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This is my reality: 
 

I do not have legally established 
working hours. 

My salary does not permit me to 
leave poverty. 

I do not have extra payments, just 
my Christmas bonus. 

I do not have holiday payments, nor 
holidays, nor mortgage credit. 

If I get sick, I cannot count on social 
security. 

If something breaks, they make me 
pay. 

 I need to eat the rest of the food. 
I work my whole life without being 

able to go into pension. 
My daughters and sons cannot go to 

Kindergarten. 
They fire me without compensation, 
although I dedicated my life to their 

family. 
 

(Flyer 2014, CACEH, This is my reality) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Esta es mi realidad: 
 

No tengo horario de trabajo 
establecido en la ley. 

Mi salario no me permite dejar de 
ser pobre. 

No tengo aguinaldo, solo “mi 
navidad”. 

No tengo prestaciones ni vacaciones 
ni crédito hipotecario. 

Si me enfermo no puedo contar con 
seguro social. 

Si se rompe algo me lo cobran. 
Me toca comer el sobrante de la 

comida. 
Trabajaré toda la vida sin lograr 

pensión ni jubilación. 
Mis hijos e hijas no pueden ir a 

guarderías del IMSS. 
Me despiden sin un quinto, aunque 
haya dedicado mi vida a su familia. 

 
(Flyer 2014, CACEH, Esta es mi realidad) 
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Preface 
 

In my thesis, I am aware that I speak from the point of view of a white woman 

that grew up in Western Europe. I do not want to judge any person that is in-

volved in this research. I have tried to do this research in a context I am not com-

pletely familiar with, but this may provide an opportunity to understand new 

perspective on the phenomena of domestic workers in Mexico.  

This thesis will help us to understand the complicated and complex situation of 

domestic workers in Mexico City. It also shows that the discrimination and op-

tions these women face every day are embedded in structural and cultural norms 

of treating women, especially domestic workers and people from a lower class. In 

my opinion, all workers should have the same formal position as any other work-

er, which is why I support the fight of domestic workers, and I hope this thesis 

can help bring them closer to the goal of being accepted by society and appreciat-

ed for the dignified work they are doing. The goal of this thesis is also to make the 

interlinked processes, that the domestic workers are involved with, more visible. 

I would like to thank the people who have accompanied me down my path until 

today. A great Herzlichen Dank to my family, especially my parents, for their un-

conditional love and support, who made it possible for me to study. Many thanks 

also to my amazing friends who have accompanied me during last years and have 

been a great support for as long as I have known them. I also want to thank my 

boyfriend for his support, patience and constructive criticism. A big thank be-

longs to the University Vienna for the generous support of the research trip and 

special thanks to the Department of International Development, which has en-

couraged us to do critical studies. I also want to thank the impressive domestic 

workers I got to know in Mexico as well as the team from CACEH, who provided 

me with interesting information for this research. Thanks to my interview part-

ners for their time, openness and enlightening conversations. Muchas Gracias to 

Marcelina Bautista and Mary Goldsmith who shared their expertise with me. And 

a great thank you to my mentor Patricia Zuckerhut, for her excellent assistance, 

expertise and refreshing thoughts and advice. Thank you!  
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1. Introduction 

“Make visible the invisible.”  

In September 2014, during my first trip to Mexico, I stayed in the house of a 

friend in Mexico City. During my stay in the house, two young women, who were 

not part of the family, caught my attention, as they kept asking me if I wanted 

something to eat or drink. I was not used to being in a situation where, in a pri-

vate house, domestic workers “serve” the family all day. The upper-middle class 

Mexican family, living in a nice area of Mexico City, gave instructions to the do-

mestic workers every now and then. The two women appeared when the family 

wanted something, and the rest of the time, they were “invisible”. For me, it was 

an awkward feeling to have two workers in the house, 24/7, who not only did 

laundry and cleaning, but also served food, drinks and everything else that the 

family requested. Growing up,1 I learned that female family members or cleaning 

ladies do the housework, but I never knew anybody who employed a live-in do-

mestic worker. In my experience, only very rich people can afford to have a live-

in domestic worker in their house. 

Therefore, during this visit in Mexico, I became curious about this different 

household structure. Both parents worked a lot and the two domestic workers 

took care of the household, kitchen and the seven year old child. In my own envi-

ronment, the mothers were usually the ones who took care of the whole house-

hold, and to do this, they stopped working to take care of the children. I was con-

fused about the “unusual” roles of the domestic workers and the family, as they 

were not part of the family, but, in my eyes, they did tasks that are connected to - 

what I considered to be - the mother’s role. 

Many question arose, such as: Why do they work as domestic workers? From 

what social background do they come from? What are their educational back-
                                                      
1 My own background is a middle class family in central Europe with a conservative environment. 
I saw that domestic work was carried out mainly by women. Due to the course “Gender, Econom-
ics and post-colonial critique” (University Vienna, Summer Semester 2014, Doucette, Schönpflug), 
my interest has grown in this field. It gave me a good basis in the capitalist concept of domestic 
work. Thanks to this course, I partially understood what caused this work relation and the struc-
tural discrimination these workers face.  
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grounds and aspirations? What challenges and options do they have? Based on 

these questions, I started to look for more information about domestic workers 

in Mexico, particularly in Mexico City. I chose Mexico City as my research field as 

it is the major destination for domestic workers around the country and is cen-

tral for the political movement in this sector.  

In Mexico, the topic of domestic work has been researched since the 1980s. Mary 

Goldsmith was one of the pioneers in this field who made the precarious work 

conditions the domestic workers live in visible. Since her thesis (1976), she re-

mains involved in academic research about domestic workers in Mexico. Her fo-

cus lies in the intersection of women, identity and power. Other important au-

thors who are dealing with domestic work in Latin America in general are Elsa M. 

Chaney and Mary García Castro, who edited the book entitled “Muchachas No 

More: Household Workers in Latin America and the Caribbean” in 1989. It is a col-

lection of articles about domestic work in various countries in Latin America, and 

it describes the historical development of the concept of domestic work until the 

1980s, the ideological links with domestic work and how the workers started to 

organize themselves.  

Academic literature about domestic work has focused on the female majority of 

the persons that perform this work. Furthermore, the focus on indigenous do-

mestic workers is discussed in several papers, e.g. works by CONAPRED (2008), 

Olivera (2001) and Saldaña Tejeda (2013). The migration background of domes-

tic workers is closely examined in the work of Díaz Prieto and Kuhner (2007) and 

Schirmer and Tienken (2009). Some papers focusing on the experiences of dis-

crimination of domestic workers have been elaborated by the National Council to 

Prevent Discrimination (CONAPRED)2 and backed up with statistics that they 

collected during a national survey about discrimination (CONAPRED 2008, 2011, 

2012). The recent published articles focus on the legal aspect of domestic work-

ers, and are probably influenced by the latest movements that are taking place, 

such as the signing of Convention 189 in 20113 (Guevara Bermúdez 2013, Eugen-

                                                      
2 In Spanish: Consejo Nacional para Prevenir Discriminacion. All Spanish-English translations done 

in this paper are made by myself, unofficially.  
3 Read more about the legal developments for domestic workers in Mexico in the section “Organi-

zation of domestic workers in Mexico” and details about the legal situation of domestic work-
ers in chapter 7 on applied theory, specifically the section “legal situation”.  
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ia de la O 2014, Moreno Ramirez n.d.). The book “Trabajadoras en la sombra”4 is a 

recent collection of studies about domestic workers5 in Latin America. In these 

studies, the relationship between gender, ethics and migration in the context of 

domestic work is researched. This book also takes into consideration unusual 

topics connected to domestic work, such as the employer’s point of view, child 

labor and male participation in domestic work (Durin/Eugenia de la O/Bastos 

2014).  

These studies go into depth within each topic and mention other factors along 

the way. They do not specifically take into account the interaction between the 

different categories to construct the living reality of the domestic workers in 

Mexico City. This research resulted in the research question, “What are the living 

realities of paid domestic workers in Mexico City from an intersectional6 perspec-

tive?” 

This thesis aims to shed light on living realities of paid domestic workers in Mex-

ico City from an intersectional perspective. It will focus on the challenges and 

possibilities in different areas of domestic workers’ lives. The domestic workers 

are one of the most discriminated work groups in Mexico (Sánchez Ambriz 2013: 

93). Many workers live and work in poor conditions, with high chances of dis-

crimination of various forms. The majority of domestic workers in Mexico City 

are women; due to their gender, they already face social challenges, because of 

the patriarchal nature of Mexican society. Their social background is a major fac-

tor for domestic workers, as they tend to come from economically disadvantaged 

families. Domestic work gives an opportunity to satisfy the need for economic 

resources, migration from rural to urban area. 

The living reality of this group of workers is an intersection between various cat-

egories. In this thesis, the categories discussed are education, violence, generativ-

ity, health, income, legal situation, migration, social background and work. All 

                                                      
4 “Workers in the shadow” 
5 In this thesis, the term domestic worker and worker are used to refer to people who perform 

paid work in households of others. This term is explained in more detail in section 5.3 on the 
definition of domestic work. The author of this thesis is aware that this term has different con-
notation due to its context and the fact that domestic workers form a very heterogenic group 
according to their age, social background and their economic and social access on resources.  

6 The intersectionality theory is a way to analyze complex discrimination as well as privilege ex-
periences that consist of different layers of categories. In the chapter on intersectionality, the 
theory and background are further discussed.  
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categories are always connected to the challenges and options the domestic 

workers have in Mexico. A low level of education influences the type of job a per-

son will find and how high their possible income will be. As domestic workers are 

usually not very well educated, they also earn quite little. The other categories 

mentioned above have as well a big influence on how their lives are constructed. 

This thesis shows how these categories are interlinked and what the possibilities 

are to overcome dangerous intersections that can lead to discrimination patterns. 

The thesis begins with some general information about Mexico and domestic 

work specific to Mexico City. In the methodological review, the methods used to 

find the answers to the research question are explained. Data collection and 

evaluation are also described. The theoretical approach focuses on intersection-

ality. It summarizes the theories directed to the analysis of complex situations of 

discrimination and privileges within different layers of categories. After the theo-

retical basis, the concepts of domestic work and its definitions and issues are dis-

cussed. In the final part of this paper, several categories are described and their 

interdependency will be discussed. This leads to a more specific and complex 

explanation of domestic workers’ reality in Mexico City. At the end of this thesis, 

a conclusion is given with a short summary of the research results and questions 

that remained unanswered. In order to comprehend the context in which this 

research took place, a short description of the demography, economy and migra-

tion processes is given.  
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2. Research Setting: Mexico  

This chapter provides a brief description of Mexico, focusing on its population 

and its compilation. Afterwards, Mexico’s economic development throughout re-

cent decades and its effects on the labor market are detailed. Finally, the migra-

tion processes of Mexicans are discussed, with a focus on internal movements 

within the country.  

2.1. Demography 

The United Mexican States is a country in the southern part of North America, 

bordering with the United States of America to the north and Guatemala and Be-

lize to the south (Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores 2015). It is politically divid-

ed into 32 states, the capital city being Mexico City, which is situated in the center 

of the country. There are approximately 121.005 million Mexican inhabitants 

(estimated 2015), of whom slightly more than half are women (57.4 million). The 

Mexican population is very young; almost half of the population is younger than 

27 years old (Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores 2015),  (Central Intelligence 

Agency, The World Factbook – Mexico September 2015).  

Almost 77% (76.8) percent of the total Mexican population lives in urban areas 

(Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores 2015). Nearly one-fifth of the population 

(20.843 million) lives in the capital Mexico City (Central Intelligence Agency, The 

World Factbook – Mexico September 2015). Mexico City is the economic and fi-

nancial center of the country and, therefore, attracts a great number of national 

migrants seeking work opportunities (Central Intelligence Agency, The World 

Factbook – Mexico September 2015). 

Mexico has been a federal republic since it gained its independence from Spain in 

the years 1810-1821. The current president, Enrique Peña Nieto, is the chief of 

state and head of government, and has held this title since he was appointed on 

December 1, 2012. Two political groups, the Institutional Revolutionary Party 
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(PRI) and the National Action Party (PAN), have been fighting for leadership of 

the country since the Mexican Revolution in 1910- ca. 1921. PRI has predomi-

nantly been leading Mexican politics since independence, except for the period 

between 2000-2012, when the government in Mexico was led by PAN (Central 

Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook – Mexico September 2015). 

Sixty percent of the Mexican population is ethnically Mestizo7, about one-third is 

Amerindians 8 and nine percent Europeans. Though Spanish is the official lan-

guage, there are 67 native languages. The vast majority of the Mexican population 

is Catholic (83.9 percent), about 7.6 percent are Protestant, and the rest belongs 

to a religious minority or does not associate themselves with a religious denomi-

nation (Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores 2015). 

2.2. Economy 

There is considerable inequality in income distribution across Mexico. It has a 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of 2.143 trillion US Dollars (estimated 2014), of 

which the service sector accounts for 60.1 percent, industry 36.4 percent and the 

agricultural sector 3.5 percent. An estimated 52.9 million people make up the 

country’s potential labor force, of which 60.4 percent were in the active labor 

force in 2014 (Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores 2015). In 2014, the unem-

ployment rate was 4.7 percent. The main export country for Mexican commodi-

ties is the United States of America.  

According to the CIA Factbook, the Mexican economy lies below its potential eco-

nomic growth, because a high proportion of the workforce is in the informal 

market and the corruption exists throughout the country (Central Intelligence 

Agency, The World Factbook – Mexico September 2015).  

