Jobs for Latina immigrants
as domestic workers
IN the United States

Elaine Levine

Chinese saying affirms that
women hold up half of the
sky. It could be added that in many
countries they perform about half
of the paid labor as well, and do
amost al of thehousework, which
is neither paid nor recognized as
work but without which the rest of
the economy could not function.
In industrialized countries wom-
en’ sgrowing labor forceparticipa-
tion has brought with it —in addi-
tion to the double workday — a
greater commodification of house-
hold chores, which were previous-
ly considered to be outside the
realm of themarket.

In the United States this com-
maodification process has two dis-
tinct but complementary facets.
Oneistechnological, whereby the
production and sale of a wide
range of appliances and artifacts
makes doing housework much
easier whether it be performed by
family members or employees.
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There are machines to wash the
dishes, wash the clothes and dry
them — so that they hardly require
any ironing — vacuum and sham-
poo the rugs, wax and polish the
floors. There are special liquidsto
clean windows, others for remov-
ing dust from shelves and furni-
ture, othersfor hard to clean spac-
es in the bathroom or the kitchen.
Refrigerators and freezers make it
possible to store food for consid-
erable periods of time. There are
kitchen gadgets designed to cut,
chop, beat, blend, make bread,
cook rice, etc. In other words, the
market placeoffersaninnumerable
supply of objects, which are sup-
posed to make washing, cooking,
cleaning and al the other house-
hold chores easier. However, with
or without any or all of these "la-
bor saving” devices, housework
never ends.

The demand for
domestic workers

The other means of commaodifying
domestic work is by hiring some-
one else to do it. Slave labor was
commonly used on plantations in
the southern states, until it was
abolished at the end of the civil
war in 1865. Therewerehousehold
daves as well and they generally
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had a status that was superior to
that of the field hands. In other
states indentured servants —
whose passage to America was
paid in exchange for three to five
yearsor more of obligatory labor —
often  performed  household
chores.

By theend of the 19" and begin-
ning of the 20" century these prac-
tices had disappeared but the abil-
ity to have someone else do the
domestic work was still largely an
attribute of the upper classes, who
generaly had live in servants. As
the 20" century progressed more
open relationships between em-
ployers and heretofore servants
evolved and hiring domestic work-
ers on aweekly or daily basis be-
came more and more generalized
throughout the 1930s and 40s. Do-
mesticworkersthemselvesviewed
this change as an important step
forward. They were no longer
obliged to carry out orders at any
hour of the day or night. Their
workday had a beginning hour
and, what’ smoreimportant, it now
had an end. They could now live
withtheir ownfamiliesandto some
extent separate their lives from
those of their employers. This
change made having domestic
workers aless elitist phenomenon
becauseit allowed for hiring some-
one to perform such tasks once or
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twice a week, or even less, rather
than every day.

However, the purchase of labor
saving domestic appliancesbecame
much more widespread than hiring
domestic employees. The number
of homes with washers, dryers, re-
frigerators, freezers, vacuum clean-
ers, dishwashers, etc. is dtill far
greater than the number employing
others to do the housework on a
regular basis. Nevertheless, over
the past two decades, there has
been anew surgein the demand for
domesticworkers, especially incer-
tain parts of the country wherethere
arelargesettlementsof L atinoimmi-
grants. The feminist movement of
the seventies and the neo-libera
economic policies of the eighties
both motivated — athough for dif-
ferent reasons — increased partici-
pation by womenintheeconomical-
ly active population (EAP), thereby
creating an induced demand for do-
mestic workers on the part of those
joining the paid labor force.

While many feministsjoined the
[abor forcein pursuit of personal re-
alization, many middleclasswomen
were motivated to do so in order to
contribute to the growing level of
expenditures required to maintain
their family’ ssocioeconomic status.
With the rising divorce rate many
women became heads of house-
holds and thereby the main bread-
winner of the family. For any
number of reasons, ranging from
economic need to personal satisfac-
tion, more women than ever before
now participate in the paid labor
force. Women make up almost half
of the EAP in the United States
(46.5% in 2000) and their rate of la-
bor force participation is around
60%. Even tough the participation
rate for women is still somewhat

lower than it is for men —which is
approximately 75%—theformer has
grown tremendoudly over the past
fifty years (it was only 33.9% in
1950). (U.S. Council of Economic
Advisers, 2000: p. 351).

