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espite marked increases in the participation of women
D in the labour force, neither the availability and quality

of socialized child care arrangements nor the division
of housework between men and women appear to have changed
radically. The structure, demands and pressures of the labour
market in Canada allow for less flexibility in the accommoda-
tion of family needs and responsibilities than is the case in
several European countries. Under these circumstances, house-
work and child care remain private burdens to be shouldered
mainly by women, who must either work double and triple
days or find substitutes.

In this context, employment of live-in domestic workers, a
long-abandoned practice in North America, is once again being
presented as a solution to the burdens of housework and
childcare among high and middle income groups. Yet the
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organization of domestic service in capitalist society, and the
specific conditions which most live-in domestic workers expe-
rience in Canada, make this type of work particularly oppres-
sive. Not surprisingly, perhaps, 98 percent of these workers
are women. As a collective ideal, this solution, therefore, pres-
ents a problem for the women’s movement.

In discussing the implications of the domestic service solu-
tion to the housework and childcare problem, 1 will document
and analyse the structural and historical conditions of live-in
domestic workers in Canada. The primary focus is on foreign
domestic workers with temporary work permits. The condi-
tions of this group best demonstrate the complex articulation
of gender issues with those of class and citizenship.

The Crisis of the Domestic Sphere There has been a signifi-
cant increase in women’s participation in the labour force in
Canada since the 1960s. With around 43 percent of the labour
force comprising women,! the percentage of couples in the
man-the-breadwinner/woman-the-homemaker category has been
reduced to less than 16 percent from around 65 percent in
1961.2 More dramatic, however, is the change in the partici-
pation rates of women with family responsibilities. According
to the most recent statistics, 70 percent of married women
between ages of 25 to 54 years are in the labour force.* Among
women with children of pre-school age, 65.1 percent work
outside their homes.*

The response of society and the state to these changes in
women’s employment has been negligible. First, the behaviour
of men in the home has changed very little in terms of their
contributions to housework and parenting responsibilities. Al-
though attitudes among men have changed positively,®> the
actual number of men regularly doing some housework has
changed very little. Moreover, even when men regularly con-
tribute to domestic labour, the sex-typing of duties continues,
with men performing only certain tasks and rarely doing any
pre-task planning. Overall, the contributions of men to house-
work do not very often go beyond “helping out.”

Second, as the Report of the Task Force on Child Care dem-
onstrates, the child care situation in Canada is in a state of
crisis. Licensed day care spaces only serve 9 percent of chidren
whose parents work or study 20 or more hours each week.
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Over 80 percent of children receiving non-parental care are
in unlicensed arrangements. The quality and dependability of
such care is unknown.”

Parents also suffer the inflexibility of work arrangements.
Canadian employers and the state have provided little accom-
modation for the family responsibilities of working people.
Except for an inadequate maternity leave system, inegalitarian
in gender terms, replacing only a relatively small portion of
regular income, and covering a relatively short period of time
— Canada has not officially recognized recent changes in the
labour force. In stark contrast to most European countries,
there are no systems of extended child care leave, leave for
care of sick children or other types of family responsibility
leave. Without the right to refuse shiftwork and overtime and
to work reduced hours or flexible work weeks (rights. that are
almost commonplace for their European counterparts) work-
ing parents in Canada find that even privatized solutions fail
to meet their needs.®

As a result of the squeeze on working couples from pres-
sures in the public and private spheres, there are signs that
employment of domestic servants, a rare practice since the
1920s, is on the increase again. Several governmental and
mass media sources have approvingly cited the employment
of domestic workers as a solution.® Indeed, there is evidence
to suggest that employers of live-in domestic workers are now
overwhelmingly dual-career couples with small children. For
71.4 percent of the employers the major reason for hiring a
domestic has been to “free both spouses for the labour mar-
ket.”1® While the majority of employers are in upper-middle
to upper income categories, the demand for live-in domestic
servants among middle income families is likely to rise. An
important reason for this is that user fees — as opposed to
municipal, provincial or national government financing —
constitute a high proportion of child care costs and middle
class families cannot get subsidies for such services in Canada.
Calculations suggest that especially for parents with two or
more pre-school children, employment of a live-in nanny would
cost significantly less than sending children to a day care centre
or hiring live-out help."!

Though the demand for domestic workers rises, the con-
ditions of domestic service in general, and live-in service in
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particular, are so undesirable that it is very difficult to find
Canadians willing to do the job. As a result, the Canadian
Department of Immigration has devised mechanisms to allow
domestic workers, usually from the Third World, to enter
Canada with temporary status. Since the mid-1970s between
10,000 to 16,000 foreign workers a year have been issued
temporary work permits. Almost all (96 percent) of these
workers are in live-in service.!?