                                                      
7 “Mestizo” is a culturally strong influenced category used in Latin America to describe those with 

both Native American and European Spanish ancestry. The word roughly translates from Span-
ish to English as mixture. (Benz, Rainer: Mestizo, Definition, History & Culture n.d.) 
http://study.com/academy/lesson/mestizo-definition-history-culture.html [Accessed: 
22.09.2015]  

8 “Amerindian”, also “Native American”, is used to describe a member of any of the indigenous 
peoples of North, Central, or South America, esp. those of North America. Collins Dictionary: 
American Indian http://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/american-
indian#american-indian_1 [Accessed: 22.09.2015] 

http://study.com/academy/lesson/mestizo-definition-history-culture.html
http://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/american-indian#american-indian_1
http://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/american-indian#american-indian_1
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To give an international comparison for Mexico, some data about human devel-

opment index and gender inequality will be introduced, since this issue is funda-

mental for the situation of domestic worker.  

Mexico is ranked in the Human Development Index9at place 71 out of 187 coun-

tries. In 2013, the average life expectancy was 77.5 years, the expected years of 

schooling was 12.8 years and the Gross National Income (GNI) per capita was 

15.854 Dollars PPP10 (UNDP: Human Development Report 2014 Mexico 2014: 2). 

The Gender Inequality Index (GII)11 reflects gender-based inequalities in three 

dimensions – reproductive health, empowerment and economic activity (UNDP: 

Human Development Report 2014 Mexico 2014: 4). 

Mexico ranked 73 in the GII out of 149 countries in 2013. Fifty Mexican women 

die from pregnancy related causes for every 100,000 live births. An important 

figure to note regarding reproductive health is that 63 out of 1000 live births are 

adolescent mothers. Regarding empowerment, only 36 percent of seats in Par-

liament are held by women. From the educational point of view, 60.6 percent of 
                                                      
9 The Human Development Index is a “summary measure for assessing long-term progress in 

three basic dimensions of human development: a long and healthy life, access to knowledge 
and a decent standard of living. The long and healthy life is calculated by life expectancy. Ac-
cess to knowledge is measured by: i) mean years of education among the adult population, 
which is the average number of years of education received in a life-time by people aged 25 
years and older; and ii) expected years of schooling for children of school-entry age, which is 
the total number of years of schooling a child of school-entry age can expect to receive if pre-
vailing patterns of age-specific enrolment rates stay the same throughout the child's life. 
Standard of living is measured by Gross National Income (GNI) per capita expressed in con-
stant 2011 international dollars converted using purchasing power parity (PPP) rates.” It has 
been calculated by the United Nations Program on base of data that can be publicly accessed. 
The data bases are provided by “United Nations Population Division, the United Nations Educa-
tional, Scientific and Cultural Organization Institute for Statistics and the World Bank” (UNDP: 
Human Development Report 2014 Mexico 2014: 2). 

10 PPP = purchasing power parity. Definition OECD: Purchasing Power Parities - Frequently Asked 
Questions (faqs). PPPs are the rates of currency conversion that equalize the purchasing power 
of different currencies by eliminating the differences in price levels between countries. In their 
simplest form, PPPs are simply price relatives that show the ratio of the prices in national cur-
rencies of the same good or service in different countries. PPPs are also calculated for product 
groups and for each of the various levels of aggregation up to and including GDP. Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development. 2015 http://www.oecd.org/std/prices-
ppp/purchasingpowerparities-frequentlyaskedquestionsfaqs.htm [Accessed: 24.09.2015] 

11 This index, calculated by the United Nations Development Program, measures the loss in hu-
man development due to achievements according to gender equality in a nation. These 
achievements are measured in three dimensions – “reproductive health, empowerment and 
economic activity. Reproductive health is measured by maternal mortality and adolescent 
birth rates; empowerment is measured by the share of parliamentary seats held by women 
and attainment in secondary and higher education by each gender; and economic activity is 
measured by the labour market participation rate for women and men.” The data comes from 
publicly available international databases such as the World Health Organization, United Na-
tions Children's Fund, World Bank, etc. (UNDP: Human Development Report 2014 Mexico 
2014: 4). 

http://www.oecd.org/std/prices-ppp/purchasingpowerparities-frequentlyaskedquestionsfaqs.htm
http://www.oecd.org/std/prices-ppp/purchasingpowerparities-frequentlyaskedquestionsfaqs.htm
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male Mexicans finished school with at least the secondary level of education, 

while only slightly over half (55.7 percent) of women reached at least the same 

level of education. Another crucial point is economic activity: whereas only 45 

percent of women are part of the labor market, 80 percent of men are actively 

working (UNDP: Human Development Report 2014 Mexico 2014: 4).12  

The Gender Development Index13 shows a clear divergence between GNI per cap-

ital of male and female Mexicans. On average, women earn only half of the in-

come (10.060 US Dollars) that men earn (22.020 US Dollars) (UNDP: Human De-

velopment Report 2014 Mexico 2014: 5). 

Since the colonial period, indigenous people in particular have faced institutional 

discrimination, including being enslaved, having difficult work conditions and the 

attempts of the Mexican state to eliminate them as a social category (Bar-

tra/Otero 2005: 384). Before the Mexican revolution in 1910, dictator Porfirio 

Díaz pushed to expropriate the land of indigenous peasants and prevent them 

from having any possibility to work as independent agents. By doing this, he es-

sentially forced them to offer their labor power and sell it on the labor market 

(Bartra/Otero 2005: 385). Through these expropriation processes, 90 percent of 

land that was originally owned by indigenous people came into ownership of the 

“large landholders in the private sector of Mexican agriculture” (Bartra/Otero 

2005: 385). Throughout history, the ownership of the land turned into state 

property or stayed in private hands (Bartra/Otero 2005: 386). In addition to in-

digenous peasants, Mestizo peasants and poor urban population lost their own 

land as a result of capitalist economic politics (Hernández Navarro 2014).  

Due to the economic crises, Mexico had to announce its bankruptcy in 

1981/1982. After this event, the economy was oriented on the neoliberal eco-

nomic system to build up the nation (Schirmer/Tienken 2009: 208). Many mi-

                                                      
12 In this data, no work in the informal market is shown. That’s where most of domestic work 

takes place.  
13 “…the Gender Development Index (GDI) based on the sex-disaggregated Human Development 

Index, defined as a ratio of the female to the male HDI. The GDI measures gender inequalities in 
achievement in three basic dimensions of human development: health (measured by female and 
male life expectancy at birth); education (measured by female and male expected years of 
schooling for children and mean years for adults aged 25 years and older); and command over 
economic resources (measured by female and male estimated GNI per capita).” (UNDP: Human 
Development Report 2014 Mexico 2014: 5). 
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grants went to the maquiladoras14 in the north of the country, where they pro-

duced fabrics and other goods for exportation, because they could earn better 

than in their home regions. As a consequence of the neoliberal restructuring of 

the economy since the 1980s, a deep economic crisis started in Mexico, which led 

to smaller ability to satisfy the basic necessities for the population (Parnreiter 

2000: 48). As a consequence, many people had to migrate to the “rich” USA to 

find economic security in order to financially support their families in the form of 

remittances15 (Schirmer/Tienken 2009: 204).  

The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)16, signed in 1994 by the 

Mexican state, was initially a political action intended to improve the economic 

situation of the country (Schirmer/Tienken 2009: 209). NAFTA led to the hoped 

economic boom, especially the maquiladora industry, with its exports gained 

from the free trade. While NAFTA led to a national boom in the industry sector, it 

hit Mexico’s agricultural sector hard. Many small farmers could not compete 

against the technically developed farms in the USA and Canada and had to close 

their business. Therefore, many small farmers had to look for a job in plantations, 

in the cities or in the countries of the Mexico’s trade partners in the north: the 

USA and Canada (Schirmer/Tienken 2009: 210). Small businesses were also ru-

ined by the strong competition from the North.  

Due to the lack of social welfare state in Mexico, the basic services for people who 

are not economically well suited, such as health care, basic education andgood 

infrastructure, are not provided. Furthermore, basic rights are not guaranteed for 

all people equally (Moreno Ruiz 2012: 369).This implies that many people living 

in poor conditions have limited options for their lives. Since paid domestic is part 

of the informal section of the economy, these workers are also excluded from the 

“general labor legislation”17 of Mexico (Moreno Ruiz 2012: 369). 

                                                      
14 Maquiladoras are factories in Mexico run by a foreign company that export its products to that 

company’s country of origin. 
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/maquiladora [Accessed 16.12.2015] 

15 Money sent back from migrants to their families at their origin place. 
16 Free trade zone with the USA, Canada and Mexico. The goal is an easier flow of capital, goods 

and information with no barriers (Massey 2000:70).  
17 The legal situation of domestic workers is more closely discussed in chapter 7 on applied inter-

sectional theory, specifically section 7.1.5 on legal situation.  

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/factory#factory__3
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/Mexico#Mexico__2
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/maquiladora
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2.3. Migration processes 

Mexican migration to “developed” countries has increased, with roughly 86.3 

percent of emigrants moving to the USA (Moreno Ruiz 2012: 370, INEGI 2014: 

27). Between August 2009 and September 2014, approximately 719,000 people 

left the country, two-thirds of whom were male. Their main reasons for leaving 

the country were to work, to study or to unite with family members (INEGI 2014: 

28).  

According to the latest development, female migrants are also leaving the coun-

try as “independent economic and social agents.” They are not following their 

partners, but are instead searching for ways to improve independent their socio-

economic status (Díaz-Prieto/Kuhner 2007). The decision to migrate is some-

times accompanied by resistance within their families (Schirmer/Tienken 2009: 

204).  

In addition to transnational migration, internal migration from one state to the 

other, or from rural to urban areas, is very frequent. In 2012, a study showed that 

almost one-third of domestic workers were born in a state different than where 

they currently reside (INEGI 2012: 10). The reason that urban areas are more 

attractive is that the infrastructure is significantly better (Moreno Ruiz 2012: 

370). The states with the highest immigration rates of domestic workers are 

Quintana Roo (83.3 percent) and Baja California (67.6 percent). In Mexico City18, 

54.3 percent of domestic workers are migrants from other Mexican states.  

 

Inside Mexico, internal migration is one of the primary characteristic for domes-

tic work: About 80 percent of DWs (Domestic Workers) in Mexico are indigenous 

women from the poorest rural parts of Mexico, who migrate to the larger cities in 

order to improve their opportunities to economically support their families (Fox 

2005 in Kirchhoff 2011: 70). 

 

This high fraction of indigenous domestic workers is even more impressive when 

one considers that indigenous people make up only eleven percent of the total 

population in Mexico (Fox 2005 in Kirchhoff 2011: 70). 
                                                      
18 In the data as Distrito Federal. 
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Recently, there has been controversy in Mexico City, because more people are 

leaving the capital than arriving. It has been of the major destinations for internal 

migration for decades, but recently, Mexico City has seen more migrants leaving 

than arriving. On the whole, it has the highest level of migration in the country, 

with a negative number of migrants (INEGI 2014: 24). Many people who migrate 

to the city are supported by solidarity chains that have already existed for many 

decades. These social networks are well established and stimulate the decision to 

leave rural areas and find a new future in the city with a different social envi-

ronment and workplace (Parnreiter 2000: 47f.). 

It is also due to the lifestyle of urban families - when both parents work and have 

a house and children - that the demand to hire someone to perform domestic 

tasks has risen over the last decades (Sassen 2002: 259). Sassen sees the conse-

quences in this process:  

 

[This] dynamic produces a sort of double movement: a shift to the labor market 

of functions that used to be part of household work, but also a shift of what used 

to be labor market functions in standardized workplaces to the household and, in 

the case of informalization, to the immigrant community. This reconfiguration of 

economic spaces has had different impacts on women and men, on male-typed 

and female-typed work cultures, and on male- and female-centered forms of 

power and empowerment. (Sassen 2002: 259) 

 

Women in some cases are more affected by the economic changes and the neces-

sity to migrate. They experience a stronger push to migrate for extra income for 

the family than men do (Parnreiter 2000: 48).  

In all the economic, social and political processes, the colonial history of Mexico 

needs to be considered. In the Mexican context, the colonial structures had, and 

still have, a big influence in society. Power relations have been institutionalized 

and are still in place (Mignolo 2012). The Catholic religion, brought by the Span-

ish colonizers, also influences everyday life and is an important factor from the 

work point of view, which consequently influences the workers’ social interac-

tions.  
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2.4. Summary 

In this chapter, background information about the demographic and economic 

developments of this country has been discussed and elaborated. To understand 

the context in which domestic work takes place in Mexico, these three important 

fields are more closely illuminated. Furthermore, the fact that the majority of 

domestic workers in Mexico are women makes it important to find and analyze 

more demographic information. The majority of domestic workers in this context 

comes from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, which is to say, from the 

lower economic class. 

Domestic work is mostly an urban phenomenon. This is why information about 

the migration processes has been identified and analyzed in this chapter. Many 

male and female domestic workers migrate to the economic and population cen-

ter of the country: Mexico City.  



20 

3. Methodological reflection 

To follow the research and understand how the research goals of this thesis were 

met, the following segments of this chapter will elaborate on how and where the 

data were generated. This chapter discusses what data were used, how the re-

search was conducted in Mexico, how the interview partners were identified and 

contacted and, last but not least, how the data have been processed to get to the 

results of this study. 

The data used for this research result from a literature review, interviews and 

participating observations. The evaluation of these data is a thematic analysis of 

the literature, an elaboration of the data of the narrative and experts’ interviews 

oriented on the grounded theory19 and notes during the participating observa-

tion. Throughout the research process, permanent reflections took place in order 

to process and analyze the reflected data (Russel 2006: 435). This permanent 

reflection is also a basic characteristic in grounded theory and one of the similari-

ties between this research and grounded theory. 