Therearenot only morewomen
than ever participating in the labor
force but also more married wom-
en. In 1920 when 20% of thefemale
working age population wasin the
EAP, 66.2% of those participating
were single, 15.4% were married
and 18.4% were widowed or di-
vorced. In 1950, of the 33.9% of
working age women who were in
theEAP, 31.9%weresingle, 52.2%
weremarried and 16.0% werewid-
owed or divorced. With a partici-
pation rate of 60% in 1998, 26.8%
of thewomeninthe EAPweresin-
gle, 53.1% were married and 20%
widowed or divorced (U.S. Council
of Economic Advisers, 2000: p.
166). Furthermore, more married
women with children are now in
the paid labor force. The participa-
tionratefor all women betweenthe
agesof 25 and 44 isapproximately
75% while that for mothers who
have at least one child under 18 is
71% andthemgjority of themwork
full time(U.S. Council of Economic
Advisers, 2000: 168-169).

Stay at home mothers seemto be
athing of the past. Around the year
1900, eighty percent of the children
inthe United Stateslivedin families
with both parentsand the mother, or
stepmother, only worked either on
the family farm or in the home. At
the beginning of the 21% century,
two parent familieswherethemoth-
er does not work outside the home
make up less that one third of all
familiesin the US (U.S. Council of
Economic Advisers, 2000, 165-6).
Theproportionof familiesconform-
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ing to the traditional pattern of a
male breadwinner and a femae
housewifehasdropped from 67% of
thetotal in1952t027% of thetota in
1999. In contrast, two parent fami-
lieswherethewifeworks outside of
the home, represent approximately
onehdf of all familiesinthe USto-
day. Furthermore, the percentage of
such familiesinwhich both spouses
work full timerosefrom 32%in 19638
t048%in 1998. Atthesametimethe
number of families with only one
parent present hasrisenform 13%in
194910 23%in 1999, eighty percent
of whicharefemale-headedfamilies.
The percentage of singlemothersor
fatherswhowork full timerosefrom
56% in 1968 to 67% in 1999 (U.S.
Council of Economic Advisers,
2000: 172-3,190-1).

In spite of all the gadgets and
appliances designed to make
housework easier none of these
can solve certain problems con-
fronting women who work outside
of their homes. Many appliances
must be operated or activated by
someone and there must be some-
one on hand to take care of chil-
dren. Theuse of day carefacilities
has not been a very generalized
practice in the United States and
many women still prefer to hire
someone to take care of infants
and young children at home. Since
the school day usually ends at
around 2:30 or 3:00 in the after-
noon and the workday may last till
5 or 6 pm someone needs to be
there when the children come
homefrom school.

Therefore there has been an in-
crease in the demand for domestic
workersin general, and particularly
live in help, among certain middle
and upper middle-income families.
In fact the practice of paying some-
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oneto take care of the childrenisno
longer limited to the middle and up-
per strata of the population. Many
working class Latina women have
to hire or make arrangements with
other Latinas —who have probably
arrivedintheUSmorerecently than
they —to take care of their children
so that they themselves can do
some sort of paid work outside of
their homes — which often means
cleaning someone else's house and
taking care of someone else's chil-
dren.

Whether it be by choice or out
of necessity —or somewherein be-
tween as in the desire to attain a
higher standard of living — more
and more women are turning to-
wards paid employment and at the
same time opting, according to
their means, to hire someone else
to do al or at least part of the
housework. Consequently wom-
en’'sincreased participation in the
labor forcebringswithit arenewed
demand for salaried domestic
workers. Nevertheless it is quite
likely that official statisticswill not
clearly reflect this trend because
most of thehiringisdoneinformal-
ly. Most of such workers are paid
in cash and neither pay taxes nor
receive any benefits or legal pro-
tection asworkers.