Esther Boserup, wtriting in 1970, predicted a constant de-
cline in domestic service in advanced capitalist countries in the
20th century. She argued that widespread employment of
domestic servants corresponds to an intertnediate stage of
development, and that the commercialization of services in
later stages of development would make the need for domestic
servants redundant!3. Yet the relation of “development” to
domestic labour is not necessarily an even, evolutionary process
that is determined by the unhindered, inevitable expansion of
the market. Rather it is one that is also determined politically.
The survival of domestic service in Canada today is politically
determined by the lack of adequate and good quality child
care services as well as the continuing availability, through
immigration legislation and practices and discriminatory la-
bour laws, of a cheap and vulnerable source of foreign do-
mestic servants.

Although foreign domestic workers have certainly provided
one solution to the pressures their employers face in meeting
the demands of work and family, it is a questionable one
considering the working and living conditions of the workers
involved. Such a solution also has serious implications for the
women's movement. Work in the domestic sphere becomes a
source of division, rather than unity and Sisterhood’ among
women.’* For feminism, which has so far concentrated on
relations in which men (as individuals and/or through the
masculine role) and the structures of society, economy and the
state oppress women, the analysis of the mistress-servant re-
lationship, one in which women exploit women, poses an
uncomfortable challenge. The complex articulation of class
and citizenship status with gender inequality in the domestic
worker’s condition also poses a theoretical challenge to feminist
theory which has only recently started to tackle such issues.
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This discussion of the conditions of domestic workers is
divided into three parts. The first part examines the labour
process in domestic service and analyzes what the domestic
worker shares with the housewife. The second part focuses on
the ambiguous status of the domestic as a special type of
worker who is neither a member of the family nor an employee
in the public sphere enjoying the advantages of socialized
work. Finally, the citizenship status of foreign domestic workers
in Canada will be analyzed as a factor which contributes to,
and perpetuates, the oppressiveness of their conditions.

The Material Conditions of Privatized Household Work The
geographic, economic, social and ideological separation of a
public work sphere from the home, which developed with
socialized commodity production under capitalism, has led to
a decline in the status of domestic labour — whether done by
housewife or servant. One of the causes of this decline is the
physical, economic, and ideological invisibility of domestic la-
bour. Physically, what makes domestic labour invisible is the
service or maintenance nature of the work whose products are
either intangible or consumed very quickly. The domestic
labourer is at a disadvantage compared to the factory worker
in this regard:

The appropriate symbol for housework (and for housework alone)
is not the interminable conveyor belt but a compulsive circle like a
pet mouse in its cage spinning round on its exercise wheel unable
to get off.!®

Also domestic labour is performed in private, perhaps in
greater isolation than ever in human history. As the production
of goods as well as services such as education and health care
moved out of the home, the husband and children left, and
as the development of household technology made collabora-
tion in certain tasks with other women less necessary, the
household worker faced increased isolation, loneliness and
invisibility.

Economically, domestic labour is invisible because it is not
part of capitalist production which uses wage labour to pro-
duce commodities for the market. When performed by the
housewife, domestic labour is unpaid, it produces use value
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without producing profit. In comparison to that of the house-
wife, the labour of the domestic servant is somewhat more
visible because it is paid for. As one domestic servant stated,
however, it still can remain invisible, even in the eyes of her
female employer:

You know how housework is; you could tidy up the house and
wash the dishes twenty times a day. At the end of each day,
especially with three growing boy child, the house look like a
hurricane pass through it, so when she is in a bad mood she wants
to know what 1 do all day.!6

Domestic labour is physical as well as mental and psycho-
logical work which sustains the reproduction of labour power
and the labour force. It is indispensable to the functioning of
the economy. However, intertwined as it is with intimate, per-
sonal relations, domestic labour is considered a private matter,
a ‘labour of love. As such, it is ideologically invisible as a form
of real work, a status that is hard to change even when it is
paid for.

Domestic labour generally does not appear on paychecks
or in GNP figures; it is not considered real work, and is
defined as non-productive. Yet it involves very long working
hours.!” Especially for care-givers of young children who have
to be always on call, such work can be never ending — there
is no clear boundary between work and leisure. For the house-
wife and the live-in domestic servant, the place of work is also
the place of leisure. She does not go to work but wakes up to
it. This makes her “leisure” vulnerable to interventions and
her work hours stretchable to 24 hours a day, seven days a
week.

