


who are visible on the street, nannies and maids are often hidden away, one
or two at a time, behind closed doors in private homes. Because of the illegal
nature of their work, most sex workers are even further concealed from pub-
lic view.

At least in the case of nannies and maids, another factor contributes to
the invisibility of migrant women and their work—one that, for their affluent
employers, touches closer to home. The Western culture of individualism,
which finds extreme expression in the United States, militates against
acknowledging help or human interdependency of nearly any kind. Thus, in
the time-pressed upper middle class, servants are no longer displayed as sta-
tus symbols, decked out in white caps and aprons, but often remain in the
background, or disappear when company comes. Furthermore, affluent
careerwomen increasingly earn their status not through leisure, as they
might have a century ago, but by apparently “doing it all”—producing a full-
time career, thriving children, a contented spouse, and a well-managed
home. In order to preserve this illusion, domestic workers and nannies make
the house hotel-room perfect, feed and bathe the children, cook and clean
up—and then magically fade from sight.

The lifestyles of the First World are made possible by a global transfer of
the services associated with a wife’s traditional role—child care, home-
making, and sex—from poor countries to rich ones. To generalize and per-
haps oversimplify: in an earlier phase of imperialism, northern countries
extracted natural resources and agricultural products—rubber, metals, and
sugar, for example—from lands they conquered and colonized. Today, while
still relying on Third World countries for agricultural and industrial labor,
the wealthy countries also seek to extract something harder to measure and
quantify, something that can look very much like love. Nannies like

Josephine bring the distant families that employ them real maternal affec-
tion, no doubt enhanced by the heartbreaking absence of their own children
in the poor countries they leave behind. Similarly, women who migrate from
country to country to work as maids bring not only their muscle power but
an attentiveness to detail and to the human relationships in the household
that might otherwise have been invested in their own families. Sex workers
offer the simulation of sexual and romantic love, or at least transient sexual
companionship. It is as if the wealthy parts of the world are running short on
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precious emotional and sexual resources and have had to turn to poorer
regions for fresh supplies. ‘ .

There are plenty of historical precedents for this globalization of tradi-
tional female services. In the ancient Middle East, the women of populations
defeated in war were routinely enslaved and hauled off to serve as household
workers and concubines for the victors. Among the Africans brought to
North America as slaves in the sixteenth through nineteenth centuries, about
a third were women and children, and many of those women were pressed to
be concubines, domestic servants, or both. Nineteenth-century Irishwomen—
along with many rural Englishwomen—migrated to English towns and cities
to work as domestics in the homes of the growing upper middle class. Ser-
vices thought to be innately feminine—child care, housework, and sex—
often win little recognition or pay. But they have always been sufficiently in
demand to transport over long distances if necessary. What is new today is
the sheer number of female migrants and the very long distances they
travel. Immigration statistics show huge numbers of women in mot%on,
typically from poor countries to rich. Although the gross statistics give little
clue as to the jobs women eventually take, there are reasons to infer that
much of their work is “caring work,” performed either in private homes or
in institutional settings such as hospitals, hospices, child-care centers, and
nursing homes.

The statistics are, in many ways, frustrating. We have information on legal
migrants but not on illegal migrants, who, experts tell us, travel in equal if
not greater numbers. Furthermore, many Third World countries lack data
for past years, which makes it hard to trace trends over time; or they use
varying methods of gathering information, which makes it hard to compare
one country with another. Nevertheless, the trend is clear enough for some
scholars, including Stephen Castles, Mark Miller, and Janet Momsen, to
speak of a “feminization of migration.”? From 1950 to 1970, for example,
men predominated in labor migration to northern Europe from Turkey,
Greece, and North Africa. Since then, women have been replacing men. In
1946, women were fewer than 3 percent of the Algerians and Moroccans liv-
ing in France; by 1990, they were more than 40 percent.’ Overall, half of the
world’s 120 million legal and illegal migrants are now believed to be women.