The supply of
domestic workers

However asnew occupational per-
spectives opened up for women,
the supply of domestic workers
waned because there were other
better paying and less stigmatized
options. During thefirst half of the
twentieth century private house-
hold service was an occupation

largely dominated by African-
American women. As a result of
the civil rights movement they
now have access to other jobs and
most of them shun this type of
work. African-American women
congtitute only 14.9% of thoseem-
ployed in private household do-
mestic service and Latinas make
up 31.7% even though the latter
group generally has a much lower
labor force participation rate than
theformer. Therefore this niche of
the labor market is turning into an
ideal spacefor Latinaimmigrants—
who arrive in the United States
with little or no money, only afew
yearsof schoolingif any, andlittle
or no knowledge of English — es-
pecialy in those geographic re-
gions where they are highly con-
centrated.

It was already mentioned that
women make up 46.5%, that is al-
most half, of the economically ac-
tive population in the United
Stateswhichwas135.2 million per-
sons in 2000. African-Americans
constitute 11.3% of the total labor
forceand L atinos10.7%. However,
in certain parts of the country,
such as southern Californiafor ex-
ample, morethan 30% of all work-
ersare Latinos. Furthermore Lati-
nosare highly concentrated in cer-
tain categories of the occupational
spectrum, most of which pay low
wages, asis the case for domestic
service. When the overall median
weekly earningslevel was$576.00
dollars in the year 2000 — with a
median of $646.00for maleworkers
and $491.00for females—themedi-
an for domestic workers, 95.5% of
whom are women, was $264.00.
(Employment and Earnings, Janu-
ary 2000, pp. 178-183, and 212—
217).
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According to official data do-
mestic service in private house-
holds is a declining occupational
category that employed only 792
thousand persons, or barely 0.6%
of the EAP, intheyear 2000. Close
to two percent of all Latino work-
ers (1.7%) were employed in this
category and almost three times
more worked for cleaning compa-
nies serving office buildings, ho-
tels, shopping malls etc. and even
private residences. Labor Depart-
ment statistics divide domestic
service into two subcategories:
cleaners and servants which em-
ploys 500 thousand workers —
94.8% arewomen, 16.9% are Afri-
can-Americanand 37.7% are L ati-
nas — and childcare providers — of
these, 97.5% are women, 11.6%
African-Americans,and 19.9%are
Latinas (Employment and Earn-
ings, January 2000, pp. 178-183).

An additional 457 thousand per-
sonsareemployed as childcare pro-
viders, outside the realm of private
households, by daycare centers
and the like — 97.7% are women,
14.8% ae Afro-American and
13.3% Latinas (Employment and
Earnings, January 2000, pp. 178
183). Childcarelikemany other tasks
is becoming another occupation in
thegrowing list of personal services
— that substitute for the work of
housewives and even of paid do-
mestic workers— and are now real-
ized outside of the homerather than
within it. Many of these commodi-
fied services — such as food prepa
ration, washing and ironing of
clothes, and caring for children, the
elderly or the sick — are now per-
formed by Latina immigrants who
earn very low wages.

In spite of the recent prolifera-
tion of a great number of services
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that are taking the place of domes-
tic work carried out in the home,
thisis still an important source of
employment for Latinaimmigrants.
For many itistheir first paidjobin
the United States. Employment as
alive-in domestic worker can pro-
vide food and a place to live for a
newly arrived immigrant women
with no other means for meeting
her basic needs. Furthermore, offi-
cial data cannot adequately meas-
ure the volume of employment
generated by this sector because
most of the hiring takes place out-
side of the formal economy. The
work relationship is based on ver-
bal agreements between employer
and employee and the payment is
incash. Generally incometax isnot
withheld, nor are there contribu-
tionsto the social security system.
In other words, thereis no officia
record of such employment.

