by her ‘madam’ through slapping and cursing, 

Salma spoke highly of the household’s ‘mister’ who seemed to care about her welfare. “Because he 

was treating her as a family member, he would ask […] her to sit with them for lunch, while [the wife] 

would ask her to sit on the floor” (voice of the translator). Cathy, with her years of experience in 

supporting MDWs, stated that “[t]hey’re [the MDWs] not all innocent. There are many who are 

abused, persecuted, not paid their salaries. I understand that. But there is another side also.” Hence, it 

is crucial to nuance arguments insofar as to not generally condemn the employers’ side. 

Nicole explained that the kafala system is “so ingrained in all the legal frameworks of all these 

countries it is actually complicated to understand exactly how you would get rid of [it]. It’s not like 

you just repeal a law.” Thus, she pointed towards changes that have to go deeper than the legal level. 

There are deeper powers at work that legal changes cannot address if not combined with changes on 

other levels. After all, domestic workers are by default bound to the private sphere, which “even with 
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improved legal protection […] makes enforcing any guidance difficult or impossible” (Cox 2006: 134), 

a point which leads to the next section of this chapter.   

5.2 Isolation and Invisibility  

Both isolation and invisibility are intrinsic and not automatically bad parts of domestic work. Yet, 

when occurring on several levels and intersecting with oppressive structures and systems the risk of 

leaving MDWs at a vulnerable position greatly increases.  

Isolation can inter alia be physical, social or mental. It, moreover, can cause and exacerbate as well as 

be caused and exacerbated by other processes of differentiation and systems of domination.  Domestic 

workers may experience isolation because of excessive working hours that keep them from engaging 

with anything or anyone else outside of their workplace(s) and -times. Emnet remembered her 

experiences when newly arrived in Lebanon as follows: “I working neighbor, her [the madam’s] 

sister’s house, her mother’s house […] I clean car. Everything. I am alone.”  Salma from Bangladesh, 

Janelle from the Philippines and Aya from Ivory Coast all recounted similar feelings of being trapped 

in their employers’ houses because they were not allowed to leave and/or had no free time to do so. 

Salma outright described her first working place and residency “[a]s of she’s in a prison […] they gave 

her little place […] there’s no oxygen, there’s no window, one door, it’s beside the kitchen.” This 

description of a typical ‘maid room’ emphasizes the marginalization of domestic workers even within 

the architecture of houses that physically confine a MDW to an isolated and invisible space (Saad 

2016). Janelle remembered being locked into her employer’s house whenever the latter left the 

building, making her feel both physically as well as socially isolated:  

And then I was not able to see any… there is no anybody because it’s surrounded by 

like buildings that the rich people, you know, you cannot see anybody. So I was excited 

if somebody will pass like someone will go to the shop [below my apartment]. Any 

nationalities I will call from the balcony ‘hi!’ like this, shouting just like calling their 

attention, ‘yeah I’m here.’ But still I’m up there and then who cares? They don’t know 

me. I don’t know them.  

Isolation goes deeper than the physical level. Mentally and socially MDWs are othered through the 

racist and gendered patterns mentioned above, that can appear in multiple layers. Nicole elaborated in 

length about the gendered oppressions MDWs face: 

Most of all migrant domestic workers in Lebanon are women […] and the law 

discriminates both implicitly and explicitly against them. [The] cost for bringing a 

migrant worker into Lebanon is more for men and less for women – which is more of 
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an incentive to bring women into the country. And I think the fact that it’s less expensive 

to bring them here […], they don’t have a minimum wage and they in practice get paid 

nothing, is reflective of the fact that domestic work is seen as inherently women’s work. 

It’s like […]care work, cooking, cleaning, those are seen as things that women do and 

because it’s things that women do it’s also seen as just inherently kind of worthless. 

You know doing-a-job-important-to-pay-you-properly kind of thing. And so I definitely 

think that there is a massively gendered element both to the way that people perceive 

domestic work and also there’s a gendered element to the way that it plays out in 

practice, right. Cause obviously there is […] intersectional discrimination happening 

whereby the person is discriminated against and faces specific vulnerabilities, one, 

because they are a migrant, because of their immigration status; and then, two, because 

they are a woman. 

While Nicole explained the intersection of migration status and gender, there is a further layer to the 

latter. Local women who experience gender discrimination and sexism within their patriarchal society 

indirectly channel these frustrations onto their ‘maids,’ exposing female MDWs to a double layered 

form of sexism: directly in public (i.e. society and male employers) and indirectly in private settings 

(i.e. at home by the female employer). Cathy, the already mentioned leader of an MDW-supporting 

organization explained: “you know every Lebanese wife is stressed because she has to look beautiful, 

she has to be good at work she has to be good at home. That puts lots of stress on her.” 

Further exacerbating the isolation are the language and cultural barriers that many of the interviewees 

described. “They come from […] far countries. You know, another culture, another language another 

lifestyle,” Joumana explained. Emnet, who in the meantime mastered both Arabic and English, 

remembered the language barrier in the beginning as “very big […] I don’t know how to […] 

communicate this people. What can I do? This is really for me a dark year.” This language barrier also 

means that MDWs may not be able to understand respective laws and paperwork not issued in their 

language; hence, they often are not aware of their rights and duties.  

Cultural barriers were often explained through struggling with the different kind of food the women 

were expected to eat. This led to some women feeling not properly fed because the food they were 

offered for them constituted no ‘real food.’ Cathy claimed that both sides,  

the employers and the girls who come don’t seem to understand the sponsorship system 

and what it involves. You know for the girls when you come in they are not getting rice 

to eat. So: ‘I am not getting food.’ […] You are getting food and water, but not what 
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you expected. You know there is this cultural barrier, there is this language barrier. […] 

so there is a lot of orientation they have to go through. 

Isolation, thus, springs from the intersecting categories of a profession in a confined space, migration 

status under a racist immigration system, and gendered patterns that marginalize women and devalue 

domestic work both as women’s work and as work for non-nationals (one could in some cases even 

go as far and argue that domestic work is seen as work for inferior races).  

Being isolated through othering on several levels, MDWs, even though part of the household’s daily 

life, easily become invisible. As mentioned before this may happen physically through their 

confinement to the ‘maid room’ and other minimal (dis)locations (like an attic alcove or a balcony), 

or official and unofficial bans from public places like swimming resorts or restaurants.  