Contrary to its safe, comfortable image, for the domestic
labourer the home is often a hazardous and stressful place.
Besides working with dangerous chemicals and in several ac-
tivities that are accident prone, the domestic worker is also
placed under stress. Stress is a typical facet of occupations that
involve the worker in high demand and low control situa-
tions.’® In domestic work, the need to adjust to the different
schedules of family members and to juggle the conflicting
demands of housework and childcare both create stressful
conditions. The notion that the housewife is her own boss is
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largely a myth. The domestic worker, whose schedule and
standards of work are controlled by others, does not even
have the consolation of myth,

Unlike wage labour which is, at least theoretically, mobile,
the labour of the housewife is a life-long, or at least marriage-
long commitment. Compared to the housewife, the domestic
servant should fare better in this respect. However, this is only
the case when we consider the free labourer. Domestic servants
in Canada, however, have very often been restricted in chang-
ing employers, and have not been free to change jobs, or to
decide whether or not to sell their labour power.

While domestic labour under capitalism assumes several
universal characteristics such as invisibility, isolation and low
status, the way these are experienced by individuals perform-
ing such labour may vary significantly by class, race and citi-
zenship. In the case of foreign domestic workers, isolation and
the resulting loneliness, imposed by the privatized nature of
housework and childcare, are perpetuated by racial, cultural
and linguistic barriers. Likewise, the invisibility of domestic
labour and the low status attached to it are further reinforced
by the powerlessness of domestic labourers when they are
visible minority women from the Third World on temporary
work permits and who lack basic political rights.

Neither a Wife nor a Worker: The Contradictions of the
Domestic Worker’s Status While sharing with the housewife
many of the material conditions of privatized housework and
child care, the domestic worker also has an ambiguous status.
She is neither a wife nor a full-fledged worker with corre-
sponding rights and privileges. Squeezed between the private
and public spheres, she belongs to neither one or the other
and probably combines the worst aspects of both.

Historically, with the privatization of the family, the domes-
tic worker has been excluded from membership in or close
bonding with the employing family. Lost are the co-operation
and companionship apparently characteristic of rural Amer-
ica.!’® The domestic worker today is like a stranger, “being in
the family, but not of it.”2° She is involved in the work of a
house, but not the pleasures and intimacies of a home. Positive
aspects that are rightly or wrongly attributed to the private
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sphere — love, intimacy, nurturance, companionship — are
not even part of her realistic expectations.

I feel as if this is my home. It is my home, this is where 1 live. It's
not like I come to work for them and then evening time I leave
and go home. When you are living with them, they make you feel
as if you really don’t belong, and where the devil do you really
belong? It’s a funny thing to happen to us, because it make us feel
like we don’t know if we coming or going. This live-in thing really
puts us in a funny situation.?!

Potentially, lack of intimacy with the employing family is
liberating. Since class differences turn close employer-em-
ployee relationships into paternalistic ones, many domestic
workers actually prefer maintaining a business-like profession-
alism. Professionalism in relations, however, is not a matter of
choice for the domestic worker but requires relative power in
social, political and legal terms. Historically, the social construc-
tion of domestic work in Canada has deprived domestic work-
ers of these forms of power.

In losing the close relationship of a family and becoming
an employee, the domestic worker has not been compensated
by the advantages other employees enjoy. The isolation of
domestic service makes organization of workers as well as
standardization and regulation of working conditions very
difficult. This difficulty is greater for live-in workers for whom
there is no separation between home and work. The result is
generally a vulnerable and often exploited worker whose con-
ditions are at the mercy of the employer:

Wages are too often regulated by the employer’s bank account,
hours of service by his personal caprice, and moral questions by
his personal convenience.??

Labour standards legislation, which is under provincial ju-
risdiction in Canada and therefore not uniform, either does
not apply or only partially applies to domestic workers. Do-
mestic employees in private homes are excluded from labour
standards legislation in Alberta, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia,
the Northwest Territories, and the Yukon. In other provinces
they are only partially covered; in many, only with provisions
providing lower than the general minimum wage, longer than
the 40 hour work week and rarely any overtime pay.?
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In Ontario, which has about two-thirds of all domestic
workers in Canada, the Employment Standards Act was finally
extended to domestics in 1984. It set daily and weekly rates
of pay based on a standard work week of 44 hours. This
change, however, was almost meaningless for live-in domestic
workers because they were not covered by the hours of work
and overtime pay provisions of the Act. Since it is not uncom-
mon to see live-in domestic workers working or on call 60-80
or more hours per week, the actual hourly wage can in many
cases fall substantially below the minimum wage. Working very
long hours and having little or no time off are, in fact, some
of the most common complaints of live-in domestic workers:

I want something where I can go home to my house at night, close
my door and pray to my God in peace. I want to know that when
I go to bed at night, I don’t have to listen out for people shouting
at me to come and look after their food or come and change
diapers.2*