At the beginning of the research, articles, books and theses about domestic work 

were identified. What caught my attention were the specific topics that each one 

focused on. Up to this point, hardly any details about the connection between 

different topics had been analyzed in comparison to the research of this thesis, 

where different categories, such as migration, legal situation, and social back-

grounds, are analyzed and the situation of domestic workers in this net of differ-

ent structures is illustrated. The main concern of this thesis is to show a more 

profound profile of the connection of the different influences on the lives of do-

mestic workers. To do this, the theory of intersectionality seems to be appropri-

ate, as it interlinks categories like gender, race and class to allow us to under-

stand specific contexts20. To answer the research question: “What is the life reali-

ty of domestic workers in Mexico City from an intersectional perspective?”, dif-

                                                      
19 The grounded theory has its origins in the social sciences with qualitative research. The main 

issue that the grounded theory addresses is that it provides transparency and self-perception 
in studies, so the qualitative researches are easily comprehended (Schulz 2014: 75). 

20 A more detailed description about the theory is found in the chapter “Intersectionality”. 
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ferent forms of data collection and their evaluation took place. The following sec-

tion will describe first the data collections, like literature reviews and narrative 

and expert interviews. Additionally, the research trip that took place in Mexico is 

discussed, including how the contacts with interview partners were established. 

It will then be explained how the data have been evaluated and how the final re-

sults appear.  

3.1. Data collection 

The data for this study is based on qualitative interviews, participating observa-

tion and literature research about domestic work in general, as well as domestic 

work specifically in Mexico. 

The literature review includes major authors in this field, like Goldsmith (1981, 

1990, 1998), D’Souza (2010), Moreno Ruiz (2012), Moreno Ramirez (n.d.), Durin 

(2014), Eugenia de la O (2014), CONAPRED (2008) and Saldaña Tejeda (2013). 

For literature research, sources include the University of Vienna’s database, the 

Austrian Foundation for Development Research (ÖFSE), Colégio de Mexico, the 

National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) library of gender studies, as 

well as literature provided by the Mexican Center for Support and Training for 

Domestic Workers (CACEH)21. Further texts found on the homepages of CACEH 

and the International Federation Domestic Workers (IDWF) were also used. The 

literature found in Austria and Mexico has been evaluated with a thematic analy-

sis, where a focus on domestic workers in Mexico, especially in Mexico City, took 

place. The thematic analysis is “a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting 

patterns (themes) within data” (Braun/Clarke 2006: 79). The data provided cur-

rent academic research in this field and statistical material that has been used in 

chapter 7, “Applied Intersectional Theory of Domestic Work,” to substantiate the 

statements of the interview partners brought added facts about domestic work-

                                                      
21 In Spanish: Centro de Apoyo y Capacitacion de Empleadas del Hogar. CACEH is a center for do-

mestic workers who are active or looking for work in Mexico City. The main goal of this organi-
zation is to promote labor rights of domestic workers in Mexico. Find more information’s about 
the origin and tasks of the organization in section 6.1 “Political organization of domestic work-
ers in Mexico”. 



22 

ers in Mexico. It showed the previous research that has been done about domes-

tic workers. 

For the empirical data collection, the qualitative interviews with six domestic 

workers and two experts represent the most relevant resources22. The reason I 

chose narrative interviews with domestic workers is the following: it allows us to 

get a deeper insight into the individual living realities and, therefore, it can be 

used to find parallels in their lives. Qualitative interviews were also utilized for 

this research, because they are “the common form of data collection in qualitative 

research, including grounded theory studies” (Charmaz 2014: 79). The inter-

views that are the base of this research were mostly performed in the form of 

narrative interviews of domestic workers. 

Narrative biographic interviews enable one to obtain broader information about 

the context of their subjects - in this case, domestic workers in Mexico. The in-

formation about their work situation is in the foreground; therefore, it was nec-

essary to go in depth to find out these workers’ backgrounds, to see social pro-

cesses behind these phenomena and understand why they find themselves in a 

complicated employment situation. In order to learn more about domestic work-

ers’ backgrounds, six women working on the same position were interviewed 

and shared their stories. Their interviews were compared to determine whether 

there were any parallels in their lives, attitudes or experiences. These narrative 

biographic interviews also enable one to see the intersections of different catego-

ries and, therefore, identify and explore the experience of discrimination and 

possibilities among domestic workers. 

By posing an open question in the beginning of the interview, the interview part-

ners were asked to talk about their lives from childhood until today. At the con-

clusion of this part of the interview, more precise follow-up questions were 

asked about their lives and work if they were not already mentioned. Some inter-

view partners talked openly and freely about their lives, while others were more 

discrete, which required more precise questions during the follow-up. To have 

                                                      
22 More details about the expert interviews with Marcelina Bautista and Mary Goldsmith are 

found on page 23. 



  23 

comparable data, I prepared a questionnaire23 that helped to follow up the spo-

ken topics. This questionnaire, based on the pre-known facts from the literature 

and the thesis of Moreno-Ruiz (2012), gave me some ideas of what to ask during 

the interview; for example, “Who depends on you and your income?” “How much 

time does it take you to get to your working place?” 

The interview partners were domestic workers who were selected randomly, 

some of whom were not members of CACEH and some of whom were active 

members. 

Name of interview 
partner24 

Additional information 

Regina Active in CACEH 
Live-out worker 

Ana Live-in worker 
Lorena Live-out worker 
Ximena Active in CACEH 

Live-in worker 
Catalina Live-in worker 
Camila Active in CACEH 

Live-in worker 
 

It was a challenge to get into contact with domestic workers that were not mem-

bers of the organization, which is why I asked my own friends’ domestic workers. 

To find access to workers that were members of CACEH was much easier and, 

therefore, I asked them to do an interview concerning their work situations. The 

selection of workers from CACEH was random, with the only pre-condition being 

that they were willing to participate. Ultimately selected were two active mem-

bers of CACEH, as well as one worker who is not as active in the organization. 

The interview participants were contacted in two ways. The first was during a 

previous visit in Mexico in September 2014, while I was living in a friend’s house 

and had an opportunity to talk to the domestic workers working there. In Febru-

ary 2015, they were asked if they were willing to participate in this research. The 

reactions were divided; one was very happy to do so, while the other one was 

more reserved but eventually agreed. 
                                                      
23 The prepared questionnaire I used during the interviews can be found in the Appendix. In the 

section on the limits of data collection, you will find a more detailed description how question-
naires can limit the research and its results. 

24 Anonymous names for interview partners.  
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In the beginning, there was a concern that by talking to the domestic workers of 

my own friends, the interviews would be influenced by my relationship with the 

family they work for. Due to their dependency on this job, there was a risk that 

they would not speak honestly and openly; however, after assuring them that the 

records of the interviews would remain confidential, they trusted me and my re-

search and they began to speak openly about their lives and work. 

The first interview took place in a coffee shop in Mexico City. The second one 

took place in the house where the domestic worker lives and works, but at a time 

when nobody else was home. Due to my personal relationship with these domes-

tic workers’ employers, it was also possible to do a participating observation. The 

third domestic worker, also employed by the same family, worked in a separate 

flat with a mentally handicapped person. Due to the possibility to stay in this flat 

for the research duration, it was possible to observe the everyday life of this par-

ticular domestic worker and interview partner, and she invited me to stay in her 

home outside Mexico City, which I accepted. 

The second way to establish contacts was through CACEH. This organization 

helped me find domestic workers who were willing to participate in interviews 

for this thesis. CACEH invited me to workshops where domestic workers partici-

pate every second weekend, which gave me an opportunity to better understand 

what their main missions are, and it helped me establish personal contacts with 

some of the workers. Following this meeting, contact information with several 

potential interview partners was exchanged and I called three of them to set up a 

time and date to conduct the interviews. The interviews with the domestic work-

ers from CACEH took place in parks, as well as my place of residency, without 

anybody else present. 

In general, the organization of the interviews was much slower than expected. 

Additionally, because of the working hours of the domestic workers, the only 

time to talk was on the weekends or after work, provided that they were not live-

in workers. 

For the interviews with experts, I used questions25 to guide the interview in or-

der to obtain specific information that was not available or could not be found 

                                                      
25 The prepared interview questions for the experts’ interviews can be found in the Appendix. 
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anywhere else. I interviewed Marcelina Bautista, because she has an impressive 

knowledge about the movement of domestic workers in Mexico and all over Latin 

America. She was also able to inform me about the challenges and possibilities 

the organization CACEH has for domestic workers. The conversation took place 

in CACEH’s conference room. I also interviewed Mary Goldsmith, as she has aca-

demic knowledge of the situation of domestic workers in the last decades in Mex-

ico. The exchange of information with her took place in her office in the Universi-

ty of UAM (Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana - Xochimilco). 

These interviews were important, as they answered crucial questions of the re-

search, such as historical development of the organization of domestic workers 

and the specific academic understanding of this topic. They also helped under-

stand the broader view of the situation of domestic workers in the city, in addi-

tion to the six narrative interviews with the domestic workers, and they provided 

me with a background to the information provided by the narrative interviews. 

CACEH also provided the contact information of experts via email, which allowed 

me to request an interview with CACEH’s founder, Marcelina Bautista. They also 

recommended that I interview Mary Goldsmith, one of the most important re-

searchers in this field, and gave me her contact details. Due to their busy sched-

ules, it was difficult to arrange a date to meet with both of them and, therefore, 

the time to give interviews was limited. However, they were very interested in 

my research, which is why they agreed to give me an interview. 

To be a part of the meetings of the organization for domestic workers in Mexico 

City brought a feeling to the political fight of the worker and these meetings were 

used for participant observation. Russel explains that: “Participant observation 

gives you an intuitive understanding of what’s going on in a culture and allows 

you to speak with confidence about the meaning of data.” (Russel 2006: 355). 

These participant observations can provide new data regarding the relationship 

among persons and how they treat each other. It also shows invisible hierarchies 

that people are not consciously aware of. Participant observation also allows one 

to see such phenomena that were not included in the interview partners’ state-

ments. 

Throughout the research process, I kept a journal that helped me to reflect on the 

newest information found during this time. In the following, first discussed are 

the research visit and the process of getting in touch with my interview partners. 
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Because the focus of this thesis is on the perspective of domestic workers, partic-

ularly to find out their own realities, the perspective of employers would be out 

of the scope of this thesis and, therefore, employers were not interviewed. 

3.2. Research trip 

As mentioned in the introduction, my first trip to Mexico took place in September 

2014 and the first contact with domestic workers in Mexico City led to my curios-

ity and interest in this topic. In the course of searching for the information about 

domestic work in Mexico, CACEH appeared in many articles and documents. Re-

alizing it is an important stakeholder in this field, contact with the organization 

was established before my research trip in February 2015. 

At the beginning, before I started to contact people in Mexico who are important 

players in the topic of domestic work, I was afraid of being rejected by them, due 

to the fact that a young European woman wanted to ask for information about an 

unpleasant reality in Mexico. The biggest fear was that the organization and do-

mestic workers would not talk to me because of my origin and, therefore, believe 

I lacked knowledge about their working context and this topic. It was my hope 

that, with this research trip, I would get access to this field and get the insight in 

the lives of domestic workers and the struggles that CACEH has in their fight to 

improve work conditions. After gathering information about CACEH and their 

leader, Marcelina Bautista, I hoped to receive interesting information that cannot 

be gathered by statistics alone, but also by insiders. To be prepared for the en-

counter with Bautista and the domestic workers, I elaborated a questionnaire for 

the expert and narrative interviews. 

I also contacted the organization CACEH in Austria to ask for their help with get-

ting in contact with domestic workers and to ask if they were willing to have an 

interview with me. They answered very friendly and assured their help. After 

arriving to Mexico, on the second day I visited their office. I did not expect the 

office to be the size of five square meters with three women working there, shar-

ing one computer. I was also surprised when I met Marcelina Bautista, because 

this small, young woman had already achieved so much in the fight for domestic 



  27 

workers in the last fifteen years. They welcomed me and invited me to partici-

pate on their activities, which I gratefully accepted. 

The research trip to Mexico City, Mexico, in February of 2015 revealed two dif-

ferent issues to be important and present in the situation for domestic workers in 

the city. The first one is that the government of Mexico needs to ratify Convention 

189 of the International Labor Organization (ILO), known as the Domestic Work-

ers Convention26. All of CACEH’s activities have been focused on achieving this. 

The other important issue is forming a labor union, or to otherwise try to be a 

part of the Mexican workers’ union. Subsequently, these topics were discussed in 

details in the experts’ interviews. 

Empirical data were collected during this visit to Mexico City over the span of one 

month. CACEH was contacted prior to the visit, and consent was obtained in or-

der to receive assistance in making contact with domestic workers and to talk to 

the leader of the organization, Marcelina Bautista, who plays a crucial role in the 

movement of organizing domestic workers. Throughout my stay in Mexico, in-

formation was retrieved from the local libraries. This kind of data was not availa-

ble online or in Austrian libraries, and it helped to provide a good overview on 

the situation of domestic workers in the area. Additional benefits of this research 

trip included personal visits with CACEH members, weekend housing provided 

by one of the domestic workers and the ability to meet other domestic workers in 

different households. I had several conversations with Mexicans on this topic, but 

more from the employer’s point of view, which allowed me to better understand 

the situation. 

3.3. Limitation of data collection 

One of the biggest limitations of this research is that the working situation of 

domestic workers in Mexico City is only given from two perspectives: the work-

ers’ perspective and the academic perspective27. Employers were not inter-

                                                      
26 More information about the Convention 189 from ILO can be found in section 6.1 on “Political 

organization of domestic workers in Mexico”. 
27 In the PhD thesis of Moreno Ruiz (2012), the perspective of employers of domestic workers and 

people who actively decided not to have a domestic worker are discussed. The thesis of Kuenz 
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viewed, because I wanted to focus on the domestic workers and find out why 

they work in other households, although an employer could have “verified” the 

statements of the workers, and add his/her problems faced with workers. Addi-

tionally, due to time constraints, it was not possible to continue the research and 

interview employers or employees of domestic work agencies, which would have 

given a full perspective on the domestic workers’ situations in the city. 