Patterns of international migration vary from region to region, but
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women migrants from a surprising number of sending countries actually
outnumber men, sometimes by a wide margin. For example, in the 1990s,
women make up over half of Filipino migrants to all countries and 84 per-
cent of Sri Lankan migrants to the Middle East.* Indeed, by 1993 statistics,
Sri Lankan women such as Josephine vastly outnumbered Sri Lankan men as
migrant workers who'd left for Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman,
Bahrain, Jordan, and Qatar, as well as to all countries of the Far East, Africa,
and Asia.> About half of the migrants leaving Mexico, India, Korea, Malaysia,
Cyprus, and Swaziland to work elsewhere are also women. Throughout the
1990s women outnumbered men among migrants to the United States,
Canada, Sweden, the United Kingdom, Argentina, and Israel.®
Most women, like men, migrate from the south to the north and from
poor countries to rich ones. Typically, migrants go to the nearest compara-
tively rich country, preferably one whose language they speak or whose reli-
gion and culture they share. There are also local migratory flows: from
northern to southern Thailand, for instance, or from East Germany to West.
But of the regional or cross-regional flows, four stand out. One goes from
Southeast Asia to the oil-rich Middle and Far East—from Bangladesh,
Indonesia, the Philippines, and Sri Lanka to Bahrain, Oman, Kuwait, Saudi
Arabia, Hong Kong, Malaysia, and Singapore. Another stream of migration
goes from the former Soviet bloc to western Europe—from Russia, Roma-
nia, Bulgaria, and Albania to Scandinavia, Germany, France, Spain, Portugal,
and England. A third goes from south to north in the Americas, including
the stream from Mexico to the United States, which scholars say is the
longest-running labor migration in the world. A fourth stream moves
from Africa to various parts of Europe. France receives many female
migrants from Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria. Italy receives female workers
from Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Cape Verde.

Female migrants overwhelmingly take up work as maids or domestics. As
women have become an ever greater proportion of migrant workers, receiv-
ing countries reflect a dramatic influx of foreign-born domestics. In the
United States, African-American women, who accounted for 60 percent of
domestics in the 1940s, have been largely replaced by Latinas, many of them
recent migrants from Mexico and Central America. In England, Asian
migrant women have displaced the Irish and Portuguese domestics of the
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migrate: relative and absolute poverty. The “care deficit” that has emerged in
the wealthier countries as women enter the workforce pulls migrants from
the Third World and postcommunist nations; poverty pushes them.

In broad outline, this explanation holds true. Throughout western Europe,
Taiwan, and Japan, but above all in the United States, England, and Sweden,
women’s employment has increased dramatically since the 1970s. In the
United States, for example, the proportion of women in paid work rose from
15 percent of mothers of children six and under in 1950 to 65 percent today.
Women now make up 46 percent of the U.S. labor force. Three-quarters of
mothers of children eighteen and under and nearly two-thirds of mothers of
children age one and younger now work for pay. Furthermore, according to
a recent International Labor Organization study, working Americans aver-
aged longer hours at work in the late 1990s than they did in the 1970s. By
some measures, the number of hours spent at work have increased more for

women than for men, and especially for women in managerial and profes-
sional jobs.

Meanwhile, over the last thirty years, as the rich countries have grown
much richer, the poor countries have become—in both absolute and relative
terms—poorer. Global inequalities in wages are particularly striking. In
Hong Kong, for instance, the wages of a Filipina domestic are about fifteen
times the amount she could make as a schoolteacher back in the Philippines.
In addition, poor countries turning to the IMF or World Bank for loans are
often forced to undertake measures of so-called structural adjustment, with
disastrous results for the poor and especially for poor women and children.
To qualify for loans, governments are usually required to devalue their cur-
rencies, which turns the hard currencies of rich countries into gold and the
soft currencies of poor countries into straw. Structural adjustment programs
also call for cuts in support for “noncompetitive industries,” and for the

reduction of public services such as health care and food subsidies for the
poor. Citizens of poor countries, women as well as men, thus have a strong
incentive to seek work in more fortunate parts of the world.