After two years of negotiations and a Charter of Rights
case filed by the International Coalition to End Domestic
Exploitation, INTERCEDE, against the Ontario government,
on the grounds that the existing legislation discriminated against
domestic workers as women and as a group of workers differ-
ent from other workers, the issue of live-in service was finally
addresed in October 1987. New labour regulations gave live-
in domestic workers the right to claim overtime pay after a 44
hour work week.?> Whether or not the new provision is en-
forced will depend on how much de facto bargaining power
domestics will have in relation to their employers. So far, even
when protective legislation did exist, governments have gen-
erally failed to enforce it. In practice, especially when they are
dealing with vulnerable workers who have no choice but to
keep their jobs, employers are able to change work hours,
duties and pay rates.

In Ontario, the government not only fails to enforce already
existing legislation, but also prevents domestic workers from
defending their rights in an organized, collective way. The
Ontario Labour Relations Act denies the domestics employed
in private homes the right to unionize. The same act also
denies domestics access to the impartial tribunal for unfair
practices.?®
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In some cases, existing regulations may even sanction abuse.
One serious problem domestic workers face is the lack of clear
job definitions. The Canadian Classification and Dictionary of
Occupations (used by the immigration officials in connection
with employment authorizations) may add to the problem. In
this system “baby sitter” is defined as someone who, besides
doing other work, “keeps children’s quarters clean and tidy”
and ‘cleans other parts of home” On the other hand, the
“maid/domestic. . . may look after children” also.2” The specific
combination of the class status of the domestic worker and the
fact that domestic service takes place in the private sphere
creates the potential for a very peculiar relation of domination
between the employer and the domestic worker, especially if
there is a live-in arrangement. This latter is compulsory for
foreign domestic workers on temporary work permits. There
are social-psychological dimensions to the subordination of a
domestic worker that make it different from the subordination
of housewives (who also do domestic work) and workers (who
also stand in an unequal class relation to their employers).

While a factory worker experiences subordination and con-
trol during work, once she leaves her job at the end of the
day, she is a free person in relation to her employer. The live-
in domestic worker, on the other hand, cannot leave her
workplace and her employer’s supervision. Sharing private
space with the employers, and yet not part of their family, the
domestic also finds it difficult to create her own private space
and private life:

Some domestics have to share a room with the children in the
household or have their room used as a family room, TV room,
sewing room, etc. One woman had to keep her door open at all
times in case the children started to cry, others say their employers
do not respect their privacy and walk in without knocking. In one
case the piano was moved into the domestic’s room for the children
to practice on!?

Living in the employer’s home, makes it difficult to invite
friends over. Other specific complaints about lack of privacy
refer in certain cases to the scrutiny of mail and phone calls,
the search of personal belongings and inquiries into activities
on days off.?®
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With live-in domestic service creating the possibilities for
full-time monitoring of the whole life of the domestic worker,
it is probably not an exaggeration to call it a “total institu-
tion.”® Clearly, during the development of the present histor-
ical form of domestic service, those performing such work lost
only some of the elements of child-like status in the patriarchal
household. Gone are the protection, security and bonding to
the family that were typical of service in feudal society. Re-
maining are the supervision and the personal nature of the
authority relationship which strip the domestic worker of full
adult status. Linguistic practices are often reflective of this.
For example, domestic workers are commonly referred to as
“girls,” regardless of their age, both by employers and by
domestics themselves. It is also common for domestic workers
to be addressed by their first names while they are expected
to address employers as Mr. or Mrs.?!

Besides heavy physical work, domestic service involves a
personal relationship with the employer. Unlike factory work
which requires completion of clearly defined tasks in clearly
defined ways, domestic service is very unstructured. Especially
in live-in arrangements, a domestic is not just hired for specific
tasks, “but for general availability; above all, a servant ha(s) to
take orders as well.”32 Consequently, the display of deference,
obedience and submissiveness can sometimes be as important
or more important than the actual physical work.*® The do-
mestic worker, therefore, is hired not for her labour alone but
also for her personality traits.

Also unique to the employer-employee relationship in do-
mestic service is that both the domestic and the mistress are
designated, on the basis of gender, as responsible for domestic
work. Many female employers indicate that they need domestic
workers to help them because their husbands will not.3* Em-
ployment of a domestic worker has enabled these women to
avoid confrontations with their husbands about sharing do-
mestic work. In this sense, the presence of the domestic worker
“emphasizes the fact that women — all women — are respon-
sible for cleaning the house, at the same time that it releases
the housewife to become a lady of leisure or a career woman.”*
Given the gendered division of labour in the household, the
labour of the housewife and the domestic worker are inter-
changeable: the domestic worker is employed to replace an
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absent full-time housewife; but when the domestic worker can’t
work, the housewife must. Given the social degradation of
domestic work and the class inequality between the  domestic
worker and the mistress, however, their shared subordination
does not often lead to solidarity.