Another disadvantage is that, coming from another country, culture and lan-

guage, I do not have a full knowledge and understanding of Mexican society and 

working context. To feel a closeness and distance simultaneously was a constant 

companion during the research. I felt a deep connection with some of the domes-

tic workers, and at the same time, I felt that I am different regarding my beliefs, 

possibilities and limitations. This identity conflict between being both native and 

foreign was always present. It is not possible to write objectively about a group, 

because we are always involved with them, whether it is through fieldwork or 

globalization (Narayan 1993: 676). This personal relation cannot be forgotten in 

this kind of research and needs to be constantly reflected on, especially concern-

ing research analysis. 

My interest in Mexico in recent years has resulted in some knowledge about the 

cultural customs, which lowered the personal barriers to get into conversation 

with my interview partners. I think my openness and interest in them was the 

key to being received and opened many doors for interviews and further invita-

tions. During the meetings and interviews, a personal relation was built, which 

led to friendships I still have today. 

Doing the research in three languages (English, Spanish and German) made it 

more difficult. This was particularly apparent during the interviews, because the 

small nuances of Spanish are still not possible for me to hear and understand, 

which can make a difference in understanding precisely what is being said. How-

ever, just as this can be a disadvantage, it can also be seen as an advantage, as it 

allows me to see aspects that would be hidden or not talked about explicitly by a 

Mexican researcher. 

                                                                                                                                                            
(2012) about domestic work in South Tyrol includes the perspective of employers and em-
ployment agencies and their role – which would also be an interesting approach in Mexico. 
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Another important aspect to mention is my personal relationship with the do-

mestic workers in my friend’s house. Due to the possibility of being in the house 

at various times, it was possible to see how the domestic workers interact with 

each other. My personal relationship with their employer could have made the 

interview partner more afraid to speak honestly, but once we discussed the issue 

of confidentiality, the interview partners in general were very open and talked 

freely about their lives. Living with one interview partner also affected the re-

search, as a lot of information had been exchanged before the actual interview. 

With questionnaires prepared before the actual interviews with the domestic 

workers, the outcome of the research results is pre-determined and significantly 

influenced. Therefore, during the research analysis, it was important to stay as 

open as possible to be able to see new ideas and perspectives. Charmaz, an often-

quoted academic within the grounded theory, questions how much pre-

knowledge of the researcher influences the code giving process and, therefore, 

the study (Charmaz 2011a: 118). In this research, the interview questionnaire 

codes were pre-given, but there were also open-ended questions that allowed the 

interview partners more possibilities to talk about their experiences. The re-

search conducted remained as open-ended as possible throughout the entire 

process of preparing interviews, data survey and intersectional analysis. 

One of the main limitations of interviews is that the things people say are not 

necessarily what they mean. Taking this into consideration, some results may 

come up that skew data that could otherwise have been interpreted differently 

(Atkinson, Silverman 1997, In: Charmaz 2014: 78). 

Another limitation that became apparent after one interview was that I said the 

research is about discrimination of domestic workers. Having this in the mind, 

the interview partner often referred its statements to discrimination and explicit-

ly denied it. This provided a valuable lesson not to give more information than 

necessary beforehand, so that the interview would not be influenced. 

In the next section, the evaluation of the collected data like the interviews and 

participating observation is described. 
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3.4. Data evaluation 

The software program Dual Writer was used to transcribe the audio records and 

put them in a written format. The interviews were written in Spanish, in order to 

analyze them with a focus on the content of the statements. Within this process, 

first impressions and ideas arose and it became clear what categories would be 

useful to analyze the interviews (e.g. education, migration, region, etc.). 

To evaluate the data, I familiarized myself with the qualitative content analysis of 

Mayring (2010). The goal is to reduce the collected material to its core contents 

and finally have the main information (Mayring 2010: 65). With a software pro-

gram, atlas.ti, interview sections were coded28 to provide structure and allow for 

an easier analysis at a later time. The codes I used were partly pre-identified and 

connected to the categories of the intersectional pattern of Degele and Winker 

(2007: 26). Other categories chosen for the intersectional analysis were elabo-

rated; meanwhile, the analysis of the narrative qualitative, biographic interviews 

were conducted and compared to information found in the literature (Charmaz 

2011b: 93). Paraphrasing the statements from the codes, generalizing them and 

comparing them with each other led to the final findings of the different catego-

ries that are discussed in chapter 7 on applied intersection theory of domestic 

work29 (Mayring 2010: 70). Within this process, ideas that came up were noted, 

which was helpful in developing the final findings. 

Through biographic, narrative interviews, general trends can be discovered that 

are relevant for the whole working segment. They identify a wider, collective 

thinking behavior and recognition pattern (Hitzler/Eberle 2007: 116). However, 

through the choice of the form of interviews, the outcome of data is pre-

structured (Dannecker/Vossemer 2014: 154), so choosing a certain kind of in-

terview influences the possibilities of what results the research brings. 

Due to financial and time constraints involving travel to Mexico, the study was 

more specific to the immediate information necessary to explore the situation of 

                                                      
28 “Code” is a keyword that summarizes the phrase of an interview. It helps to analyze a big 

amount of data, like the interviews made for this research. An example of a code would be so-
cial background. Under this code, all the information of the worker about her background are 
marked with this keyword. 

29 In chapter 7, “Applied intersectional theory of domestic work”, the final results are discussed. 



  31 

domestic workers in Mexico City and the question of, “What are the living reali-

ties of paid domestic workers in Mexico City from an intersectional perspective?” 

Memos were written for each code, which were later categorized. In the ground-

ed theory, memos represent the main tool to analyze data. It describes what the 

interview partners are saying about one topic, for example, education. The elabo-

rated memos are the basis for the written analysis of the interviews. In this pro-

cess, it became obvious how the different categories intersect with each other, for 

example, the category education intersects with income. This is discussed in 

chapter 7 on applied theory. 

3.5. Summary 

This chapter explains how I found and analyzed my data. First, the literature re-

view was discussed, which was an important basis to having knowledge about 

domestic work from an academic point of view.  

Furthermore, the empirical data collection; narrative and expert interviews as 

well as participating observation were described. The six narrative interviews 

with domestic workers were open-ended, in order to gather information about 

their living realities in a broad context. The experts’ interviews with Marcelina 

Bautista and Mary Goldsmith were guided interviews to collect extra infor-

mation, like the development of domestic work in Mexico during the last decades. 

CACEH's struggles were also discussed, as well as my methods in making contact 

with the interview partners and conducting the research trip.  

The limitations of the research for this thesis were elaborated, such as the issues 

in conducting interviews and the restriction of the group of interview partners.  

Finally, the process of data evaluation was reviewed. Through coding the written 

interviews, the first step of structuring took place. Further reduction, through 

paraphrasing and comparison within one code, took place to eventually obtain 

the final findings. The final results are put into a theoretic framework called in-

tersectionality. This concept to analyze complex situations, like the living reali-

ties of domestic workers, is illuminated in the next chapter. 
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4. Theoretical Approach: 
Intersectionality 

The intersectionality theory is a way to analyze complex discrimination as well as 

privilegation experience that consist of different layers of categories. In the case 

of my research, there are various factors that impact domestic workers, for ex-

ample, gender, level of education or socio-economic situation. These factors can 

lead to the need to work as domestic workers. With this type of work, different 

forms of discrimination and possibilities are connected. The intersectionality 

theory analyzes the intersection of these categories that lead to the current living 

realities.  

This theory explains phenomena that consist of different categories such as gen-

der, class and race30. For this thesis, it is an appropriate theory to analyze the 

work and lives of domestic workers, because it allows us to see the interdepend-

ence of the categories that lead to their current work situations. It also shows 

what possibilities this work relation has.  

4.1. Origins and definition of intersectionality 

The initial discussion about intersectionality began in the USA among women of 

color31 and their political fight. This goes back to the 19th century, the time of the 

first women and abolition movements. The political movements focused on the 

multidimensional suppression of women of color in the Abolitionist Movement 

and female suffrage (Kuenz 2012: 14). The speech “Ain’t I a Woman” by Sojourn-

er Truth at the Women’s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio, in 1851, led to a lot of 

excitement. She put the focus on the marginalized position of women of color 

                                                      
30 In section 4.3 “Categories of Intersectionality: a tool for analysis”, categories in general and the 

categories that have been used in this research are discussed.  
31 Women who are not white and not privileged. This term is used primarily in the USA to 

describe any woman who is not white. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_people
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(Truth cit. after Brah/Phoenix 2004: 77). Furthermore, Anna Julia Cooper talked 

about the “double enslavement” of women of color, and Mary Church Terrell, the 

first president of National Association of Colored Women, referred to the harsh 

discrimination of women of color (Church Terrel 1904 cit. after King 1988: 42).  

In the mid-1950s, during the African American Civil Rights Movement, while 

people of color rebelled against racial segregation and discrimination, women of 

color again brought their specific situation to the forefront. Authors like Fannie 

Lou Hamer, Alice Walker, Audre Lorde, Angela Davis, bell hooks and Deborah 

King expressed their specific interest as women of color and wanted to empha-

size their in-between position, specifically between white feminists and male 

black power movement (Kuenz 2012: 15). 

This problem is not a new one. The term “intersectionality” goes back to Kimber-

ly Crenshaw (1991 [1989]) and the image of an intersection where different 

power axes cross. This new concept, where suppression forms are not added or 

multiplied, but interrelated, led to a breakthrough in the debate on concepts of 

inequality. Crenshaw’s metaphor of an intersection, where traffic from different 

directions cross at one point, is simple and makes this concept easily comprehen-

sible (Crenshaw 2010: 40).  

Crenshaw developed her concept in connection with the recruitment and dismis-

sal policies of General Motors in the USA, where women of color suffered from 

strong discrimination, due to the recruitment and dismissal policies of General 

Motors. The combination of gender and race put them in an undesirable position, 

where they had worse working conditions than other employees in the same 

company. Women of color were discriminated against due to the combination of 

their race and gender, but no other workers that fulfilled only one of these cate-

gories, such as men of color or white women, faced similar discrimination (Kla-

peer 2014: 60). Crenshaw, a lawyer who dealt with this phenomenon, started to 

analyze this specific experience of discrimination of women of color and saw the 

interdependence between both categories (Crenshaw 1991 [1989]). 

This approach can, therefore, identify various factors and interconnections with-

in one theory. The factors for discrimination against domestic workers do not 

combine, but are instead independent and lead to a situation such as this one 

(Klapeer 2014: 55). It is an approach to analyze phenomena that have inequality 

at their core, and to realize the opportunities of the researched group. The inter-



34 

sectionality theory tries to focus on interwoven “inequality” factors such as class, 

race, gender, sexuality and disability (Klapeer 2014: 55). 

This theory is used in social sciences to illustrate that inequality is not a result of 

added categories, such as the ones mentioned above. Intersectionality demon-

strates the dependence of different categories that lead to an unequal situation 

(Klapeer 2014: 56). The focus lies on the crossing, interweaving of social catego-

ries and their reciprocal effect on each other (Walgenbach 2011: 113). Through 

the theory of intersectionality, it is possible to analyze situations of discrimina-

tions and possibilities that lay behind various categories such as gender, class, 

and race. It is important to understand that the focus lies on the specific context 

the phenomena reside in (Klapeer 2014: 57). 

The concept of intersectionality is formed by the perspectives and experience of 

people who have been “multiply-marginalized”, particularly women of color. This 

experience is a reflection of racism, sexism, colonial history and other forms of 

class oppression and politics, and intersectionality seeks to find an adequate 

frame in which to analyze all of them (Choo/Ferree 2010: 131). 

In order to analyze a phenomenon with the intersectional perspective, it is nec-

essary to identify the specific and relevant structural categories from societal 

context and see the intersections among the identified categories. Additionally, 

one must also see “unmarked” categories, or those that are generally unnoticed 

due to their inherently “default” characteristics, such as being white, heterosexu-

al or not disabled (Klapeer 2014: 62). 

Through open, qualitative research, categories that were not immediately obvi-

ous can appear. This creates new categories that can become equally relevant 

(Klapeer 2014: 63). 

The categories for an intersectional analysis operate on different levels. The 

complexity of the situation can be shown and elaborated through its analysis 

(McCall 2005). In her article “The Complexity of Intersectionality”, McCall (2005) 

introduces the reader to three approaches to be used for the intersectional analy-

sis. First, the anti-categorical complexity approach deconstructs the categories 

for analysis. The second approach, called inter-categorical complexity, assumes 

that “scholars provisionally adopt existing analytical categories to document re-

lationships of inequality along multiple and conflicting dimensions”. Finally, the 

intra-categorical complexity approach acknowledges “the stable and even dura-
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ble relationship that social categories represent at any given point in time” 

(McCall 2005: 1773). 

According to the McCall’s theory, it is clear that the use of various methodologies 

produces differing knowledge and information, and from her point of view, many 

different methodologies are needed to fully understand and analyze an issue or 

topic. She further defines methodology as, “a coherent set of ideas about the phi-

losophy, methods and data that underlies the research process and the produc-

tion of knowledge” (McCall 2005: 1774). 

At the core of the inter-categorical approach is the theory that complexity and 

unequal situations are the result of a group’s social interactions. This approach 

illustrates those relationships, and it therefore needs provisional categories to do 

so (McCall 2005: 1784). It is important to see categories not as a static concept, 

but as changing and adapting concepts that are embedded in social construction 

(McCall 2005: 1785). 

This research can be considered as an intra-categorical approach, as McCall de-

fines it, because it focuses on the social group, the categories they construct and 

what inequality is shown in the field of domestic workers.  