Tala from the Philippines stated that the rights violations MDWs face are not “put in public,” on the 

contrary, “they [the Lebanese public] close their mouth.” Dianne, who migrated from Madagascar to 

Lebanon during the mid-1990s, argued that in contrast to her beginnings, she feels more visible in 

society today because she is known by the people living in her neighborhood. However, within the 

law, she stated, MDWs are continuously invisible. While MDWs are not included in the labor code, 

their plight is further marginalized within the political agendas of the Lebanese government as well as 

of NGOs and CSOs. When Aya reflected on the exclusion of domestic workers from the government, 

she traced it back to her identity as a domestic worker: “Nobody listens me because I am domestic 

worker.” Both a human rights lawyer as well a migration expert explained that more high-profile 

tragedies and crises, such as the Syrian refugee influx, led to a deprioritization of MDW matters both 

within agendas and funding. Hence, it is the intersection of their invisibility in political agendas with 

marginalizing categorizations such as domestic worker, migrant and woman that lead to MDWs being 

unseen on several levels. At the same time, when considering everyday activities like shopping or 

taking the family dog for a walk, MDWs are a well seen, even though at times ignored, part of Lebanese 

society. 

5.3 Dehumanization and Commodification 

Zaina, a Lebanese citizen who is employed at an NGO that advocates for MDWs’ rights, explained 

during an interview that: 

The fact that, you know, from our families we know […] how much it is challenging to 

actually talk about migrant domestic worker and her rights. And we’re just […] at the 

very very basic stage of arguing: do they even have right or not? You know? So hearing 

these comments, ‘of course I wouldn’t allow her to sit on my table’ or […] ‘why 
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wouldn’t she be happy? I’m giving her 150 dollars. She can be a queen in her country’ 

[…] all of these arguments reflect how we as Lebanese think we are entitled or […] we 

have ownership of someone.  

Janelle, from the Philippines likewise reflected that “it’s […] normal for them to take somebody to 

clean their house” and thus pointed to a topic that came up frequently during the field research: the 

normalization of having a ‘maid’ and, as this section will show, treating her as inferior by 

dehumanizing and sometimes outright commodifying her.  

Hinni, as one of the first-generation women who migrated to Lebanon from Sri Lanka in the late 1970s, 

recounted how she was put into a cage with numerous other women upon arrival, where they had to 

wait for their respective employer or agency. Several women recounted excessive workloads and that 

they had to be available for work almost all day and night, with little sleep and often restricted or no 

food provisions. It additionally seemed common to transfer MDWs between households within the 

same extended family. Gadise, for example, described how she had to work for three households at 

her first employer and later was repeatedly transferred to other households by an agency against her 

will. Emnet, moreover, remembered how she was used to enhance the social and economic status of 

her first employer. Even though poor, she used Emnet to show that “[s]he have a migrant worker[…] 

her home, she’s rich. Khalas.[13] Everybody see: ‘ahh she have a migrant worker’ […] in front of rich 

people.” 

Several women remembered how they experienced maltreatment in different forms. Gadise and Adia 

told they were being beaten by their employers. Adia recounted through her translator how  

everybody [in the household] beats her anywhere. [...] Everybody attacks her. She’s 

working there maximum seven month. Nobody pays for her. [...] Everybody’s shouting 

for her. She’s upset. She’s stressed. So she hearing [her tasks] but she doesn’t do it. She 

[the madam] beats her chest. After that she [Adia] ran away. 

Hinni and Aya mentioned that in addition to domestic work, MDWs are often commodified and 

stigmatized as sex objects by men in public. Other women, like Jasmine, experienced sexual 

harassment by the master of the house. Cathy, herself a migrant and the leader of an organization for 

MDWs, explained how the intersection of gender and migration status as well as ethnicity can lead to 

insecurity through sexist behavior by men: 

 

13 Arabic for ‘stop/ enough’ 
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Men hit on them […] because they are domestic workers. They wouldn’t treat the 

Lebanese women like that. But they would definitely hit on the migrant domestic 

workers. They [the female MDWs] feel very insecure without a man, so they hook up. 

They hook up with men. […] They feel very insecure but when they have a man with 

them they feel nobody is bothering them. They feel secure to have a man. 

The above described treatment led to the interviewees reflecting upon their dehumanization and 

commodification. Tala stated that “some of the madam[s] here they treat the, especially the housemaids 

as their own, they buy that person. […] they think that they buy the whole of your body, body and 

soul.” Hinni described MDWs as purchasable “objects,” while Jasmine recounted that “I felt like I am 

a material, you know. An item. You buy. […] I have a life too. I have kids. I’m not a thing that you 

buy from the Philippines.”  

This objectification led to many women comparing their status to animals. Marisol explained that she 

felt like a “dog” that has to beg for her salary. Or in Jasmine’s words: “You know like… in myself, I 

feel like I’m a dog you know. With chain. But for my children I tolerate all this.” Nour, described 

agency officers that transfer and place MDWs to behave “like they are training a dog,” while Aya 

compared MDWs to closed-in “cow[s].” 

It is not only the MDWs that compare themselves to animals. Degrading language is a tool sometimes 

used by the host society to dehumanize MDWs. To give an illustration, during a walk through Beirut 

Emnet, a woman of color, and I were called a “donkey” by a male passerby. Jasmine elaborated in a 

written chat message about the psychological consequences these insults can have for MDWs:  

I felt so depress[ed] you know my pride and ego was hurt and i told myself why is God 

allow these person to be like these[sic] to me [?] What if i am a worm or an animal i 

will [not] undergo this kind of mistreatment[sic] what a shame [I’m] planning to jump 

out. […] in my opinion if you […] always hear [bad words], insult you loose[sic] ur 

confidence, hope and desires to life[. O]nly two [things] will come to ur mind: to kill 

urself or to kill […] them. 

It is this reduction of a multifaceted individual to one stable category of a dehumanized and 

commodified domestic worker, or in Aya’s words a “robot,” that many of the women experienced as 

humiliating and oppressive.  
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When looking at the underlying powers that assist in and create such oppressions the intersectional 

lens proved crucial. Tala, when asked why she thinks MDWs are treated in the above described way 

elaborated:  

Maybe because the position in life, that they [the host society] think that they are in the 

top. I don’t know, maybe the culture. […] Really, I really don’t know why some of the 

Lebanese people they think that everybody is down. Mostly. But as I told you […] you 

can meet very good person. But at the same time you can meet a very very bad person. 

[…] And many, many things, bullying from the kids, about the color, about the face and 

everything. 

This quote illustrates the several underlying and intersecting dynamics, including cultural norms and 

racist patterns, that reduce female MDWs to a limited set of rigid categories. What Tala struggles to 

explain goes deeper and wider when expanding the focus to additional levels.  

The intersection of race- and (economic) class-based discrimination was mentioned by both Cathy and 

Yara. MDWs’ “lower” economic status, their “color” and the thinking of some hosts that “she is poor 

because she’s not clever to bring herself up by any means,” leads according to Cathy and Yara to the 

above described intersecting subordinations.  

Through the intersection with gender discrimination and sexism the commodification of female 

MDWs further increases. Zaina, the MDW center coordinator, pointed to the “fact that we’re assigning 

jobs based on gender, and hence, we have […] specific work conditions just […] for women.” Within 

these gendered patterns prevails, according to Zaina, the sexist  

assumption that women who do domestic work are not considered as workers. Because 

this is something they are born to do. And they are assigned to do. They shouldn’t be 

feeling any like […] they are not tired, they are just like they’re programmed to do it all 

the time. 