[T]he domestic represents the employer in the most devalued area
of the employer’s activities. . . Any identification the employer has
with the domestic is a negative identification.

Rather than solidarity, shared subordination can lead to
“housewife power strategies” through which “many housewives
seek to maintain class and race privileges vis-a-vis their do-
mestics.”*” What characterizes servant-mistress relationships is
deference from the worker and maternalism from the em-
ployer.

Good Enough to Work, Not Good Enough to Stay: Implications
of Citizenship Status for Foreign Domestic Workers From the
nineteenth century on, the Canadian state has actively re-
cruited and controlled domestic labour.?® The amount of plan-
ning and energy involved tells us a great deal about the
importance of domestic service for the Canadian economy and
society. The low status and unfavourable conditions of the
workers involved, however, stand in stark contrast to the at-
tention given their recruitment and control. Working condi-
tions have been so undesirable that, not only has it been
difficult to find Canadians interested in the job, but sometimes
the only way of keeping immigrant domestics in domestic work
has been through indenturing them.

Active state involvement in recruitment and control of do-
mestic workers started in the late nineteenth century when
industrialization diverted women into other occupations and
it became difficult to find enough Canadian-born women in-
terested in domestic service. This involvement ranged from
making the immigration of domestics easier through occasion-
ally sending immigration employees to England and Scotland
to select domestics, to encouraging and even enforcing the so-
called “assisted passage” agreements that bonded servants to
their employers for a certain period of time*. Bonding became
such a necessary part of controlling the domestic labour force
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that the Department of Immigration sometimes evaded legis-
lation in order to fulfill its policing function. For example,
around the turn of the century, master and servant legislation
was enacted in most provinces, which aimed to protect servants
from an exploitive contract which they might have signed in
order to immigrate. According to this legislation, contracts
signed outside the province were not legally binding. The
immigration department, however, aiming to enforce bonded
status, avoided this legislation by having immigrant domestics
re-sign their contracts upon arrival in Canada.

Immigration of British and Scottish domestic workers in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century shared with
later domestic immigration the practice of bonding. What
made immigration practices in this period different from later
periods, however, was that recruitment of domestics from
abroad was closely linked to Canada’s nation-building efforts.
Until the 1920s, the middle class women and social reformers
involved in female immigration work voiced racist, nationalist
and moralistic concerns that went beyond a simple interest in
meeting demands for the domestic labour force. Through their
efforts in selecting, protecting and supervising domestics, the
organizations involved in female immigration wanted to ensure
that recruits would become more than servants: that these
women of the “right” national and racial stock and character
would, in the long run, constitute the “pure and virtuous
mothers of the ideal Canadian home and the foundation of
the moral Canadian nation.”** While these expectations were
certainly restrictive for domestic workers, they also conveyed
the message that these women “belonged” in Canadian society,
a message that would be missing in later immigration practices.

Although the demand for domestic servants has decreased
since the early part of the twentieth century, it has still ex-
ceeded the supply. This has been especially true for live-in
workers. As a result, the Department of Immigration has
developed new schemes in the post-war period to bring do-
mestic workers to Canada and to keep them doing domestic
work. In 1955, for example, the Domestic Worker Program
was started with the aim of importing domestic workers from
the Caribbean region (primarily from Jamaica). Under this
scheme single women of good health, between 18 and 40 years
of age, with no dependents and with at least grade 8 education,

45



Studies in Political Economy

were allowed into Canada as landed immigrants on the con-
dition that they would spend at least one year as domestic
servants before choosing other types of work.* Between 1955-
1960, an average of 300 domestic workers per year were
admitted through this program, and between 1960-1965 the
numbers rose to 1,000 per year.+3

According to the Department of Immigration the Domestic
Worker Program did not help to solve the labour shortage in
domestic service because most of the women who came found
their working conditions unacceptable and left service for
other work once they fulfilled their one year obligation. To
solve this problem the government started issuing temporary
work permits in 1973 which only allowed these workers to
remain in the country for a specified period of time (usually
a year), doing a specific type of work, for a specific employer.
The new employment visa system is a version of indenture.
Foreign domestic workers who come as “guest workers” —
instead of immigrants — have no rights to stay in Canada or
claim social security benefits. Although foreign domestics may
be allowed to change employers with special permission from
immigration authorities, they cannot leave domestic service
without also having to leave Canada. Extension of the em-
ployment visa beyond the first year is possible and common,
but the foreign worker must inevitably leave. Under this new
scheme increasing numbers of domestic workers are brought
into Canada every year. The numbers of employment visas
issued to domestics has risen consistently from around 1,800
in 1973 to more than 16,000 in 1982.44