This approach does not only show the existence of different categories, but also 

the interdependence of different categories. However, it does not assume that 

categories can be added and lead to double or triple discrimination (Walgenbach 

2007: 61). For example, a domestic worker in a poor economic situation may feel 

the need to accept any work condition the employers offer. On the other hand, a 

domestic worker, who has some savings and can live for a while without em-

ployment, can choose to look for better working conditions and does not need to 

accept whatever is offered.  

4.2. Academic discourse on intersectionality 

The discourse on intersectionality has lately focused not only on how many cate-

gories and which categories are relevant to understand a complex inequality sit-

uation, but also the analysis of the categories in their specific social context, and 

poses questions regarding the origins and reproduction of the named categories 
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(Riegel 2010: 77). A dynamic phenomenon, such as the one of domestic workers, 

can be put into its specific context of practices, structures and cultural discourses 

and be further analyzed; this way, it can truly be understood in its full potential 

(Klapeer 2014: 64). It also brings the understanding of the effects and functions 

of the categories in their cultural and social environments (Klapeer 2014: 64). 

Hill Collins states that, “intersectional paradigms remind us that oppression can-

not be reduced to one fundamental type, and that oppressions work together in 

producing injustice.” (Hill Collins 2000: 18). 

In the theoretical discourse, it is important not to assume that one category, such 

as gender, is an inequality factor per se. This category must be contextualized in 

its social and historical context. In Under Western Eyes, Mohanty points out that 

white feminists from the Global North need to be careful not to assume that there 

is a universal patriarchy. She states that there is no homogenous “third-world-

woman”, and any analysis of unequal gender relations needs to be put in its spe-

cific context of history with a focus on colonialism and racism (Mohanty 1984: 

335). 

Risman describes the relationship between inequality studies and its context as 

follows: 

 

We cannot study gender in isolation from other inequalities, nor can we only 

study inequalities' intersection and ignore the historical and contextual specifici-

ty that distinguishes the mechanisms that produce inequality by different cate-

gorical divisions (Risman 2004, 443 cit. after Degele/Winker 2007: 3). 

 

Consequently, this theory is particularly appropriate for this thesis, because the 

phenomenon of domestic workers is complex. Domestic workers in Mexico City 

face a variety of discrimination categories, including, but not limited to, gender, 

class and race. Using the intersectional approach, the interdependence of these 

categories can be appropriately analyzed. Because the intersectional approach is 

broad and open, it is available for a wide research setting (Kuenz 2012: 17), par-

ticularly in social sciences.  

Because the concept of intersectionality is analyzing the complexity of “multiple 

dimensions of social life and categories for analysis” (McCall 2005: 1772), the 

methodology for analysis is not entirely clear. In this regard, the open narrative 
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interviews generated the categories that this research ultimately focus on in the 

analysis: education, experience of violence, generativity, health, income, legal 

situation, migration, social background and work. The categories ultimately used 

for this research have been strongly influenced by the concept of Degele and 

Winker (Degele/Winker 2011).  

The current discourse on intersectionality concerns how many categories should 

be considered and which levels of analysis are convenient (Degele/Winker 2011; 

Degele/Winker 2007; McCall 2005;).  

The discussion on how to conceive the interdependence of different inequality 

factors is broad. Sauer and Wöhl state that the triad of “race-class-gender” is leg-

endary but, at the same, time empty (Sauer/Wöhl 2008: 252). Kathy Davis is con-

vinced of the opposite, believing that the terms are open and, therefore, give a 

wide range to use them in different contexts to analyze intersections in social 

practices (Davis 2010: 58f). 

The initial categories are race, class and gender, but in many cases, it is more ap-

propriate to use more precise categories in order to find the intersections of ine-

quality. In this research, domestic workers as a social group are part of different 

categories, like gender, class and race. It is important to be careful to differentiate 

between the categories according to their power relation. Not all social differ-

ences show a power position (Yuval-Davis 2006: 191). Degele and Winker sug-

gest that intersectionality is:  

 

a system of interactions between inequality-creating social structures (i.e. of 

power relations), symbolic representations and identity constructions that are 

context-specific, topic-orientated and inextricably linked to social praxis. The 

multi-level approach we [Degele and Winker] suggest will be able to analyze the 

interactions of categories of difference on both a single level and throughout all 

three levels. (2011: 54). 

 

Degele and Winker not only refer to the identity level, but also to the levels of 

symbolic representation and social structure. The level of identity construction 

takes place as individuals create their identity by belonging to a group and 

through their interactions with other people. When creating categories in the 

research, it is also important to be aware of how to invalidate them (De-
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gele/Winker 2011: 54). The symbolic representation is used to justify norms, 

ideologies and representations and create a hierarchical system of different cate-

gories (Degele/Winker 2011: 54). The social structures, on the other hand, focus 

on the structural level to identify power relations and their interrelations (Yuval-

Davis 2006 in Degele/Winker 2011:54).  

4.3. Categories of intersectionality: a tool for 
analysis 

In this research, nine categories have been identified, analyzed and elaborated: 

education, violence, generativity, health, income, legal situation, migration, social 

background and work.  

Education is an important category, as it usually determines the type of work a 

person will do. To perform domestic work, no formal education is needed, but 

practical household skills are necessary. As more commercially produced food is 

demanded by employers, domestic workers need to know how to read instruc-

tions on the packaging. Workers also have to know how to read and write, so 

they can to help the children with their homework. Some knowledge has been 

lost through these changes, such as getting stains out of clothes and cooking 

without commercial ingredients (Goldsmith 1998: 89). Although one of my inter-

view partners is studying at university in addition to working, most women per-

forming this job have only a basic education. Usually, they finish secondary 

school and immediately begin working at the age of 16. It is complicated for 

many to continue further with their studies, because 60 percent of domestic 

workers are not allowed to attend classes, because their employer prohibits them 

from doing so (CONAPRED 2011: 39). Some employers even do not allow their 

domestic workers to leave the house (Sánchez Ambriz 2013: 95). This leads to 

the next category: experience of violence.  

The experience of violence is divided into physical and psychological violence. 

Within this research, both types of violence have been named and experienced by 

my interview partners. One interview partner experienced severe physical vio-

lence by her partner (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015). Very often, people stay with a 
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violent partner because there is an emotional dependence, as they are raising 

children together (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015). 

Generativity marks a differentiation between women who are mothers and other 

women who have not yet become mothers. It also explains the difference be-

tween mothers and fathers in the employment market. Generativity makes a dif-

ference for domestic workers, because if the worker has children, she cannot take 

them to work and she needs to find someone to take care of them. One domestic 

worker had to start to work in order to provide economic support for her sick 

parents (INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015).  

Health is also an important category, because the most domestic workers do not 

have social security and, therefore, access to the health system is very expensive 

and difficult. Good health care is expensive and requires a minimum wage to be 

able to pay for health service when needed.  

Income is one of the main categories, as domestic workers in Mexico are often 

exploited and earn low wages, though there are people who are financially de-

pendent on them. Paid domestic work with hierarchical relations has existed in 

Mexico since colonial times. During this period, African and indigenous slaves 

were forced to fulfill services for the colonizers with European origins. They had 

to cook, wash, sew, take care of children, clean and serve the personal needs of 

their masters. The characteristics of this service changed over time, and by the 

end of the colonial period, the majority of domestic workers were receiving some 

kind of payment, often monetary (Goldsmith 1998: 88). All of my interview part-

ners told me that they are doing their jobs to earn money, either to contribute to 

the family budget or because they have children or other family members that 

depend on them. The minimum wage that CACEH fights for is 300 Mexican Pesos 

(about 16 €) a day, but this is not legally regulated. 

The legal situation for domestic workers is not well regulated by the state and 

many workers do not know their basic labor rights. Although the legal situation is 

very unclear for domestic workers, many women migrate to Mexico City in order 

to find work. Fighting for the implementation of basic labor rights can have both 

positive or negative effects on the work relations between worker and employer.  

The high rate of migration leads us to the next the category of migration, which 

shows that many workers leave the countryside to look for a job in Mexico City. 

Most of the domestic workers in Mexico City are coming from rural areas or pe-
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ripheral states to work. This implies different issues faced by many domestic 

workers, including social isolation, being used to other customs (urban-rural dif-

ference) and being unable to find an alternative job closer to home. In the migra-

tion process, the network of family and friends is crucial to facilitate the move-

ment from the original place to destination.  

The social background of the domestic workers plays a major role, as many do-

mestic workers perform the same work as their mothers do/did. This affects the 

structure of the family and the expectations of the responsibilities of women. 

Which background the domestic workers come from influences their expecta-

tions for their future workplace.  

Work is the final category, which is very broad, because it explores the reason 

that women start performing domestic work at the first place, the nature of their 

work conditions in the households and what needs to be changed to give them 

safe work environments. Throughout recent decades, working tasks have also 

changed. With more electrical household machines, the work became less manu-

al. The number of household members has decreased in the last decades; there-

fore, one worker needs to know and fulfill different tasks like cooking and clean-

ing, because there are no longer several workers working for one household. 

“They [the families] tend more to live in an apartment […] [where they] do not 

have a room for a domestic worker” anymore (Goldsmith 2015). The number of 

live-out workers that come and go every day has increased significantly in the 

recent years. Previously, live-in workers shaped the majority of domestic work-

ers (Goldsmith 1998: 89). Live-out workers have the advantage of having more 

independence to organize their time, which leads also to more freedom. As live-

out workers have less contact with their employers, it also leads to less conflict 

(Stefoni 2009 in Morales 2014: 99). Sometimes, live-out workers work in more 

than one household and their workload is, therefore, higher. There are different 

tasks performed by the domestic workers nowadays. Many workers prefer not to 

work as a live-in worker, because they would feel isolated and it means more 

work. It can also be difficult to get social contacts and build networks of friends 

and solidarity as a live-in worker (CONAPRED 2008: 28). However, this form of 

domestic work is also better paid than live-out work (Morales 2014: 99). Usually, 

live-out workers have the advantage, in that their support networks are more 

solid, and they have more knowledge about their labor rights and the capability 
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to move inside the city (CONAPRED 2008: 29). Live-out workers in Mexico City 

include a great number of second-generation indigenous, which means their fam-

ilies moved to the city in their infancy or that they were born in the city. Non-

indigenous women are also active as domestic workers (CONAPRED 2008: 29).  

In Mexico City, the majority of domestic workers have indigenous roots from the 

poorest parts of the country. The Commission of Human Rights in Mexico City 

(Comisión de Derechos Humanos del Distrito Federal) announced that more than 

the half of indigenous people in the city (57 percent) work as domestic workers 

(CDHDF 2007: 38). In the past few decades, many young girls between the ages of 

twelve and fourteen started to work as domestic workers in Mexico City (INR06: 

Catalina, 27.02.2015; INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015). 

The three initial categories of race, gender and class intersect with these nine 

categories and are explained within the more specific ones. Gender is a relevant 

category because the vast majority (90 percent) of domestic workers are female 

(CONAPRED 2011: 52). Race is a category which is present, as many domestic 

workers are indigenous women. The majority of domestic workers are from eco-

nomically disadvantaged backgrounds, which limits their economic and social 

options – described in the category of class.  

4.4. Summary 

After the explanation of the categories as a tool of analysis, the following section 

points out how the theory of intersectionality and domestic work can relate. 

I chose the intersectional approach due to its ability to identify and analyze not 

only different categories, but also the relationships among the categories and 

how they compound the difficulties and possibilities faced by domestic workers 

in Mexico City. From the intersectional perspective, the women who work in oth-

er households to earn money are a part of different categories like education, so-

cial background, health, etc. The difficulties they face do not just happen in obvi-

ous ways, such as low wages; they are also embedded in structural discrimina-

tion that leads to disadvantages in a broader sense, for example, a woman with a 

secondary school education is more likely to work in the household than a wom-
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an with a university degree. Domestic work can also be a chance for women to 

get a higher income than they would earn in other low-paid jobs. The reasons 

vary, because some enter domestic work because they say they earn a higher 

wage; others, because they need no extra qualifications.  

In summary, the intersectional theory is a tool to analyze complex situations of 

inequality analyzing the work and living realities of domestic workers in Mexico 

City. The origin of this concept is dated back to the 19th century where women 

and abolition movements made visible the multidimensional suppression of 

Women of color and their specific suffrage from racism and slavery. The term 

intersectionality goes back on Crenshaw in 1989, who researched about Women 

of color employed in the USA who suffered harsh discrimination due to their in-

tersection of race and gender.  

Degele and Winker (2007) identified intersections at three levels: identity, sym-

bolic representation and social structures. The categories for an intersectional 

analysis are tools to analyze the lives of the domestic workers. The categories 

that have been elaborated and intersect in this thesis, specific to domestic work-

ers in Mexico City, are education, experience of violence, generativity, health, in-

come, legal situation, migration, social background and work. Through the de-

scription of these categories in chapter 7 on applied theory, the interdependence 

among these categories is made visible and the marginalized work positions that 

domestic workers encounter are discussed at length. The explanation for why 

domestic work is not considered to be work in society and what problems are 

connected to this assumption is discussed in the following chapter.  
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5. Concept of domestic work 

In this chapter, a general overview of care work is given. In historical develop-

ment, the living realities of white housewives were at the center of feminist dis-

cussions. Black feminist perspectives throughout this process are described and 

their reasons for disagreeing with mainstream movements are explained. After-

wards, the global trends of domestic work are depicted and definitions of the 

domestic work are defined and discussed. Finally, the major issues that domestic 

workers face are discussed.  