Zaina furthermore elaborated on the intersection of gender, nationality and domestic work: 

[W]omen are facing also a lot of abuse, lot of physical abuse verbal abuse and sexual 

abuse. […] Not to mention the sexual harassment. […] all women face sexual 

harassment and all women from all nationalities […] but the fact I’m a Lebanese woman 

I have some protection. […] the fact that they are also women and they live at someone 

house makes them more vulnerable to sexual harassment as well. 
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Nicole, agreed, when stating that sexual abuse of female MDWs results from the intersection of being 

“foreign” and “a woman.”  

The intersection of the abovementioned invisibility and isolated nature of domestic work with several 

layers of racism, sexism, and economic class structures of capitalism and globalization assists and 

facilitates the dehumanization and commodification of MDWs.  

The reduction to one inflexible category of a commodified worker manifests and normalizes in various 

behavioral patterns towards MDWs, including physical, mental and sexual abuse and a general 

disrespect and/or ignorance of MDWs and their respective needs. Reversing this categorial rigidity, 

Joumana, the Lebanese lawyer, asserted: “She’s not […] a slave. She is person who is working to have 

money for her family. […] We should respect her, respect her work.” It is this multifaceted humanness 

that Emnet longs for when claiming: “I want to change the Lebanese mind. Immediately […] I want 

to change the donkey for the human people.” 

5.4 Mobility and Belonging 

Mobility came up frequently during the field research and was noticeably often named in conjunction 

with the home versus destination country, i.e. as a category to express one’s belonging. Mobility, and 

in particular the restriction thereof, appeared to be an issue on every level. 

Most obvious was the restriction of mobility in everyday life, on the micro level. Marisol, Aya and 

Janelle said that their employers (have) prohibited them from going out and/or locked them into the 

house, thus restricting their physical mobility. Likewise, having to work inside a house for long hours 

and getting no day off inhibits a MDW’s ability to leave the house. Janelle, who at the time of the 

interview worked for an employer who granted her full freedom of movement, recounted how at her 

first employer she regained some mobility when her ‘madam’ allowed her to go to church on Sundays. 

Zaina, coordinating a communal space for MDWs, pointed at the limitations for MDWs in terms of 

time and movement to join activities at the center: 

Migrant domestic workers are limited with their time, with their ability to move whether 

inside Beirut or outside Beirut. So this is a challenge which means that, […] not 

everyone […] would be able to join this activity or this workshop or this protest or this 

protest planning etcetera […] So, I think what I don’t like is that there are always 

challenges in terms of people having access to the space itself, in terms of whether 

racism or the work conditions, whether the time availability […]. 

There is also a gendered element when considering Zaina’s comparison of female migrants to male 

migrants who usually live outside of their sponsor’s house: 
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Women are more limited not just with their movement […] but limited with their 

sponsor, their reaction with their ability to protect themselves. Because if I’m at a 

workplace I’m living at someone’s house, and they don’t pay me I’m not even allowed 

to move, I’m not allowed to, to talk on the phone, […] I cannot say ‘no’ to my sponsor 

because I live at his space. 

Language is a further category that restricts migrants’ mobility, especially upon arrival and during the 

first months (or even years), and this creates a feeling of (not) belonging. Adia recounted her inability 

to understand and speak Arabic as one of the reasons for her first employer to send her back to the 

agency. When she became a freelancer, this inability added to her feeling of unsafety in the streets. 

 

Other women explained that they were forbidden to enter certain public places like cinemas, 

swimming-pools or restaurants by the owners. When Aya explained that: “[Y]ou are domestic worker, 

[you] only work house. You can’t do another things. You can’t [go to] a theater,” she pointed to the 

physical and social position a domestic worker occupies. Emnet likewise located her sense of 

difference in her limited right of movement in certain public places: “I want to go in cinema, I want to 

go swim, I want to go any restaurant, I want [to] eat. This is for me […] not allowed here.” At the 

same time, she defined this as the main difference to her home country, Ethiopia, where she is “happy 

to go anywhere” and at “anytime.” In line with this, Nigat explained what she misses about her home 

country: “I go outside, I come back at home free. That […] I miss.” Hence, it is about both the actual 

exerted mobility and the potential mobility, i.e. the possibility to be mobile even if not realized 

(Kaufmann 2016). 14 Hinni, on the other hand, was the only respondent who explicitly did not want to 

go back to her country of origin because she felt more free in Lebanon to do what she wanted. Hence, 

she likewise emphasized the importance of potential mobility. 

 

Mobility restrictions on both the physical and mental level, thus, result from the intersection of gender, 

race, isolated nature of the profession and the power imbalance of employer and employee.  

But while most of the mobility restrictions described are externally imposed on MDWs, they can also 

be self-imposed. The fear of public streets and places can lead to women deciding for themselves to 

not go out. On the one hand, moving in or close to traffic in Lebanon always bears a high accident 

risk. Nigat told of two near-accidents when she was walking outside, and Emnet was involved in a 

 

14 “Mobility can be defined as the capacity of a person to be mobile, or more precisely, as the way in which an 

individual appropriates what is possible in the domain of mobility and puts this potential to use for his or her 

activities” (Kaufmann 2016: 37; emphasis in original). 
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public bus accident during my time in Beirut. Marisol, in addition, named “problem[s] in the road” 

such as “bombs” as factors that make her stay at home.  

 

Even greater seemed to be the fear of race- and gender-based discrimination and harassment as well 

as the fear of the authorities, both of which can be circumvented by not going out even when allowed 

to. During a walk through Beirut, Emnet told me that she feels uncomfortable in crowded spaces and 

would not go out without me (an obviously white woman from a Western background) because she 

usually faces some form of discrimination. Moreover, and despite having all the required 

documentation, she elaborated on her fear that the police would “put [her] in jail without questions” 

when out in public. Zaina, likewise, elaborated on mobility restrictions that affect her work in the 

community center due to authority behavior and/or lacking documentation of MDWs:  

[W]e have a permit, our work is legal and everything. Yet, […] when we organize trips 

we need to make sure that there is no GS, General Security checkpoint on the road. 

That’s why we don’t go there. Like limited areas where we can go on our trip and our 

outings for example.  

 

Moving on to the next level of restriction of movement, the question of employment mobility arises. 

Under the kafala system it is almost impossible to legally change workplace or type of work by request 

of the MDW. First of all, MDWs rarely have influence on the employer they are sent to. And secondly, 

once they decide to go into domestic work (or are forced to do so), it is very difficult, if not impossible, 

to change the work branch. This restriction of labor mobility crucially hinges on the limited options 

women and persons of different races and ethnicities have in terms of work placements.  “I’m going 

for try make another things, you can’t do. Only domestic worker. You can’t open a shop here,” Aya 

stated and emphasized how the intersection of gender, race and migration status determined her choice 

of work. Women from certain races and ethnicities are very limited in their choice of work because of 

the host culture’s equation of their nationalities with one profession. 