The official purpose of the employment visa system is to
meet the urgent and temporary needs of Canadian employers
to fill jobs that cannot be filled domestically without ultimately
threatening the employment opportunities of Canadian resi-
dents.*> When we consider the case of domestic service, how-
ever, both the unwillingness of Canadians to take live-in work
as well as the century-long efforts of the Canadian state to
import domestic workers from abroad, suggest that neither
the need nor the solution is temporary. Despite the persistance
of a high demand/low supply situation, domestic workers are
only accepted to Canada with temporary status. Except for
foreign agricultural workers (who do seasonal work), domestic
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workers are the only occupational group to whom temporary
work permits apply on a permanent basis.

In fact, when we look into Canada’s immigration practices
since the mid 1970s we see a tendency, to resort increasingly
to temporary employment visas as opposed to permanent
immigration to meet labour demands not only in domestic
service but also in several other job categories. Since 1975 the
annual number of people entering Canada on temporary em-
ployment visas has consistently exceeded the number of landed
immigrants destined for the labour forcw.* Migration to Can-
ada, therefore, has changed in part from a movement of
people to a movement of labour power. The benefits of this
to Canada as a labour-importing country are enormous. As
the literature on migrant workers in Western Europe, South
Africa and California has demonstrated, recipient countries
benefit not only by avoiding the costs of developing a young
and healthy labour-force, but also by avoiding a commitment
to supporting them during old-age, sickness and unemploy-
ment.*’

Behind the term ‘guestworker’ (is) a belief that such workers (are)
like replaceable parts. Like cogs in a machine, for every part that
breaks down, there (is) a seemingly endless supply of replace-
ments.*®

There are also significant political advantages to employing
workers without citizenship rights. Lacking electoral and po-
litical rights and freedoms, and dependent on their employers
not only for wages but also for their continued stay in the
country, workers on employment visas are expected to create
a docile and acquiescent labour force. Historically, the presence
of migrant workers has also been frequently associated with
racist and xenophobic divisions in the working class.

Canadians have the feeling that we are coming here to rob them,
to take away their jobs, yet we are the ones who clean up their
mess, pick up after them. We take the jobs they wouldn’t take and
yet they hate us so much.*®

One significant ideological implication of temporary work
permits is that the designation of a group of workers as

temporary and foreign encourages a desensitized attitude to-
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out being able to claim benefits. The nature of the employment
visa makes access to unemployment insurance benefits impos-
sible because the worker must either find a new employer or
leave the country if she loses a job. Benefits from Canada
Pension Plan are also inaccessible because the “guest worker”
is expected to retire in the country of origin.>* Revenue Can-
ada has calculated the total of revenues from CPP and UIC
premiums collected from foreign domestics between 1973-
1979 to be more than 11 million doliars.>® Foreign domestics
pay a very high price, for services that they do not expect to
receive.

Since November 1981 changes in the Temporary Employ-
ment Authorization Program have enabled foreign domestics
who have worked in Canada continuously for two years, to
apply for landed immigrant status without leaving the country.
While this is a progressive step, it fails to solve the problem
of foreign domestic workers in Canada. First, there is still a
two-year period of bonded service before domestics may apply.
Second, there is no guarantee that landed immigrant status
will be granted. Applicants need to meet Immigration Dept.
assessment criteria and demonstrate a “potential for self-suf-
ficiency.”®” Not surprisingly, given societal notions about do-
mestic labour skills, these women get very low points for the
Specific Vocational Preparation category.5® Ironically, they also
receive low points in the Occupational Demand category.®® As
a result, immigration officers require that domestic applicants
(again without any guarantees to grant them landed status)
take upgrading courses (with high foreign student fees) and
do volunteer work in the community.® For live-in foreign
domestics, it is difficult to find both the time and the money
to fulfil these requirements.

Another problem is that domestics with children back in
the home country, and older domestics face discrimination.

They say Immigration say any woman over 45 soon can’t clean
house and will be just a burden on the government, and woman
with over two children will bring them into the country and take
away the opportunities other Canadian children have.s!

So-called “rationalized” immigration policies, oriented towards
the demands of the market, aim to import labour power rather
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than people. It is not, therefore, surprising to see dependents
being treated as ‘superflous appendages” (as they are called
in South Africa) to the labour market.