5.1. A feministic perspective on care work 

In the 1970s, the new movement of women put a focus, for the first time, on liv-

ing realities of women from political and academic perspectives. Suddenly, this 

research about women made their everyday realities visible to the public (Gath-

er/Geissler/Rerrich 2002: 7), but the dominant feminism focused mainly on liv-

ing realities of white, middle class women. Their main activity was being a 

housewife. Therefore, the issue of housework performed by women was raised in 

the hegemonial feminist critique. Many feminists saw free housework performed 

by women as an expression of patriarchal suppression (Kuenz 2012: 32). 

An often-quoted article on the issue about domestic work, where the researchers 

see domestic work as a labor of love, is “Arbeit aus Liebe – Liebe als Arbeit”32 by 

Bock and Duden (1977). The researchers claim that “labour of love” is the oppo-

site of “work for money”, and that domestic work is gendered and structurally 

diminished. Therefore, Bock and Duden stated that, through payment, domestic 

work could be visible and valuable (Bock/Duden 1977: 185). Many feminists 

agreed, as they saw a wage for housework as the key to emancipation (Kuenz 

2012: 33), but some critics understood it as an institutionalization and consolida-

                                                      
32 “Work out of love – love as work.” 
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tion of gendered division on productive and reproductive work (Kuenz 2012: 

33). However, the goal of the campaign “loan for domestic work”33 was to make 

the cultural construction of domestic work as private, naturally female, unpro-

ductive work visible (Lutz 2008: 17). Domestic work is not socially considered to 

be work and, therefore, has not reached its own dimension to be considered in 

society (CONAPRED 2011: 51). Bock and Duden show that, in a capitalist setting, 

female domestic work is hidden work, necessarily so for this type of economy to 

function effectively. Housewives are part of a workers’ group that is exploited 

and they work for free in the reproductive sector under capitalism. They say that 

the employer gets one worker who is paid, and one housewife that works for 

free. In the work context, all paid work seems like work, while everything that is 

not paid for is not work (Bock/Duden 1977: 177f). In the logic of sexual work 

division, productive work takes place in public spaces, whereas reproductive 

work takes place in the private sphere (Ceballos López 2014: 338). Therefore, 

domestic work is a special case, because productive (paid) work takes place in 

the reproductive space (Colen/Sanjek 1990). This implies an intersection be-

tween public and private places.  

In the 1970s, western feminism focused for the first time on domestic work as 

productive work that is not only an issue of the family, but the basis of societal 

production cycles (Kuenz 2012: 33). These discussions about domestic work and 

housewives were based on a white, middle class woman. Although their ap-

proach was not homogeneous, there is still a certain pattern that can be referred 

to as the “western” frame (Kuenz 2012: 34). Based on experience of socially 

privileged white women in Europe and Northern America, the living realities of 

domestic work were discussed as universal (Kuenz 2012: 34), but class, ethics 

and other forms of relations between men and women were not considered.  

Women from the Global South did not agree with the discussion and claimed that 

women in general, and particularly women of color, have other issues, as well, 

and they drew attention to their marginalization of their specific issues and expe-

rience. Authors who criticized the “mainstream” discussions about housework 

are Patricia Hill Collins, Angela Davis, Deborah King, Audre Lorde, bell hooks and 

                                                      
33 Domestic work should be paid monetarily so it is not self-evident. This should also lead to a less 

asymmetrical power relation between men and women.  
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Chandra Talpade Mohanty (Kuenz 2012: 34). Many of these writers originate 

from families where the mothers used to work as domestic workers for white, 

middle class women (Hill Collins 2001).  

At the first international conference of women in 1975, held in Mexico City, femi-

nists from the Global South stated that patriarchal suppression takes place dif-

ferently in the Global South than in the Global North. Gender discrimination lies 

below structured discrimination of other categories, such as race and class, not 

only gender. Race and class are not considered by the dominant white feminists 

and their concepts of domestic work. In the Global South, the category of gender 

is not as central as in the Global North. It is important to focus on class, race and 

gender, because it effects men and women differently across society (Kuenz 

2012: 34). 

Women of color also claim that concentrating solely on gender blinds us other 

forms of power suppression. Gendered discrimination forms should not be prior-

itized over other inequality patterns: 

 

The assertion of commonality, indeed of the universality and primacy of female 

oppression, denies the other structured inequalities of race, class, religion and 

nationality, as well as denying the diverse cultural heritages that affect the lives 

of many women. […] Feminism has excluded and devalued black women, our ex-

periences, and our interpretations of our own realities at the conceptual and ide-

ological level. (King 1988: 57f) 

 

When taking class and race into consideration, a different reality of women in the 

Global South becomes apparent. The different experiences of women of color led 

to a reconsideration of the dominant feminist pattern that had, up to this point, 

been considered universal.  

Although the role of women was to be mother and housewife in the bourgeois 

ideology of the 19th century, some women were not part of this ideal. Davis 

states that the housewife, as a phenomenon, has its origins in the middle class, as 

a symbol of economical welfare (Davis 1982: 218). Black feminism shows that 

expulsion from the labor market and the public sphere was mainly a reality of 

socially privileged white women (Kuenz 2012: 35). Davis states that, in this con-

text, women of color were forced to work outside their homes as slaves. They 
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were not “female enough” to prevent themselves from working on cotton or to-

bacco plantation. The “natural” characteristics of women being a “nurturing 

mother, gentle companion and housewife of the husband” referred only to white 

women (Davis 1982: 11). Women of color had to be housewives and work out-

side of the house, and they had the burden of both working for a wage and doing 

housework for free. Usually, in the cases of workers, poor and marginalized 

women were not solely “housewives” (Davis 1982: 220), as many white, middle 

class women had the privilege. Smith confirms this process, as in the case of poor, 

Guatemalan mestizo women, the majority did not have the privilege to stay at 

home and be a housewife (Smith 1995). King states the following about the dif-

ference of women: “[…] the option not to work outside of the home is a luxury 

that historically has been denied most black women” (King 1988: 71). 

One major factor of having the luxury of being a housewife is that the husband 

earns enough money so the wife can stay at home and does not need to do paid 

work. Black feminists claim that, because of racial discrimination in the labor 

market, women of color were forced to work in order to be able to maintain their 

families. According to King, “As the wives and daughters of men who did not earn 

a family wage, women of color‘s participation in the labor market was crucial to 

the survival of themselves and their families” (King 1988: 65).  

Black feminists indicate that mainstream, white feminists do not pay attention to 

social, political or anti-racist topics and, therefore, have another focus. White 

feminists and women focus on their fulfillment of being white women, while 

women of color are directing their political actions towards basic survival issues 

(Eichelberger 1977: 16). This different emphasis of black and white feminists can 

be shown clearly in their perception of the private sphere: the house. White 

women refer to their houses as a place of suppression of patriarchal patterns, 

while women of color refer to their houses as a secure place. This protects them 

from racist attacks from the outside on the basis of slavery. The house is the only 

place they can be human (Davis 1982: 21).  

In Mexico in beginning of the 1970s, urban, feminist student movements ques-

tioned the predominant lifestyle and family structures where women had the 

role of reproductive mothers and housewife (Purkharthofer 2013: 115f). They 

demanded that private matters are also political matters, and they discussed top-

ics like volunteer motherhood, violence against women and free sexual expres-
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sion (Lamas 2006, Tarrés 2007). These feminists originated from the Mexican 

middle class and, therefore, had privileges according to their education opportu-

nities and access to the labor market (Purkharthofer 2013: 117). Initially, topics 

in this movement focused on sexuality and the body, while social inequality was 

left out. Through the influence of left wing activists, the topic of domestic work 

moved to the center of attention (Purkharthofer 2013: 117). In the uprising of 

the EZLN34 in Chiapas in 199435, indigenous women raised the question of the 

interdependence of class, gender and race (Purkharthofer 2013: 121). This led to 

new challenges for Mexican mainstream feminists, as they now had to include 

rural and indigenous perspectives in their discussions (Lau Jaivén 2006: 188).  

In summary, white feminists (in Mexico, the middle class feminists) had a differ-

ent context to speak of, compared to black feminists (in Mexico, the indigenous 

and rural women), about the issue of housework. White, socially privileged wom-

en saw being a housewife as a form of male dominance. Black feminists did not 

agree with mainstream household concepts, because the most of the women of 

color lived a different reality and, therefore, they focused not only on gender is-

sues, but also on class and race, which had a major effect on the whole family.  

5.2. Global trends of domestic work  

This section gives an overview of global trends of domestic work. It explains the 

importance of domestic work in economies and in which part of the economy it 

takes place. It also summarizes the general movements in the world that affect 

domestic work.  

In general, paid domestic work is a mostly female occupation and is present in 

most countries worldwide. This work takes place mainly in urban areas. In recent 

decades, the migration of workers from rural areas or across borders to find 

work opportunities in the domestic sector has increased significantly. In some 

parts of the world, domestic work has also increased child labor, as young girls 

start to work in domestic service, usually at a distance from their own families 

                                                      
34 Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional – National Zapatista Liberation Army 
35 Signing of the NAFTA Agreement. See section 2.2 on economy. 
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(D’Souza 2010: 12). Girls and women from indigenous areas, in particular, are 

frequently employed as domestic workers in households.  

Ninety percent of domestic workers are female (CONAPRED 2011: 52). The link 

between female workers and their labor possibilities are explained by Moreno 

Ruiz, as follows: 

 

The extent of paid domestic work and its feminization would seem to be linked to 

issues of gender and socio-economic inequalities as well as to the structure of the 

labour market that each country or region develops. The share of household 

workers in the active population may be linked to the options opened for those 

who are at the bottom of the ladder, - both people from the country and people 

who may be imported as migrants; the feminization of the occupation in gen-

dered societies will depend on the qualities associated with women and men, 

with the opportunities opened to both of them and with the conditions offered by 

paid household work (Moreno Ruiz 2012: 140). 

 

The percentage of domestic work in the national economy varies within different 

countries globally. Therefore, a “natural necessity” for domestic work in societies 

is not evident. Its presence and form is a result of particular historical, economic 

and political contexts (Moreno Ruiz 2012: 140). 

Because domestic work is part of the informal economy, gathering specific num-

bers is difficult. Undocumented migration also makes it difficult to know how 

many women work as domestic workers (Kirchhoff 2011: 57). But still, in Mexi-

co, CONAPRED succeeded in getting an overview to show the situation of domes-

tic workers more clearly (CONAPRED 2011). Showing a particular discrimination 

against domestic workers in comparison to workers in other occupations, it is 

obvious that there is a great gap between what the law states and how the work-

ers are actually treated (Moreno Ruiz 2012: 133). The low wages of paid domes-

tic work makes it possible for middle class households to have someone working 

for them. It also shows the average wage gap between the domestic workers and 

their employers (Moreno Ruiz 2012: 140f). In Mexico, households of workers and 

farmers also receive, under special circumstances, extra support from other 

members of the household. When they need help in the field of domestic work, it 
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is even possible for poorer households to pay a domestic worker, as this kind of 

work does not cost much.  

The 100th session of the ILO’s Annual Conference was an important turning 

point for the measurement of this work sector. At this event, Convention 189 on 

decent work for domestic workers was introduced (Moreno Ruiz 2012: 137). At 

the moment, Convention 189 is the legal basis for domestic workers’ organiza-

tions worldwide to fight for decent work conditions for domestic workers (ILO 

2011).  

Through the work of domestic workers, it allows their employers to work in the 

public and private sectors of the economy during the day. Without having an ex-

ternal person who performs all the tasks of the household, the employers would 

not be able to go to work or do their hobbies. These men and women can go to 

work because they have a domestic worker in their houses, preparing food, 

cleaning, ironing and washing clothes and taking care of their children, among 

other tasks (Sánchez Ambriz 2013: 100).  

Domestic workers have a long history in Latin America. Even now, there are 

many workers active in this sector, and the numbers have remained quite con-

stant. Additionally, discrimination patterns against specific ethnic groups and 

gender continue, as history shows (Chaney/Garcia Castro, 1989). The global eco-

nomic crisis has greatly influenced the work sector and forced the domestic 

workers to accept even worse work conditions (Bautista, 2010).  

5.3. Definition of domestic work 

In Spanish, there are many different terms to describe the activity of working in a 

house(hold). Trabajo doméstico refers to the reproductive tasks, whereas empleo 

doméstico focuses on the commercialization of this work (Durin/Eugenia de la 

O/Bastos 2014: 27). In this thesis, the term “domestic work” is used. I am aware 

that this term is problematic within different contexts. As mentioned before, in 

the Mexican context, there are many terms used for domestic workers in a disre-

spectful and discriminatory matter. I refer to domestic work as paid work.  
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There has been a campaign in Mexico that is attempting to determine an appro-

priate name for the profession of domestic worker. The majority of names cur-

rently used to refer to domestic workers are discriminating or offensive.  

There are a variety of names that have been established in society, which are 

even used by youth to refer to a person that is not well seen36. This status affects 

domestic workers, disqualifies them, diminishes their self-esteem and stigmatiz-

es the women (Sánchez Ambriz 2013: 97). Having participated in surveys in pub-

lic spaces, the domestic workers themselves chose to be called empleadas del ho-

gar37 (Sánchez Ambriz 2013: 98). 

There are many definitions of domestic work. What are the characteristics of the 

domestic work? Domestic work takes place in households. A domestic worker is 

employed by a person to work in her/his household part-time or full-time. Do-

mestic workers may be, for example, cooks, servants, nurses, child-minders, car-

ers for elderly or disabled persons, chauffeurs, porters or gardeners (Caritas In-

ternationalis 2009).  

The ILO defines domestic workers in Article 1 of the draft convention “Decent 

Work for Domestic Workers”, stating:  

 

a) the term ‘domestic work’ means work performed in or for a household or 

households; (b) the term domestic worker’ means any person engaged in domes-

tic work within an employment relationship; (c) a person who performs domes-

tic work only occasionally or sporadically and not on an occupational basis is not 

a domestic worker (ILO 2011). 