 

On the other hand, it is not uncommon to ‘run away’ and become a freelancer. Freelancers break 

through the imposed boundary and increase their labor-mobility both in terms of type, place and 

employer. Nayana, for instance, tailored her own schedule of cleaning on an hourly basis several 

employers’ houses in addition to being the concierge of an office building. Janelle recounted how 

when she worked in different restaurants, she was free on Sundays and “out totally from [the] hand of 

[the] sponsor.” Nigat highlighted how the positionality that she occupied as a freelancer granted her 

more mobility on certain levels, including more flexible working times and places. 
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Yet, this falling out of the rigid live-in-MDW category that the migration system defines, comes along 

with several mobility restrictions on the macro, or international level. Nigat, Gadise and Adia were so-

called runaways and/or freelancers who left the classic live-in category. At the time of the interviews 

they had no legal way of travelling over national borders (other than being deported), including 

travelling back to their home country Ethiopia. Adia, who in the meantime found another (unofficial) 

placement explained through her translator that “she is better now, but this is not the right way. This 

is not safe […] she wants to go to Ethiopia. She can’t. This is for her headache.” Nigat agreed: “Thank 

you god now I am working. But for the future […] how to go my country, this is I am afraid.” Gadise, 

at that time living in a shelter, stated “I am runaway, that’s why I am not happy.” They all experienced 

the denial of what Tala termed the “right to go home.”  

 

Most of the interviewed women did not feel like they belonged to Lebanon and agreed with Janelle 

who has lived in Lebanon for decades, yet stated that “this is not my proper home. I have my own 

country to go back.” All of the respondents wanted to leave Lebanon in the long run, even though it 

was their current short-term home. Reem, with her twenty-year experience of advocating for and 

supporting MDWs, confirmed Lebanon as a short-term migration destination when stating that “our 

country is not the migration country. It’s like temporary migration. […] no one will ask to stay for 

life.” Marisol termed this translocational positionality as follows: “My home, of course Philippines. 

My heart always be in Philippines. But, I cannot bring my life there to my home. So, for now, I can 

say this [Lebanon] is my, my home.”  

Emnet, who has been residing in Lebanon for almost two decades and who made it clear that she 

belongs to Ethiopia, defined Lebanon as her “migrant home.” This being clear, most of the women 

expressed no wish to be more ‘integrated’ or to belong to Lebanon.  

Yet, there is another layer to this translocational positionality, namely the position within family and 

other relation-structures back home. Joumana explained: “They left their families, their children, their 

parents, it’s not easy for them, already its difficult.” Often the reason for women to migrate in the first 

place, the family members back home have a great influence on the migrant’s decisions and positions. 

Cathy explained that this influence can amount to: 

 

pressure from their families back home. This pressure to send money. Children, their 

children will get sick. And the mother, parents will get sick. So they are torn. Here. 

There. It’s hard for them. Really, it’s very hard. 
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Even though economic migration can result in some degree of mobility for women, the intersection of 

several dynamics leads to an imposed and/or self-imposed restriction of mobility in the wider sense, 

hence, further increasing an MDW’s othering, isolation and insecurity. This mobility restriction 

appeared to be among the main categories when defining why these women did not belong to Lebanon. 

Yet, as economic migrants their long-term plans were geared towards the country of origin, 

marginalizing any wish to belong to their host society.  

 

5.5 Reducing Vulnerability: Resistance and Self-Empowerment 

This analysis seeks to not only detect oppressive powers and systems, but also to consider how MDWs 

themselves respond to these to reduce their own vulnerability. The field research revealed manifold 

and creative ways in which MDWs cope with and defend themselves against the oppressions they face.  

To start with, Janelle explained how the flexibility and adaptability of migrant women to fit into any 

host society helped to lessen the othering: “For the society we fit in. We are flexible for any situation.” 

Through persistent self-integration, (some) MDWs are now part of Lebanese society. In my fieldnotes 

I recounted a talk with Dianne in which she stated that “We’re here for so long now that we belong to 

Lebanese society. Not when you look at the law, but in the society.” 

Additionally, several women spoke of the Christian faith as a coping mechanism and a source of 

strength to resist oppressive practices. Hanna remembered how she often prayed in silence for strength 

when she was working for an employer who did not approve of her faith, did not pay her full salary, 

and prohibited her from seeing other Ethiopian girls who lived in the same building. One day she 

grabbed her Bible and left, stating that she was not afraid because she had her Bible with her. She 

stated to trust in God to fix the resultant lack of official documentation. Sebele, Marisol and Nayana 

likewise spoke of the Christian God as their relief in whose hands they are and in whom they can trust 

despite their current circumstances. When Jasmine recounted a situation of mental despair she 

explained in writing 

Luckily my madams baby upon playing with him for half an hour […] [eradicated] the 

hurt and insult i had been [through]. The innocent love of that baby touches my heart 

and i remember my kids when they were just little like him […] God is so wonderful 

by that time he uses the kid on me. I suddenly realized i was loved by Him first. 

One way of breaking the isolation and immobility is by simply moving and connecting regardless of 

barriers and against given laws. Destroying the category of a live-in domestic worker can happen by 
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leaving and changing employers on the MDW’s own initiative, moving into a place outside of the 

employer’s home or even work in another branch like Janelle did in the past when she worked in a 

restaurant. The act of running away is not uncommon for MDWs in Lebanon. Marisol explained that 

running away and changing the employer has “become normal here.” 

MDWs in addition enhance their mobility by moving from and to spaces no matter the circumstances 

or norms. Nayana, for example, explained how she often commutes long distances to reach her 

employers, including walking through dangerous areas such as military districts and crawling under 

fences to take short cuts. She also carried a knife with her to enhance her security. Other women 

frequently used public transport like busses and taxis, as I witnessed daily when using public 

transportation myself. These simple acts disrupt and deconstruct systems based on the aforementioned 

intersections that usually put MDWs in rigid legal and societal categorizations that physically and 

socially confine them to certain spaces. 

Another way of countering various forms of discrimination is the ad hoc standing up to verbal insults 

and various forms of harassment and abuse. Aya stated that she is very clear about her boundaries and 

clearly tells her ‘madam’ if she does not want to do certain tasks. Her ‘madam’ in return respects these 

boundaries. Likewise, Jasmine retold an incident where she directly confronted her ‘madam’ after 

being insulted by asking the latter why she would do that. This confrontation led to her ‘madam’ saying 

“sorry” and treating her employee better since. When Emnet and I were called a donkey during the 

abovementioned walk, Emnet herself shouted back at the insulter – right in the middle of a public 

street. She later - still in public - could not help but laugh heartily and loudly at the thought of the two 

of us being a donkey, and would still crack up weeks later when recounting the incident. Countering 

racism with humor worked well to diminish her and our vulnerability and to counter oppression 

(Sørensen 2008). 