The overall effect of the 1981 change in the Temporary
Employment Authorization Program has been to create the
possibility for individual upward mobility of (some) domestic
workers while providing no structural solution to the problems
of domestic service or foreign domestic workers in general.
Indeed, it is ironic that a domestic must move out of domestic
service altogether in order to accumulate enough points to get
landed immigrant status. The implicit message that immigra-
tion policies and practices give is that domestic workers are
“good enough to work, but not good enough to stay” in this
country. This message says a great deal about the status of
domestic labour in general.

It is also interesting to note the parallel between the modern
attitude of the Canadian government and the historical treat-
ment of domestic workers. Domestic servants did not receive
legal equality and citizenship rights until the late nineteenth
or early twentieth century. In France and England, for ex-
ample, because they were considered to be too dependent on
their masters to be recognized as civil persons, domestics
(together with women) were the last groups to be enfran-
chised.®? Many of the basic workers’ rights and freedoms we
take for granted and often associate with capitalist society are,
in fact, connected to citizenship rights. With the alleged at-
tempt to meet the temporary labour requirements of the
Canadian economy without threatening the jobs of Canadians,
the Employment Visa system has created a permanent tempo-
rary work force without citizenship rights.

By treating both the need and the presence of foreign
workers as temporary the Canadian government may avoid
doing anything permanent either to improve their conditions
or to find other solutions to problems of housework and child
care. As long as it can maintain a captive labour force without
citizenship rights to do live-in domestic service the government
has little incentive to improve conditions of domestic work.

It is not simply the availability of a supply of foreign
workers and the market implications of this supply that creates
the conditions of their vulnerability. As Castells put it:

immigrant workers do not exist because there are “arduous and
badly paid” jobs to be done, but, rather, arduous and badly paid
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jobs exist because immigrant workers are present or can be sent
for to do them.®®

The state plays an active role in structuring and controlling
not only the volume but also the conditions of these workers.
There is a striking contrast between the laissez faire approach
the liberal state has taken, which favours private solutions to
problems in the domestic sphere, and its rigid intervention in
the provision, organization and control of “help” for that
sphere. Given the specific combination of state policies in areas
of child care provision, labour legislation and immigration,
domestic service is not simply a private but a politically con-
structed solution to the crisis of the domestic sphere.

Recently, the positions put forward by both the federal and
provincial governments in policy debates on child care indicate
the persistence of a clear preference for privatized solutions
— with little concern about the quality and conditions for
either children or caregivers. The new federal child care plan,
revealed in December 1987, emphasizes a tax-credit approach
to child care with no commitments to providing universal
access to dependable and affordable licensed care spaces. The
plan proposes to double the number of day-care spaces avail-
able in seven years. Even with the number of children re-
maining constant this plan would meet less than 20 percent
of the need. While the government claims to have recognized
the plurality of parental preferences for child care arrange-
ments, the lack of socialized child care spaces means that
parents are left with no choice but to make private arrange-
ments.

In Ontario, during the recent struggle for amendments in
the Employment Standards Act to provide set hours and
overtime pay for domestic workers, the government fought
against these changes arguing that the potential increase in
costs would “upset the child care arrangements of parents
some of whom may already be in financial squeeze.”®* Even
the Labour Ministry report which itself proposed the amend-
ment expressed reservations about its extension to all live-out
domestic workers, including baby sitters, on the grounds that
it would jeopardize the inexpensive informal care arrange-
ments which included 400,000 children in Ontario.%* While
the financial squeeze that many parents face in relation to
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child care needs is a serious problem, the assumption of these
legislative debates and proposals is that domestic workers should
subsidize the child care system by remaining underpaid and
overworked.

Current domestic service arrangements bring the interests
of employers and employees into conflict. Given the pressures
on budget and time that some middle-class working couples
face, a domestic service relationship may turn into a zero-sum
game in which the improvements in the pay and working
conditions of domestic workers will mean losses for the em-
ployers. As a relationship between female employers and work-
ers, domestic service emphasizes, most clearly, the class, racial/
ethnic and citizenship differences among women at the ex-
pense of their gender unity. Since gender is a social construct
formed through relationships rather than a static biological
category determined by sex, it would be interesting to see how
domestic work as a power relationship between employer and
employee shapes women’s identities.

Feminism and Domestic Service. The domestic service ques-
tion is a feminist question not just because 98 percent of
domestic workers are women, or because it potentially may
create divisions among women that feminism needs to solve
to make ‘sisterhood” a reality. It is also a feminist question
because it is so closely linked with the privatized nature of
domestic labour in our society. Domestic service, as it is organ-
ized in Canada, is not just a question of human and workers’
rights. It is a question of women’s oppression and liberation.
Women’s liberation has been defined by some as the upward
mobility of individual women out of some subordinate positions
and occupations. According to this definition, “women’s lib-
eration” can be compatible with general devaluation of the
subordinate positions and occupations many women hold.® If
we choose, however, to define women’s liberation as a collective
and transformative struggle — in addition to being one of
individual liberation — that deals with class and racial ine-
qualities and aims to re-structure society to eliminate subor-
dinate positions, live-in domestic service is revealed as a very
conservative solution for the crisis of the domestic sphere.