But it would be a mistake to attribute the globalization of women’s work
to a simple synergy of needs among women—one group, in the affluent
countries, needing help and the other, in poor countries, needing jobs. For one
thing, this formulation fails to account for the marked failure of First World
governments to meet the needs created by its women’s entry into the work-
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nostalgic for these qualities, which they associate with a bygone way of life.
Even as many wage-earning Western women assimilate to the competitive
culture of “male” work and ask respect for making it in a man’s world, some
men seek in the “exotic Orient” or “hot-blooded tropics” a woman from the
imagined past.
Of course, not all sex workers migrate voluntarily. An alarming number
of women and girls are trafficked by smugglers and sold into bondage.
Because trafficking is illegal and secret, the numbers are hard to know with
any certainty. Kevin Bales estimates that in Thailand alone, a country of 60
million, half a million to a million women are prostitutes, and one out of
every twenty of these is enslaved.!® As Bales’s chapter in this book shows,
many of these women are daughters whom northern hill-tribe families have
sold to brothels in the cities of the south. Believing the promises of jobs and
money, some begin the voyage willingly, only to discover days later that the
“arrangers” are traffickers who steal their passports, define them as debtors,
and enslave them as prostitutes. Other women and girls are kidnapped, or
sold by their impoverished families, and then trafficked to brothels. Even
worse fates befall women from neighboring Laos and Burma, who flee
crushing poverty and repression at home only to fall into the hands of Thai
slave traders.

If the factors that pull migrant women workers to affluent countries are
not as simple as they at first appear, neither are the factors that push them.
Certainly relative poverty plays a major role, but, interestingly, migrant
women often do not come from the poorest classes of their societies." In fact,
they are typically more affluent and better educated than male migrants.
Many female migrants from the Philippines and Mexico, for example, have
high school or college diplomas and have held middle-class—albeit low-
paid—jobs back home. One study of Mexican migrants suggests that the
trend is toward increasingly better-educated female migrants. Thirty years
ago, most Mexican-born maids in the United States had been poorly edu-
cated maids in Mexico. Now a majority have high school degrees and have
held clerical, retail, or professional jobs before leaving for the United States.!?
Such women are likely to be enterprising and adventurous enough to resist

the social pressures to stay home and accept their lot in life.
Noneconomic factors—or at least factors that are not immediately and
directly economic—also influence a woman’s decision to emigrate. By
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like that of the traditional woman within the family—patient, nurturing,
and self-denying. A division of labor feminists critiqued when it was “local”
has now, metaphorically speaking, gone global.

To press this metaphor a bit further, the resulting relationship is by no
means a “marriage,” in the sense of being openly acknowledged. In fact, it is
striking how invisible the globalization of women’s work remains, how little
it is noted or discussed in the First World. Trend spotters have had almost
nothing to say about the fact that increasing numbers of affluent First World
children and elderly persons are tended by immigrant care workers or live in
homes cleaned by immigrant maids. Even the political groups we might
expect to be concerned about this trend—antiglobalization and feminist
activists—often seem to have noticed only the most extravagant abuses, such
as trafficking and female enslavement. So if a metaphorically gendered rela-
tionship has developed between rich and poor countries, it is less like a mar-
riage and more like a secret affair.

But it is a “secret affair” conducted in plain view of the children. Little
Isadora and the other children of the First World raised by “two mommies”
may be learning more than their ABC’s from a loving surrogate parent. In
their own living rooms, they are learning a vast and tragic global politics.!*
Children see. But they also learn how to disregard what they see. They learn
how adults make the visible invisible. That is their “early childhood education.”

In this volume, we hope to make the invisible visible again. The essays we
bring together range from personal recollection to economic analysis, and
they span the globe from Taiwan to Mexico, from Thailand to the Dominican
Republic. Some essays describe a global transfer of emotional resources
(Hochschild, Parrefias), while others consider the pressures global capitalism
puts on women and their families (Sassen). Some point to the dilemmas
migrant domestic workers raise for First World feminism (Ehrenreich,
Anderson) and inquire into the similarities and differences between the situ-
ations of employed and employer (Cheever, Hondagneu-Sotelo, Constable,
Rivas, Zarembka). Several essays focus on how immigrant nannies and
maids have assumed the tasks associated with traditional family relation-
ships, like the obligations of daughters-in-law in Hong Kong (Lan). Still oth-
ers investigate the ways that women’s migration has modified relationships
between men and women—both in marriage and through the global sex
trade (Brennan, Gamburd, Bales, Thai).
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easy answers, but their essays, many based on recent and extensive fieldwork,

do help us take that essential first step—to bring the world’s most invisible

women into the light. Before we can hope to find activist solutions, W.e r?eed
to see these women as full human beings. They are strivers as well a‘s victims,
wives and mothers as well as workers—sisters, in other words, with whom

we in the First World may someday define a common agenda.