Finding a male partner, either a migrant himself or of Lebanese citizenship, functions to deconstruct 

social isolation as well as mobility restrictions and crucially increases the perceived security of female 

MDWs. Marisol, married to a Lebanese citizen, explained: “I would not go far without my husband. 

Without him, I didn’t, without my friends […] I didn’t go alone.” The company of her husband enabled 

her to expand her radius of movement. Jasmine clarified that she “only” has a relationship with a 

Lebanese boyfriend, who is significantly older than her, “for [safety], for travel, to have a company.”  

However, entering into a relationship with a male partner is both a weapon against and a display of the 

intersection of gender, race and migration status in a patriarchal and racist host society that leaves 

single migrant women in a very distinct social position. Being easily accessible to both local and 

migrant men and at the same time deceived by the possibility of safety and advancement through a 



 

 

 43 

male partner makes female MDWs prone to entering abusive and dangerous relationships. One 

Ethiopian respondent told of two migrant women she knew who were beaten and/or killed by their 

male partners. Hence, this way of countering oppressive systems is not unambiguous. 

Mutual solidarity and support between MDWs are an unwritten norm the field research displayed and 

that breaks the othering, isolation, invisibility and commodification of MDWs on a daily basis. 

Seemingly unimportant places like street corners, doors or balconies are turned into spaces to connect 

and encourage each other. I observed the creation of safe spaces to connect in creative places like the 

gaps between parking busses. Janelle additionally recounted how she could talk to fellow MDWs 

through balcony talks, secretly in hallways or at the backdoors of the building she was residing in.  

When walking through Beiruti streets with Emnet, we usually stopped and talked to other MDWs we 

met no matter if they knew each other or not. On one occasion Emnet paused to watch another MDW 

who had no time for a talk because she had to keep up with her ‘madam’ while carrying a baby. Yet, 

even if there was no chance to communicate verbally, the mere act of seeing each other destroyed the 

MDW’s invisibility. During various visits I witnessed MDWs talking to each other at their employers’ 

doors when they were passing the stairs, to, for example, empty the garbage. During one interview the 

translator, herself an MDW, took a break to encourage the interviewee to stay strong.  

 

Moving and meeting in pairs and groups likewise enhanced the MDWs’ mobility greatly and at the 

same time countered isolating structures. Walking each other home or to the next bus stop were 

frequent strategies to counter fear of and actual discrimination and harassment I came to enjoy myself. 

Sebele, in line with that, commented that she feels safer in public spaces when she is with her Ethiopian 

co-worker. More obviously, some neighborhoods over time turned into migrant hubs simply because 

of big numbers of migrants living there. Some of these neighborhoods represent outright cultural 

spaces that especially on Sundays (i.e. the free days) are used to set up cultural markets and meet with 

fellow country women and men.  

 

Upholding one’s own culture represented another disruption strategy. Especially in the aforementioned 

areas migrant workers opened numerous little restaurants and shops selling national dishes and 

products of their countries of origin. Cultural events organized by churches, CSOs or MDWs 

themselves were well-used opportunities for female migrants to uphold and respect their own culture. 

Spending time with fellow countrywomen made Marisol feel to “still [be] with my culture, […] my 

home.” Additionally, the preparation of national dishes when allowed, and eating with compatriots 

whenever possible, functioned to dismantle cultural othering and isolation. The mere appreciation and 
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enjoyment of national dishes I was offered by MDWs were met by great thankfulness and joy up to 

outright surprise at my positive reaction. 

 

Additionally, local networks are spaces for solidarity and support that subvert oppressive structures. 

Official NGOs, churches, self-founded networks (that cannot be officially registered if led by non-

nationals) and shelters actively deconstruct racist or gender-based othering through creating inclusive 

communities. Almost all respondents were part of such a network or community, stating that this made 

them feel safer. Such groups and organizations frequently offer classes for MDWs, such as language 

and computer courses or other creative workshops that MDWs regularly take advantage of. The 

enhanced skills women thus acquire crucially contribute to diminish vulnerabilities, for example by 

reducing language barriers. Being part of group outings organized by local networks and NGOs 

displayed how migrants and MDWs in particular made themselves visible as an integrated and integral 

part within Lebanese public. 

Public activism by and on behalf of MDWs in Lebanon is in regional comparison rather progressive - 

albeit fragmented. Examples for this kind of self-empowerment are numerous. Several MDWs 

described themselves as “activists” that fight for their rights. Hinni told of a successful project she 

launched at a local university to show and share her own culture. Emnet authored and directed two 

movies about the lives of MDWs in Lebanon that were publicly displayed. A collaboration of several 

local and international NGOs organized a public launch of a new report about the rights situation of 

MDWs in Lebanon, which I was able to attend alongside government and media representatives. Each 

year around international labor day, local and international organizations and networks organize a 

protest walk through Beirut to demonstrate for the rights of migrant workers. Participating in the 2019 

protest walk, I witnessed the agency of MDWs in publicly voicing their plight. The direct effect of 

such public activism may be hard to measure and up to debate. Yet, when seen in combination with 

the above described ways of deconstructing vulnerabilities, I agree with Piper (2008: 37) that “rights 

first appear not when governments recognize them, but when people begin demanding and exercising 

them.” 
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6. Conclusion 

 

This analysis is part of a work in progress that debates the intersectional experiences of female migrant 

workers in Lebanon.  It seeks to mitigate the lack of regional data about female labor migration to the 

Middle East, and distances itself from an over-victimization of MDWs. Contributing to both in-depth 

and on-site data gathering it pays attention to the multifaceted and multilayered social realities of 

female migrant domestic workers in Lebanon. The latter have in both policies and academic literature 

often been confined to a rather limited set of rigid categories. In order to pay due respect to the dynamic 

social realities of migrant women, intersectionality was applied both as a theoretical and 

methodological base. Expanding the focus to multilevel categories of difference, processes of 

differentiation and systems of domination, highlighted the dynamic powers that underlie and shape 

migratory experiences of female domestic workers. The dynamic nature of this analysis that at times 

might be hard to grasp is a necessary consequence of the intersectional perspective. Yet it was, and is, 

worth the effort of granting the respondents their respective agency. The added value of this analysis 

lies in its primary reliance on the voices of the individuals concerned: MDWs in Lebanon. Based on 

these women’s contributions in semi-structured interviews and participant observations, the analysis 

sought to break through prefixed categorizations and let each respondent fill these individually with 

content and meaning. This does not exclude the possible application of rigid and siloed categories by 

the respondents themselves. Stabilized categories did come up in this analysis, but if they did it meant 

that they had real-life implications for the respective women and not that they displayed a ‘correct’ 

picture of reality. Moreover, the voices of individuals that work with and for the plight of MDWs on 

the site added new facets to the data gathered.  