Domestic service leaves housework and child care as wom-
en’s work, still isolating and of low status and low value.
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Rather than solving the problem of gender inequality, it
adds class and racial dimensions to it. Instead of housework
and childcare being the responsibility of all women, it becomes
the responsibility of some with subordinate class, racial and
citizenship status, who are employed and supervised by those
who are liberated from the direct physical burdens.5’” By re-
inforcing divisions of mental and manual labour, this helps
perpetuate low status and low pay for domestic service.

The domestic service solution is also conservative because
it does not solve the problems posed by the separation of
spheres. Given the availability of a cheap source of vulnerable
workers, it discourages a struggle for socialized services and
more flexible work arrangements.® Rather than easing the
public/private split in society, therefore, this solution polarizes
and deepens it, with added class and racial dimensions.

The structural approach used in this paper has so far
treated domestic workers as victims of unfavourable conditions
that have shaped their work and living. The history of do-
mestic service has shown, however, that domestic workers can
and do act as subjects. Full of attempts to unionize and to
standardize and improve working conditions, the history of
domestic service and the political practice of domestic workers
have a lot to offer to the women’s movement. First, domestic
workers help to “denaturalize” housework and childcare by
doing domestic work for a wage rather than as a labour of
love and doing it as an outsider to the family. Second, the
struggles of domestic workers can help to decrease the invisi-
bility of the domestic sphere and contribute to making the
personal, political. While politicization of all domestic relations,
including those between women, is not a comfortable task, it
promises to enrich, deepen and extend the equality principle
that feminism upholds.

While the issues raised and goals set by domestic workers’
organizations can contribute to feminist theory and practice,
these organizations and workers also need feminist support in
their struggle. There are limits to how much can be achieved
by domestic workers alone. Besides the obstacles domestic
isolation places on organization and unionization, there are
the legal restrictions imposed by provincial labour relations
acts and the employment visa programs. In addition, the
temporary, outsider status sustained by the employment visa
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system serves to increase the invisibility and marginality of
foreign domestic workers and desensitize others to their con-
ditions. Domestic workers need the wider women’s movement
to help overcome these obstacles and to liberate their struggle
from its corporate boundaries.

The women’s movement also has to address the larger
domestic labour question. In the nineteenth and early twenti-
eth century, during the first wave of feminism, there were
some efforts to transform domestic labour through collectiv-
izing it. Feminists like Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Melusina Fay
Pierce and Mary Livermore developed radically creative and
elaborate proposals for a changed architecture of the home,
collective kitchens and cooperative housekeeping schemes. While
the theory and practice of these feminists have been extremely
useful in offering alternatives to privatized domestic labour,
they did not deal adequately with the gender and class aspects
of the issue. These feminists not only failed to demand in-
creased male participation in domestic labour, but they also
generally disregarded the interests of domestics as women and
workers. They articulated their concerns as finding efficient
and rational solutions to the “waste,” “annoyance,” “unreliabil-
ity” and “laziness” of servants through rigid supervision and
factory-like discipline imposed by collective housework schemes.®
Domestic workers have been neither agents nor intended ben-
eficiaries but rather the ground of change in these projects
which seemed to prioritize extension of the principles of in-
dustrialization over concerns for equality.

The contributions of the new wave of feminism have been
indispensable in terms of the critique that has been brought
to sexual division of labour in society and in the family. The
domestic labour debate of the 1970s and radical feminist
analyses have, in different ways, also provided a critique of
the privatized home. As Dolores Hayden has pointed out,
however, the second wave of feminism still lacks a clear vision
of positive alternatives to privatized and gendered home life.”
In the absence of an honest, open debate around each solution
and its gender, class and racial implications, and a vision of
concrete, constructive alternatives that would emerge from
these debates, individualized ad hoc solutions may bring more
harm than good to both individual women and to the struggle
for the emancipation of all women.
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This is a revised version of a paper presented at the 22nd Annual Meeting of
The Canadian Sociology and Anthropology Association in Hamilton, June 1987.
I am grateful to Bonnie Fox, Meg Luxton, Charlene Gannage, Lynne Phillips,
Esther Reiter, Michel Bodemann, Barry Wellman and Pramila Aggarwal for
their constructive comments on an earlier version of the paper. The latest
version has benefited from comments of SPE reviewers: Roberta Hamilton,
Barbara Neis, Jane Ursel and an anonymous reviewer.
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