Some characteristics
of paid domestic work

Due to the informality of the work
relationship, paid domestic work
has certain specific characterigtics.
Firsgt of all the women who employ
domesticworkersdo not really con-
ceive of themsalves as employers.
As Pierette Hondagneau-Sotelo
explains, referring towomen shein-
terviewed, "While they obvioudy
did not deny that they pay someone
tocleantheir homeand carefor their
children, they tend to approach
these arrangements not as employ-
ers, with a particular set of obliga
tions and responsihilities, but as
consumers.” (Hondagneau-Sotelo,
2001, p. 12). Or as Mary Romero
points out, many women who work
have "difficulty thinking of their

homes as someone’'s work place”
(1992, p. 14). Furthermore, "This
problem of paid domestic work not
being accepted as employment is
compounded by the subordination
by race and immigrant status of the
women who do the job” (Hondag-
neau-Sotelo, 2001, p. 12). The fact
that many of them are undocument-
ed is another factor that alows for
ambiguity and abuse.

While there are labor regula
tions that cover private domestic
work, as Hondagneau-Sotelo
points out, practically no one
knows about them. "It s almost as
though these regulations did not
exist.” (Hondagneau-Sotelo, 2001,
p. 21). Therefore, practicesregard-
ing working hours, days off, wag-
es, etc. are established according
to the customs of each neighbor-
hood and the socioeconomic level
of the employer. In general formal
benefits such as paid holidays and
vacations or employee contribu-
tions to the social security system
simply don't exist. In practice, any
payment for days not actually
worked or any economic support
to meet medical or other types of
emergencies, or days off to attend
to persona or family affairs de-
pends entirely upon the goodwill
of theemployer.

Oneof themost difficult contra-
dictions of paid domestic work is
that those who perform these jobs
usualy have to take time away
from their own homeand family to
clean other people’s homes and
take care of other women's chil-
dren. "While middle-and upper-
classwomen entrust their children
and homes to undocumented im-
migrant women, the immigrant
women often must leave their own
childrentowork.” (Chang 2000, p.
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58). Those who suffer most from
this situation are the live in work-
ers who are only free to go home
one or two nights a week. ” Some
leave their children with family in
their home countries, hoping to
earn enough to return or send
money back to them.” (Chang,
2000, p.58).

This is just one of the factors
that makes live in work the least
desirable. Sinceit is assumed that
the employer provides room and
board for the employee, the mone-
tary pay is usualy quite low. In
many cases heither the room nor
the food is adequate. Few houses
in the United States are built with
servants quarters, thus the domes-
tic worker may have to share a
room with one or more of the chil-
dren or sleep in some small space
adapted for that purpose, which
probably has inadequate lighting
and poor ventilation. Access to
food may be somehow restricted
and often only certain foods, usu-
ally those the children like and re-
quest, may be consumed by do-
mesticworkers.

Another enormous disadvan-
tagetoliveinwork isthat in many
cases the workday never ends.
Household members may require
the employee's services at any
hour of the day or night. Where
therearesmall children, itisusual-
ly the domestic worker, rather than
the parents, who must attend to
them if they wake up during the
night. Nevertheless one of the ma-
jor complaints is isolation. Even
though live in workers are amost
never alone and have amost no
time for themselves, they have no
one with whom they can really
communicate. Their presence in
the house, and where family mem-
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bers are gathered, may be at the
same time required and ignored.
Although the treatment may not
necessarily be overtly abusive —
asitisinfartomany cases—livein
domestics are usually ignored and
simply not considered or respect-
ed as persons.

In spite of these problems, livein
domestic employment may be the
best option for recently arrived im-
migrant women who do not yet
have other alternatives. As soon as
they have acquired some experi-
ence, these women usually try to
changetheir status by seeking work
on a daily basis, either in a single
household or in various, on differ-
ent days of the week. Each of these
arrangements has its own advan-
tages and disadvantages, but in
both cases the working conditions
and the wages are usualy better
than for live in workers. However
thesupply of recently arrived immi-
grant women willing to withstand
the conditions of live in employ-
ment seemsto beinexhaustible.
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Summary
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ing conditions.
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