At its core, the analysis argues that there are multiple levels and layers that create an entangled web of 

interacting categories, processes and systems of domination and subordination and, thus, inhibit safe 

female migration to Lebanon. These intersections lead to the normalization of oppressive practices 

that at one level seem a natural feature and are impossible to uncover and deconstruct in isolation.  

The intersectional analysis resulted in a division into four main themes that display detected 

oppressions; as well as one sub-section that explores the reduction of MDWs’ vulnerabilities. All five 

thematic sub-sections directly spring from my own analysis and interpretation and contribute 

theoretical refinements to a continually growing debate. 

To start with, both globalized and capitalized structures that intersect with poverty and/or the female 

role as breadwinner pushed several women in the first place to migrate to Lebanon. The kafala system 
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is applied in Lebanon to regulate this kind of migration. Building on and further interacting with sexist 

and racist patterns, this immigration system created the rigid legal and social category of a live-in 

MDW who occupies a vulnerable position towards the authorities in Lebanon with their notoriously 

ambiguous behavior. While the latter massively decreases the perceived safety of MDWs, the 

inflexible categories of legal and illegal pose a problem for all sides. Yet, the kafala system is more 

than a law and pertains to deeper levels. It creates a power imbalance between MDWs and their 

employers and society in general. MDWs are completely dependent on their sponsors in everyday life 

and oppressed by a massive network of power-relations. The former can, but not necessarily do abuse, 

their power positions. Marisol, an MDW from the Philippines, agreed: “Not all employers are bad, I 

know, but they must keep their people safe.” 

Further inhibiting safe female migration to Lebanon is the MDWs’ physical, mental and social 

isolation which in part springs from the abovementioned racist and gendered patterns that can appear 

on several levels. Domestic workers are obviously isolated by their confinement to the private sphere, 

which is aggravated when they are locked in and/or have to work long hours - both of which several 

women recounted. Mentally and socially they are isolated through the intersection of migration status, 

racist othering, gender discrimination and a double form of sexism. The latter two go back to the 

persistent view that domestic work is female work and to the imposition of local women’s sexist 

experiences onto their female employees. At its worst, domestic work is defined as migrant women’s 

work that has little or no value. Cultural and language barriers add to the social and mental isolation 

and intersect with underlying forces. These, in turn, explain the marginalization or outright invisibility 

of MDWs within the architecture of houses, the law and political agendas. 

The reduction to a commodified and sometimes dehumanized worker appeared to additionally 

decrease MDWs’ security. The intersection of racism, class-based discrimination and sexism with the 

legal invisibility of MDWs leads to several forms of maltreatment. The latter includes overwork, 

insults, beatings, withholding food, and sexual harassment as well as abuse and the forced transferral 

between households. Many respondents spoke of their objectification and compared themselves to 

animals.  

The restriction of mobility on every level is yet another revelation about the underlying powers that 

make female migration to Lebanon insecure. In day-to-day life, MDWs’ mobility limitations are 

imposed by employers’ commands, bans from official facilities and language barriers. Limitations may 

be self-imposed, inspired by the fear of discrimination in public spaces and the fear of authorities. 

Labor mobility is greatly inhibited by the kafala system and the equalization of certain ethnicities with 

the role of the domestic worker. Freelancers break through this limitation, yet, are limited in their 
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mobility over national borders. Emanating from and further interacting with the intersecting processes 

and systems, it was this restriction of mobility that many women defined as the main difference to 

their home country. Female migrants occupy a precarious translocational positionality in between 

mobility-increase through migration and mobility restrictions in the destination country. This 

positionality further intersects with their families’ needs back home that often were the reason for the 

usually short-term migration project.  

The second sub-question of how these intersecting processes and systems can be uncovered and 

deconstructed is answered by looking at how female MDWs reduce their vulnerability. Acts of self-

empowerment and/or resistance are manifold and creative in uncovering oppressions for what they 

are. Starting with the ability to flexibly adapt to circumstances, the list expands to praying to and 

trusting in God as a coping and self-empowerment strategy. The act of running away from an 

employer, living outside of the employer’s house and freelancing deconstructs the single-axis category 

of a live-in MDW. Women frequently enhance their mobility by simply moving to and from spaces 

against cultural conventions, including by public transport. They, hence, frequently counter racist as 

well as sexist norms that confine them to limited areas. Partnering with a man likewise enhances a 

female migrant’s mobility. Such relationships, however, do in some cases increase gender 

discrimination and oppression. Mutual solidarity and support as well as the creation of safe connecting 

spaces in seemingly marginal spaces likewise counter several oppressive schemes such as the isolation, 

invisibility or dehumanization of female MDWs. Upholding the home culture through cultural events, 

opening shops or simply preparing culturally specific dishes contribute to cohesion and fellowship that 

stand in direct opposition to cultural and racist othering and discrimination. Another way of countering 

discriminatory or abusive behavior is the ad hoc verbal defense of which several respondents spoke. 

Unofficial networks as well as national and international NGOs and churches offer further safe 

community spaces, skill enhancement opportunities (such as language and computer classes) and 

leisure-time activities – all of which deconstruct hegemonic ways of establishing and maintaining 

difference-based discrimination. Likewise, public activism by MDWs, often in cooperation with other 

civil society actors, functions to explicitly reduce vulnerabilities of female economic migrants in 

Lebanon.  

In other words, the data gathered confirms that “it is not possible to radically critique and therefore 

disrupt one process and system without simultaneously disrupting other processes and systems 

precisely because they are enmeshed” (Dhamoon 2009: 239). Agreeing with Dhamoon (2009), this 

enmeshment has direct political implications. Multilevel oppressions require multilevel ways of 

countering them. The goal of safe female migration is as dynamic as the intersecting oppressions that 
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thwart it. Therefore, the alliance and cooperation of actors on every level is crucial to counter the 

“primacy and presumed stability of one or two or three kinds of oppression” (ibid.: 239). Or in 

Joumana’s words: “It’s action of all of us. NGOs, lawyers, state, ministers, and … you know its… 

collective work. We should work together to make a difference. To make a change.” 

And this is precisely the point that urgently calls for further investigation and research: the actual 

policy implications and recommendations of how to sustainably deconstruct oppressions that make 

female migration to Lebanon insecure. Hence, this is not an ending, but a starting point for which this 

analysis hopefully created a solid base – a base that Dianne encapsulated as: 

“[W]e are human. […] We can be everything because we are human.” 
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Appendices 

 

 Appendix 1: Issued/renewed work permits for MDWs 2012/2013 
 

 

Country of Origin Total permits 2012-2013 

Ethiopia 119,640 

Bangladesh 56,508 

Philippines 42,056 

Sri Lanka 18,101 

Nepal 8,663 

African Countries  10,845 

Total 255,813 

 

Compilation derived from International Labour Organization Regional Office for Arab States (2016) 

Intertwined: the workers’ side: A study of the Working and Living Conditions of MDWs in Lebanon.  