 

This statement shows that there is no exact definition of domestic workers in the 

ILO. During the International Labor Conference in 2010, there was a long discus-

sion about the definition of domestic workers. Employers and workers were ar-

guing for their own advantage:  

 

the employers’ group attempted to restrict the definition, while the workers’ 

group advocated for an inclusive definition. They referred to the fact that the sec-

tor is characterized by a huge variety of concrete employment relations that of-

                                                      
36 Information from an informal conversation with domestic workers. 
37 “Employee of the home.” 
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ten move between formal and informal, legal and irregular, but that workers’ 

rights need to be granted for all workers. (Heimeshoff/Schwenken 2011:5). 

 

This shows that having a clear definition is important for including all people 

working for others in the household and for enforcing their labor rights. In Mexi-

co, in the Federal Labor Act, “domestic work” is defined as taking place in private 

households, excluding hotels, restaurants, hospitals, boarding schools and similar 

workplaces (ILO 2010).  

An important date for domestic workers is the 22nd of July. Since 1983, at the 

conference of II Congreso Feminista Latino Americano, this has been celebrated 

as the International Day of Domestic Workers. The purpose of this day is to make 

domestic workers visible and recognize “invisible” domestic workers. This inter-

national day also aims to fight for social value of domestic work, regardless of 

whether it is paid or not (CONAPRED 2008: 96).  

A distinction of domestic workers is made between live-in and live-out workers. 

“Live-in worker” defines a person that lives in the same house with the family 

he/she works for. These workers usually see their families and friends only on 

their days off, meaning on Sunday. “Live-out workers”, on the other hand, come 

and leave their workplace every day. They usually live with their own families 

and are working for another family for few hours a day. Live-out workers do not 

necessarily work for the same family, as some work for different households 

throughout the week. In Mexico, live-out workers make up only fourteen percent 

of all domestic workers (CONAPRED 2011: 36). This means that the majority of 

all domestic workers are live-in workers. The advantages and disadvantages of 

being a live-in and live-out worker will be described in the next section. In the 

following part, the issues domestic workers face are described.  

5.4. Issues connected to domestic work 

Domestic work is connected to many different issues, like labor rights, depend-

ence relations between worker and employer and certain work conditions. In this 

section, these issues are more closely examined and explained.  
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A big issue that Mexican domestic workers face is that they are not considered 

“real” workers by the Federal Labor Law. Although they are explicitly integrated 

in Chapter XIII, labor rights are not precisely regulated. It is only stated that: 

 

the law prohibits any verbal and physical bad treatment of DWs (Domestic work-

ers) (Art. 337, I), prescribes sufficient breaks to eat and drink (Art. 333) and a 

comfortable and clean room to sleep for live-in DWs (Domestic workers) (Art. 

337 II), (Ley Federal del Trabajo, Art. 331-343) it neither regulates working 

hours, nor determines a minimum salary (Kirchhoff 2011: 70). 

 

CACEH, among others, is demanding a wide-ranging reform of Chapter XIII (Bau-

tista 2015) to provide exact labor rights, so that domestic workers have legally 

assured working conditions. 

Another issue for domestic workers is that their legal situation is not known by 

the workers themselves and their employers. Marcelina Bautista asserts that, 

“one of the biggest problems that domestic workers face is that they do not have 

sufficient information to defend their rights.” (Sánchez Ambriz 2013:96). 

The ignorance of many domestic workers regarding their own labor rights also 

gives an advantage to the employer. If the workers knew their rights, they could 

use them to defend themselves. Not knowing their rights leads to less reporting 

of abuses, and, when abuses are reported, hardly any persecution follows (BBC 

Mundo 2006). “The low importance of the existing legal regulations is also re-

flected by the fact that only five percent of the nearly two million DWs in Mexico 

possess a signed labour contract.” (ADITAL 2010). “Correspondingly, unjustified 

dismissal (without severance pay) is a common problem” (Iglesias 2010).  

Another point in the personal relationship between workers and employers is 

the fear that workers have of their employers, as the workers often depend on 

them. Through the high economical pressure that lies on the workers, knowing 

about labor rights and their enforcement is not necessarily in their favor, because 

they are afraid to lose their jobs, because their incomes are needed for survival38. 

This structural dilemma consequently means bad work conditions. This unequal 

working relationship is in favor of the employer, as she or he has the power to 

                                                      
38 More information about this dilemma is discussed in section 7.1.3 on education and income.  
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determine working conditions. This power relation has not changed for a long 

time, which is why it is sometimes referred to as modern slavery (Sánchez Am-

briz 2013: 95). The desire of many domestic workers is to have a better life, bet-

ter paid job and more freedom. To move socially upward is difficult as a domestic 

worker, due to factors such as low education and missing alternatives in the la-

bor market. Therefore, domestic workers usually only move horizontally. 

D’Souza explains this phenomenon as follows: 

 

Many enter domestic work as a temporary strategy for survival. However, giv-

en the average low level of education of domestic worker and their lack of 

other alternatives in the labour market, they remain trapped in the circle of 

domesticity and in a situation of deepening economic exploitation and social 

immobility. Horizontal mobility is a common trend as domestic workers often 

change their place of work. Many women move from live-in to live-out work 

thus acquiring a certain degree of freedom. However, upward mobility to oth-

er jobs in the hospitality sector is limited in most places by the lack of certified 

skills training for this occupation (D’Souza 2010: 11). 

 

In this study, D’Souza concludes that upward mobility for paid domestic workers 

and being able to leave the workplace every day is a big liberation for women, 

but many other factors make it difficult, for example, going back home. When one 

lives in another person’s house, it is usually far away and, therefore, it takes a lot 

of time to get there. Paying rent is a disadvantage if one’s income is very little. 

Domestic work sometimes is undertaken because it offers a place to live, food 

and a wage; it is not about vocation. New migrants from rural areas prefer to 

start working as live-in workers in the beginning, because it offers them every-

thing for a living and they can start saving money (CONAPRED 2012: 2f). Usually, 

domestic work is not well paid, but having one’s own place to live gives the 

worker more autonomy, and makes it easier to manage their work hours 

(D’Souza 2010: 11). 

One of the main issues that domestic workers have is that their work takes place 

in private spheres. The public space is the political space, where workers can 

fight for different treatment and realize their rights, but in the private sphere, it is 

hard to make their requests regarding the working conditions visible (Hoyos 
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Carrero 2013: 5). These workers are invisible, as they perform their work in pri-

vate households; therefore, their issues are not in the public eye. The employer 

can easily put pressure on their workers, as their relationship is not publicly 

viewed or controlled by any institution.  

The president of CONAPRED, Ricardo Bucio, says this is modern slavery, because 

there is no formal agreement of the work, no labor contract and not even a clear 

definition of the duties of domestic workers. The employer decides the type of 

benefits, which varies between individual employers. There is also no legal 

framework of working hours; sometimes, workers are not even allowed to leave 

the house. In the world of domestic work, considerable inequality between em-

ployer and worker is recognized (Sánchez Ambriz 2013: 95). According to Bucio 

(CONAPRED), the structure of society has not changed significantly since colonial 

times. In this system, there is a dominant culture in which a minority of the socie-

ty has power over a wide social group (Sánchez Ambriz 2013: 95). This unequal 

power relation in society, connected to other structures that lead to strong ine-

quality, makes it possible for employers to have power over domestic workers 

and the situation of their workers.  

Mary Goldsmith, a researcher from Universidad Autonoma Metropolitana (UAM) 

Xochimilco, states that the economic crisis and the unemployment rate in Mexico 

force domestic workers to accept the low wages and bad working conditions that 

are imposed (Goldsmith in Sánchez Ambriz 2013: 93). These two economic fac-

tors, which cannot be influenced by individual domestic workers, are crucial for 

domestic workers, and they often do not have any other options other than to 

accept the conditions imposed by their employers. In this case, again, the em-

ployer has the power to decide how the worker has to fulfill his or her work. Be-

cause of the recent economic crisis, there has been a change in the socio-

economic group of domestic workers. “Young people, who finished their studies, 

as well as professional women between 50-60 years, increasingly started to take 

up jobs as DWs (Domestic Workers)” (Organizacion Editorial Mexicana 2009). 

This could imply different power relations, as well educated workers may be able 

to more easily access information.  

According to Camus and Eugenia de la O, the relations of serving not only reflect 

the social order, but also reproduce and naturalize them in a way that employers 

are socially positioned over the domestic workers (Camus/Eugenia de la O 2014: 
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168). According to this hierarchal relation, employers think that their domestic 

workers will stay with them for many years and that the workers’ daughters are 

also at their service. Some even think they have the right to surveil the moral as-

pects of the life of the worker (Camus/Eugenia de la O 2014: 168). Within the 

group of domestic workers, there are different positions. There are a variety of 

domestic workers, as some receive privileges from their employers, while others 

have low education and receive low income (Camus/Eugenia de la O 2014: 168). 

Also employers represent a varied group, as some have domestic workers be-

cause they are part of the middle-high class and want someone who serves. Oth-

ers are working themselves and have the necessity and economical possibility to 

have someone to take over these tasks.  

5.5. Summary 

In the 1970s, the women’s movement focused mainly on the living realities of the 

white, middle class women, who considered it their main task to be a housewife. 

The academic and political discussion about domestic work, realized by external 

persons and as a paid profession, arose immediately as a critique from the femi-

nists of women of color. Domestic work was considered, in these discussions, as 

an undervalued asset of the capitalist economy system, as it was carried out for 

free by usually white, middle class women and very poorly paid to women of col-

or who worked for other families as domestic workers.  

In Mexico, feminist movements focused on sexuality and body. Strong social ine-

quality was only discussed when left wing activists put it at the center of their 

discussion. It was in this way that paid domestic work became a central topic to 

be discussed. 

Domestic work is mainly performed by women in urban areas. This work sector’s 

presence is a result of historical, economic and political development.  

In general, domestic work pays poorly and, therefore, can be afforded not only by 

upper class households, but also by middle and occasionally low income house-

holds. Having a domestic worker fulfill household tasks allows employers to go to 

work. The discussion about the concept of domestic work leads eventually to the 
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definition of this work. Several explanations are discussed, as some focus on the 

“formal” character of the work relation, while others focus on the full-time activi-

ty of performing household tasks. In general, all tasks done in the household are 

included, like washing clothes, cleaning the house and cooking, and can be ex-

tended to taking care of children and pets. Domestic workers are distinguished 

between live-in and live-out workers. Live-in workers reside in the houses of 

their employers during their work time, for example, Monday to Friday. Live-out 

workers leave their employer’s houses every day to sleep in his or her own 

house.  

The legal context of domestic work is complicated, because Mexican federal law 

is insufficient for this particular sector. Civil society is demanding a reform to 

have exact labor rights defined and enacted for domestic workers. As a basis for 

the new labor law, ILO Convention 189 can be used, as it demands clear rights for 

decent work conditions. General problems concerning domestic workers’ legal 

situation are that workers and employers do not have sufficient information to 

fulfill legal requirements. Furthermore, the worker-employer relationship makes 

it difficult for the worker to insist on labor rights. Often, the worker depends on 

the income made through domestic work and is almost forced to stay in their 

current situation. Domestic work can also be used as a form of independency, 

however, because women are able to leave their (rural) home and work and live 

in a household, in an environment where they can eventually study and save 

money.  
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6. Domestic work in Mexico City 

In this chapter, I will present statistics and specific numbers regarding the do-

mestic work in Mexico and Mexico City. A brief, historical summary of the devel-

opment in the last decades is given. Finally, a description of the political organi-

zation of domestic workers in Latin America and Mexico is presented in the last 

section.  

Up to today, there are still many active workers in this sector, and their numbers 

have been largely constant ever since recording. This also applies to discrimina-

tion patterns against specific ethnic groups and gender, as the history shows 

(Chaney/Garcia Castro 1989). As already discussed, women dominate the field of 

domestic work (90 percent) (CONAPRED 2011: 52).  

In 1981, Goldsmith stated that the situation of domestic workers had not 

changed since the 17th century, referring to low wages, unlimited working hours 

and lack of access to social security (Goldsmith 1981). She also claims that these 

issues have been marginalized by academics and politics.  

In the 1980s and 1990s, research about domestic work was at its peak. Many 

theses, books and articles were published about paid domestic work in Mexico 

and throughout Latin America. In Mexico, notable authors on this issue included 

Garduño, Grau, Leff, Luna and Salazar (Goldsmith 1981). 

In the 1970s, the politicization of feminism in Mexico developed differently in 

comparison to that in Europe and the USA. The issue of domestic work was taken 

from feminist groups to left wing political parties and independent labor unions. 

This shows a minimization of this topic in general. Because the context in Mexico 

was very different, feminists had to realize that this issue was full of personal 

contradictions. They had privileges according to their class that other women did 

not have (Goldsmith 1981). 

A study about domestic work in the USA by Ehrenreich and English shows the 

change of its concept from the 18th to the 19th century. In the 18th century, 

cleanliness standards were much lower than today. Therefore, women used most 

of their time to produce clothes and other materials for their houses. After indus-
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trialization in the 19th century, the activities changed, as proletarian women 

started to work in the fabrics industry and middle class women had more time at 

their disposal. Consequently, they started to have a mystical relationship with 

their “home”, and the “housewife”, with all its implications, was born (Goldsmith 

1981).  