ILO Regional Office for the Arab States, Beirut, p.11. 
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Appendix 2: Interview guide and observation points 

Group 1 (MDWs)  

1. Initial questions 

a. (gender) 

b. Age → > 20; 20-40; 41-60; 60 < 

c. Country of origin and Nationality 

d. Which languages do you speak (and fluency)? Which language do you feel most 

comfortable in? Which language are you using most in your daily life? 

e. Are you living in your employer’s house? 

f. When did you come to Lebanon? 

g. How long are you planning on staying in Lebanon? 

h. Do you consider yourself religious? If yes, which religion are you adhering to? 

2. Previous life in and contact to country of origin 

a. What have you been doing before coming to Lebanon? 

b. Do you have contact with your family at home? How? And how often in a month? 

3. Reasons for migration to Lebanon and for working as MDW 

a. Why did you come to Lebanon? 

b. (Why) did you chose to be employed as a domestic worker?  

4. The migration process  

a. How did you prepare to come to Lebanon? 

b. How did you come to Lebanon? Did you feel safe on your way to Lebanon? Why 

(not)? 

c. [What would you change about the recruitment and/or travel process (if you could)?] 

d. Do you have a work contract? Does the contract make you feel save/ protected? 

What would you like to change about/in the work contract? 

e. [Did you read the Information Guide for Migrant Domestic Workers in Lebanon 

published by the ILO? When?] 

5. Daily life in Lebanon  

a. How does a normal day in Lebanon look for you? What are your main tasks? What 

are your favourite/ least favourite tasks? 

b. Do you like living in Lebanon? Why (not)? 

c. If you could change the present situation, what would you change in your daily life? 

What would you like to keep as it is? 

d. How would you describe your relationship to your employer? 

e. Do you feel secure in your employer’s house? Why (not)? 

i. If not: what should be different? What would make you feel safe? 



 

 

 57 

f. Does it feel save for you to leave your employers house? Why (not)? 

i. If not: what should be different? What would make you feel safe? 

g. How much contact do you have with people outside of your employer’s house? Do 

you have a chance to meet other working migrants or friends? Does it feel safe to 

meet them? 

i. If not: what should be different? What would make you feel safe? 

6. Awareness of own rights 

a. Would you say that your rights are respected here? Which rights are (not) respected/ 

violated? 

b. Are there any measures in place to ensure your safety? (from government side/ 

employer/ country of origin/NGOs…) 

7. Sense of belonging  (and processes of differentiation) 

a. [Where do you feel home? How would you describe home? What makes you feel 

home?] 

b. Where do you belong?/ What place do you feel you belong to?  

i. Do you feel like you belong to Lebanon/ your employer/ your family at 

home/ your community in your country of origin or in Lebanon? 

ii. What makes you feel you belong? 

c. What makes you feel that you don’t belong? Why don’t you belong?  

d. Do you feel different? What makes you feel different? 

8. Insecurities and fears  

a. What are you afraid of (in general and/or in daily life and/or right now)? What are 

you worried about?  What is your biggest fear? 

b. What makes you feel unsafe? 

c. Who do you turn to when you feel unsafe? (and/or when you are harmed?/ your 

rights have been violated?) 

d. What does security/safety mean to you? 

e. What makes you feel safe? Where and when do you feel secure? (do you feel save 

right now?) 

9. Dreams and plans for the future 

a. What are your plans for the future? 

b. What are you dreaming about? 

 

10. Are there any questions you would like to ask me?  
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Group 2 (Staff) 

1. Initial questions 

a. (gender) 

b. Age → > 20; 20-40; 41-60; 60 < 

c. Country of origin and Nationality  

i. if not Lebanon: When did you come to Lebanon and why? And how long 

are you planning on staying? 

d. occupation 

e. [Which languages do you speak? Which language are you using most in your daily 

life?] 

2. Reasons for working with/for MDWs 

a. For how long have you been working with MDWs in Lebanon? 

b. Why are you working with MDWs? 

3. Own experiences in working with MDWs and Lebanese government 

a. What do you like about your work? What don’t you like about your work? 

b. What are the main challenges (of your work with MDWs)? 

c. In how far are you cooperating with the Lebanese government in your work?  

4. The recruitment and migration process of MDWs  

a. If you could change the recruitment process of MDWs how would you change it? 

b. What do you think of the unified standard contract for MDWs? Would you say it 

enhanced MDWs security? 

c. Would you define the migration process of an MDW as safe? Why (not)? 

5. Daily life of MDWs in Lebanon  

a. What do you think are the main challenges of MDWs living in Lebanon (daily 

and/or in general)? 

b. What are their biggest needs? 

6. Insecurities and fears of MDWs 

a. What would you say are the biggest fears/ insecurities of MDWs working in 

Lebanon?  What makes MDWs (feel) unsafe/ insecure? 

b. What effective measures are in place to protect MDWs? 

c. Who/ What has immediate influence on MDWs’ security (both in a good/bad way)? 

d. What current measures/ factors are decreasing the security of MDWs ? 

i. In the recruitment process and while coming to Lebanon 

ii. In daily life as an MDW 

iii. When returning to country of origin 

e. How could the security of MDWs be enhanced? 
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i. In the recruitment process and while coming to Lebanon 

ii. In daily life as an MDW 

iii. When returning to country of origin 

f. What effect do you think would an inclusion of MDWs in Lebanese Labour Law 

have on MDWs’ daily lives right now and on the long run? 

7. Importance of Gender 

a. How much/ in what way would you say does the factor of gender determine/ 

influence  

i. The decision of an MDW to migrate to Lebanon? 

ii. The recruitment process of an MDW? The travel process? 

iii. The inclusion/ exclusion of an MDW into Lebanese society?  

iv. The perception of safety in daily life (both inside and outside of the 

employer’s house)?  

8. Help to MDWs/ Recommendations 

a. What could (and should) the Lebanese government do to enhance MDWs’ security? 

b.  What is the organization you are working with doing to enhance MDWs’ security? 

c. What can I do to enhance MDWs security? 

 

9. Are there any questions you would like to ask me? 

 

Observation points: 

➔ processes of differentiation (ions) and systems of domination (isms) 

➔ oppressions MDWs are experiencing as well as urgent and long-term needs in order to feel 

safe 

 

o MDW behavior outside of employment setting 

o Safety measures of/at the places MDWs go to 

o Safety measures within behavior of MDWs/ role of safety in MDW behavior 

o Relationships between MDWs 

o Relationship MDW – NGO staff 
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Appendix 3: List of partially participated activities  

Events: 

- the preparation of and the actual protest march for the rights of migrant domestic workers 

through Beirut, 

- the public launch of a new report (by Amnesty International) about the situation of migrant 

domestic workers in Lebanon; including a panel discussion by NGO representatives and 

MDWs and with government members and media present, 

- a clean-up of an economically poor city quarter organized by a local organization that MDWs 

could voluntarily join, 

- a visit of detained MDWs organized by a local organization (I was denied entry into the actual 

prison), 

- praline-making workshop for MDWs and whoever was interested, 

- prayer meetings of a Christian MDW support organization, 

- a big cultural event (by one of the largest and most influential humanitarian organizations) for 

MDWs where they presented traditional and cultural dancing, singing and food, 

- a bicycle trip organized by a local NGO for migrant workers. 

Regular activities in more private/ day-to-day settings included:  

- several walks through Beirut in company with MDW(s) (and alone), 

- (private) Café meetings with MDWs in both ‘regular’ cafés as well as one culturally specific 

(underground) café, 

- shopping-tours in Beirut with one MDW, 

- several leisure time meetings at home/ a freelancer apartment always including culturally 

specific dishes, 

- spending time at the community space of a migrant worker NGO, including attending several 

community meetings and discussions, 

- joining MDWs in commuting through the city by public transport 
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Appendix 4: Information letter for potential participants 

Intersecting Oppressions of Migrant Domestic Workers: (In)Securities of Female 

Migration to Lebanon 

Information and request for participation in an interview study 

Migrant domestic workers in Lebanon experience migration differently under the current sponsorship 

(Kafala) system, including rights violations and other factors that decrease or increase the perceived 

security of the migratory experience. 

You are hereby being asked to participate in a master thesis study, which aims at detecting those factors 

that hinder secure female migration to Lebanon by interviewing migrant domestic workers currently 

residing in Lebanon about their experiences. 

Your participation in the study is completely voluntary and may not bring any benefits for you. You 

can at any point stop participating without having to justify yourself. 

One interview will take 30-90 minutes and will be carried out in English (if wanted, I will arrange for 

a translator in the language most convenient for you). 

I would like to audio tape the interview and may also take written notes during the interview. You 

can ask me to stop the recording or note taking at any time without any consequences. 

All information will be stored securely to protect you and your answers will be handled in a way 

where no unauthorised persons can access them. 

I am a student enrolled in the master’s program “Peace and Development Work” at Linnéuniversity 

(Sweden). This program includes a master’s thesis, which is the reason for this study. If you have 

any further questions or would like to have more information on the research, please do not hesitate 

to contact me via the contact information below. 

 

Thank you for considering participating in this research! 

 

Student/ Researcher: 

Janine Gunzelmann 

Email: jg222tt@student.lnu.se 

 

Supervisor: 

Sarah Irving 

Email: sarah.irving@lnu.se 
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Appendix 5: Consent form 

Intersecting Oppressions of Migrant Domestic Workers: (In)Securities of Female 

Migration to Lebanon 

Consent to take part in research  

 By signing this document 

▪ I voluntarily agree to participate in this research study.  

▪ I understand that even if I agree to participate now, I can withdraw at any time or refuse to answer any 

question without consequences of any kind.  

▪ I have had the purpose and nature of the study explained to me in writing and/or verbally and I have 

had and still have the opportunity to ask questions about the study at any time. 

▪ I understand that participation involves an interview of about 30 to 90 minutes.  

▪ I agree, that the interview will be audio-recorded and written notes will be taken and that I can ask to 

stop the recording and note-taking at any time. 

▪ I understand that the interview will be transcribed. 

▪ I understand that all information I provide for this study will be treated confidentially.  

▪ I agree that extracts from the interview may be quoted in the anticipated master’s thesis, publications 

in academic or other journals and presentations at conferences connected to the research topic. 

▪ I don’t expect to receive any benefit from participating in this research.  

▪ I understand that if I inform the researcher that myself or someone else is at risk of harm they may 

have to report this to the relevant authorities - they will discuss this with me first but may be required 

to report with or without my permission.   

▪ I understand that I am free to contact any of the people involved in the research to seek further 

clarification and information.  

 

 

 

Signature of research participant  

 

______________________________________________ 

Date, signature of participant                

  

Signature of researcher  

I believe the participant is giving informed consent to participate in this study  

  

______________________________________________ 

Date, signature of researcher                 

Student/ Researcher: Janine Gunzelmann 

Email: jg222tt@student.lnu.se 

 

Supervisor: Sarah Irving 

Email: sarah.irving@lnu.se 

 

Interviewcode: 
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Appendix 6: Interview lists 

Group 1: MDWs 

 Pseudonym Country of Origin Date Location 

Interview 01 

 

Sebele and Hanna  Ethiopia (both) April 23, 2019 Private home 

Interview 02  Marisol  Philippines April 29, 2019 NGO office 

Interview 03 

 

Emnet  Ethiopia May 07, 2019 Private home 

Interview 04 Nayana  Sri Lanka May 12, 2019 NGO space 

Interview 05 

 

Gadise Ethiopia May 17, 2019 Private home 

Interview 06 

 

Tala Philippines May 19, 2019 Staircase in 

office building 

Interview 07 Jasmine Philippines May 19, 2019 Public café 

Interview 08 Hinni Sri Lanka May 21, 2019 NGO office 

Interview 09 

 

Adia Ethiopia May 26, 2019 Private home 

Interview 10 

 

Nigat Ethiopia May 26, 2019 Private home 

Interview 11 Salma Bangladesh May 31, 2019 Nursery office 

Interview 12 Aya Ivory Coast June 02, 2019 Church yard 

Interview 13 Janelle Philippines June 02, 2019 Church yard 

Interview 14 Dianne Madagascar June 02, 2019 Church yard 

 

Group 2: Leaders or staff of organizations and groups that work within the subject area 

 Pseudonym Lebanese 

(yes/no) 

Work/ Position  Date Location 

Interview 15 

 

Nour yes Social worker at 

nursery for MDWs’ 

children 

May 03, 2019 Nursery 

office 

Interview 16  Yara no Educational 

coordinator at nursery 

for MDWs’ children 

May 03, 2019 Nursery 

office 

Interview 17 

 

Zaina yes Community center 

coordinator at NGO 

for migrant workers 

May 15, 2019 NGO office 

Interview 18 

 

Reem yes Social worker at 

religious humanitarian 

organization 

May 19, 2019 Church yard 

Interview 19 Nicole no Lawyer at human 

rights lawyer network 

May 23, 2019 Network 

office 

Interview 20 

 

Cathy and 

Estrella 

no (both) Leader and Co-

Worker of local 

Christian project for 

MDWs 

May 28, 2019 Project 

office 
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Interview 21 

 

Joumana yes Lawyer at human 

rights organization 

May 30, 2019 Organization 

office 

Conversation 1 Maria no Leader of nursery for 

MDWs’ children 

April 26, 2019 - 

Conversation 2 Nadia no Migration expert May 12, 2019 - 

 