Most of the domestic workers in Mexico are Mexicans; few of them are born in a 

foreign country. Mexico is an emigrant country to the USA, where many female 

migrants work in households (Fitzgerald 2008: 2 in Kirchhoff 2011: 70). Internal 

migration in Mexico is one of the key characteristics of domestic work. About 80 

percent of the national migrants are indigenous women looking for a job in urban 

areas to improve their living standards and that of their families, because they 

come from poor, rural areas (Kirchhoff 2011: 70). As mentioned previously, do-

mestic work is mostly an urban phenomenon – 83 out of 100 domestic workers 

fulfill their work in an urban environment (INEGI 2012: 4). In 2002, there were 

about 205,000 people who performed this kind of work in Mexico City (Bautista 

2006: 163). Approximately nine percent of domestic workers speak their native 

languages (INEGI 2012: 4). Often, they do not have Spanish as their first lan-

guage, and many start working in the city at a very young age. The majority (69.4 

percent) of domestic workers are between 20 and 49 years old (INEGI 2012: 4) 

and have very little education, because they usually leave school in order to work 

and earn money to support their family (BBC Mundo 2006, Henkel 2010 in 

Kirchhoff 2011: 70). 

6.1. Political organization of domestic workers 
in Mexico  

Important political developments in the recent decades took place in Mexico and 

Latin America. In this section, these developments are described, including what 

happened and what effects it has on domestic workers in the region.  

An important date for domestic workers is the 22 of July. In 1983, at the confer-

ence of II Congreso Feminista Latino Americano, the international day of domes-
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tic worker was created, regardless of whether or not it is paid work (CONAPRED 

2008: 96).  

The 100th Session of the ILO annual conference was an important catalyst for the 

measurement of this sector. At this event, Convention 189 on decent work for 

domestic workers was introduced, and this was an important movement because 

it was the first time, globally, that a legal base for domestic workers was estab-

lished (Moreno Ruiz 2012: 137). Right now, the Convention 189 is the legal base 

for domestic workers’ organizations worldwide to fight for decent work condi-

tions (ILO 2011).  

 

[a]s previously referenced, domestic workers are entitled to the same basic 

rights as those available to other workers, including weekly days off, limits to 

hours of work, minimum wage coverage, overtime compensation, social security, 

and clear information on the terms and conditions of employment. The new 

standards oblige governments that ratify the convention to protect domestic 

workers from violence and abuse, to regulate private employment agencies that 

recruit and employ domestic workers, and to prevent child labor in domestic 

work (HRW 2013). 

 

At the moment, another major issue for CACEH, and for the domestic workers 

worldwide, is the ratification of Convention 189. The convention is a great global 

achievement, as it provides a legal basis for all domestic workers and clarifies the 

work relation between the employer and worker (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). It 

is also necessary to implement the Convention in national labor laws for domes-

tic workers, to have a legal base in case they are violated and can be fought for. 

To get the national labor law, they first need to be considered formal workers, 

and then they can count on any support any other workers have right now.  

International coordination between domestic workers’ organizations and inter-

national standards for domestic work leads to an improvement of the situation of 

workers in this sector, and this needs to be emphasized. One of the main actors in 

this process is the ILO. This organization succeeded in realizing Convention 189, 

in which the working conditions for domestic workers are defined. In Recom-

mendation 201, countries that have ratified Convention 189 find a more detailed 
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guide on how to implement the Convention into practice (Eugenia de la O 2014: 

42).  

As Michell Bachelet, executive director of UN Women, states: “Convention 189 

and its recommendation is a matter of social justice and dignity. It is an awaited 

and wide recognition of the extraordinary work of millions of women employed 

as domestic workers in the entire world.” (Sánchez Ambriz 2013:97). 

CACEH is a support organization for all domestic workers that are active or look-

ing for work in Mexico City. Its main goal is to promote labor rights of domestic 

workers in Mexico. They also focus on placing workers with new employers, 

helping workers when they have any issues related to work and, most of all, 

building awareness among the domestic workers, informing them about their 

rights and making them more confident about their work (CACEH 2015).  

In 2000, Marcelina Bautista founded CACEH as an autonomous space to fight for 

the demand of domestic work. CACEH offers workshops on legal rights, self-

esteem, human development and more. It also helps domestic workers to solve 

problems with their employers, if they could not do so before, and, in some cases, 

they offer legal help. Another function of CACEH is to show domestic workers 

how to improve their practical skills; they also offer to place workers in other 

households. When the worker begins to work in a new household, the worker 

and employer secure a contract to ensure the minimum labor conditions for the 

domestic workers (Sánchez Ambriz 2013: 97). The team that is supporting Mar-

celina Bautista are Rosario Ortiz, former deputy of PRD (Partido de la Revolución 

Democratica), specialized in labor rights of unionized women; Mary R. Goldsmith, 

researcher of Women, Identity and Power in the UAM Xochimilco; and Angelica 

Gonzalez, lawyer (Sánchez Ambriz 2013: 98). 

One of CACEH’s noticeable goals is to spread information about the labor rights 

and obligations of domestic workers. One of my interview partners is a part of 

this unit. It is difficult to get in contact with domestic workers, because they work 

and live in different houses. Thus, the organization sends a small group of mem-

bers with flyers with the information to parks on Sundays, where the domestic 

workers usually spend their day off and rest. Then, they approach the workers 

and start the conversation. This way, trust between the rights promoter and the 

domestic worker is created, and finally, they can talk about the organization and 

the labor rights they promote (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). A big issue in this 
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process is that women do not like to identify themselves as domestic workers, 

because there is a lot of shame connected to it. Mexican society does not see them 

as workers with labor rights, and they are often treated in a disrespectful manner 

(CONAPRED 2012: 5).  

One active member of CACEH is convinced that workers need to know their 

rights and stay in contact with the organization in order to develop this process 

of promoting the rights and achieve that domestic work is recognized as a digni-

fied work (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015).  

CACEH wants to make domestic work a dignified work, a formal work that re-

quires contracts, is supported by a labor union, and most of all, is professional-

ized. Its goals are to offer courses in how to perform domestic work and to give 

certificates to course participants and, in this way, make it more professional, 

because, so far, “any woman” can do domestic work (Bautista 2015).  

A problem the organization commonly faces is that not all members are reliable. 

Some domestic workers use the organization to solve a problem with their own 

employers, but they do not want to participate in workshops or political activism 

to improve the general situation of domestic work (Bautista 2015).  

Therefore, starting a labor union is an important part of achieving coordination 

of workers in order to show collective power in fighting for legal rights in the 

national legal system. During the research, the process of founding a labor union 

was present. After the achievements Marcelina Bautista had in her national and 

international work for organizations of domestic workers, one important step 

was still missing; a labor union for domestic workers in Mexico. It took a long 

time of preparation, until the first labor union of domestic workers was founded.  

On September 11, 2015, the first labor union of domestic workers in Mexico, Na-

tional Union of Domestic Workers (SINACTTRAHO), was established. This is the 

result of fifteen years of fighting to make domestic workers visible on a labor and 

social level. Workers from different parts of Mexico (Puebla, Colima, Chiapas, Dis-

trito Federal and Estado de México) united to form this union. Marcelina Bautista 

was instrumental in achieving this important step for the domestic workers. It is 
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a crucial step to formalizing this sector and making domestic workers stronger in 

the institutional system (Bautista 2015) (IDWF 2015 b)39.  

In Mexico City, Marcelina Bautista organized the First National Forum of domes-

tic workers and signed a pact, with the commitment of everyone involved, to 

form the first national domestic workers’ union in 2015. This pact was supported 

by representatives of CONAPRED, the Ministry of Labor and Employment (STy-

FE), as well as academic and civil organizations in the meeting (IDWF 2015 a). 

In 1988, Marcelina Bautista was one of the founders of the Confederation of Latin 

America and the Caribbean of Domestic Workers (CONLACTRAHO)40. Its slogan is 

“no basta tener derechos”,41 meaning that we need to have consciousness about 

the situation of domestic workers and improve this process. The reason for es-

tablishing this political association was the absence of labor rights for domestic 

workers. The only way to defend themselves is to get organized internationally 

and fight together for labor rights (Sánchez Ambriz 2013: 96). 

Marcelina Bautista was the prime secretary of the organization from 2006 to 

2012. During her time working for CONLACTRAHO, the organization started 

fighting for the ratification of the ILO’s Convention 189 and Recommendation 

201 (Sánchez Ambriz 2013:97). 

In 2013, 75 percent of the Mexicans had little or no confidence in Mexican gov-

ernment, according to Latinobarometer (Latinobarometro 2013). Therefore, 

movements like those of the labor union for domestic workers or CACEH are nec-

essary to fight for a change in the law and improve the situation of domestic 

workers. 

Domestic work mainly takes place in the informal market, where a legal basis is 

missing. Convention 189 is an important, global legal foundation for domestic 

workers that should be implemented in Mexican employment law. CACEH fights 

for labor rights of domestic workers in order to improve the working conditions 

of these workers. The recent foundation of the labor union for domestic workers 

is important, as the workers are treated as other formal workers and have the 

same labor rights. 

                                                      
39 Information from an informal conversation on 26.08.2015 with Marcelina Bautista. 
40 In Spanish: Confederación Latinoamericano y del Caribe de las Trabajadoras del Hogar 
41 “It is enough not to have rights.” 
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The legal situation of domestic workers is only one category that has been elabo-

rated in this thesis. In the next chapter, the different categories that resulted from 

the narrative interviews are presented and interconnected. 
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7. Applied intersectional theory of 
domestic work 

In this chapter, the categories that have been elaborated through the narrative 

interviews with domestic workers are described and analyzed. This information 

is supported with statistics and information from the literature found about do-

mestic workers.  

7.1. Identified categories  

The analysis of the interviews is based on the twelve-category system established 

by Winker and Degele (2007: 26). I chose this model, as it is an adequate way to 

analyze the complex life situations of domestic workers. I made minor modifica-

tions in order to get a broader perspective on the phenomena of domestic work-

ers. The basic categories of race, gender and class are not specific enough to iden-

tify the intersections in the case of domestic workers. Additionally, one of the 

core categories in this thesis is “work”, which is also listed in the aforementioned 

model of Winkler and Degele (2007: 26), along with education, generativity, in-

come and social background. In addition to these categories, I have identified the 

categories of violence, health, legal situation and migration, which brings the 

number of categories discussed in this thesis to a total of nine. 

These nine categories are consolidated in five groups. The first one is work. In 

this section the general opportunities and challenges domestic workers face are 

discussed, because they are always connected to their work condition. It gives a 

general overview of the situation in Mexico City. The second group first describes 

and then shows the intersection of social background, generativity and migra-

tion. Social backgrounds describes the family roots of the workers. In generativi-

ty the roles of the mothers and the implications as domestic workers is de-

scribed. Finally, most domestic workers leave their home regions to work in the 

urban center. This movement has major influence in the family structure. The 
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third group describes the intersection of education and income. These two cate-

gories are closely linked, as education is a matter of available resources such as 

time and income. The fourth group describes the violent experiences domestic 

worker have experienced. In the chapter about health, access to social security 

and health institutions is discussed, because hardly any worker can cover this 

basic need. Finally, in the fifth chapter the legal situation and changes about labor 

law and rights are discussed.   

7.1.1 Work 

In this section, the intersection of the different categories with work of domestic 

workers is shown. The work conditions and the tasks of domestic workers, as 

well as the reasons why domestic workers enter this job, are discussed.  

The social and economic devaluation of domestic work has been detected in the 

studies of various researchers (e.g.: Chaney/García 1993, Goldsmith, 1990, 1998, 

etc.). In these studies, the devaluation is detected because of the links of different 

axes like gender, class and ethnics. Discourses about the traditional norms of 

femininity and masculinity shape the powerful “gender division of labor” (More-

no Ruiz 2012: 153). The discrimination against girls/women is still present, and 

which can be shown in the way daughters are treated in their families (INR02: 

Regina, 11.02.2015). Housework is an obligation to be done by the female mem-

bers of the family. The conservative patriarchal system still works in most fami-

lies, especially in rural areas (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015).  

Domestic work, such as cleaning the house and taking care of the family, are seen 

as the obligation of women, which is the reason why domestic work is not con-

sidered to be work (Durin 2014: 23).  

In particular, the unequal balance between worker and employer needs to be 

considered. The historically-developed asymmetry in power as it relates to race, 

class and gender makes this job one of the most discriminated jobs in Mexico 

(Bautista 2015). Because of the lack of better job opportunities, the worker en-

ters this asymmetrical workforce. This unequal power relation between the em-
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ployer and domestic worker goes back to the “cultura de servidumbre”42 in colo-

nial times. At that time, the foundation for class society was established, and ever 

since, it has influenced the conceptions and practices of social relations between 

people (Camus/Eugenia de la O 2014: 147).  

It results that from the point of view of the employer, domestic workers are 

sometimes seen as a part of the family. Only one out of six women I talked to sees 

herself as a part of the family she works for. She worked for the same people for 

about 20 years and says she is respected (INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015), but she 

also makes it clear that she works so she can earn for a living. 

The line between being a part of the family and being a worker at the same time 

is very difficult to draw (CONAPRED 2012: 5; D’Souza 2010: 26). Because the 

work takes place in a private environment, the tasks of the worker permit the 

worker to go into intimate places of a family’s life, and they know exactly what is 

going on in their employer’s house. The asymmetric power position between 

worker and employer shows the ambivalent relation between the both. The 

worker knows secrets and is asked for loyalty. This loyalty can also be enforced 

due to the higher power position of the employer. On the other hand, the worker 

can gain power with the secrets that the family wants to keep (INR03: Camila, 

17.02.2015). Still, it is important to keep distance in order to make clear that it is 

a work relation and not a personal relation, or other patterns where the exploita-

tion of the worker are facilitated (Bautista 2015).  

Yet from 2003 to 2005, statistics show an increase of the average age of domestic 

workers of four years – that is, the average age has increased from 34 years to 38 

years old (CONAPRED 2008: 30). One interview partner confirmed this trend, as 

she explained that, before, many young girls started to work as domestic workers 

at the age of twelve. Nowadays, they do not start so young (INR05: Ximena, 

22.02.2015).  

Beginning to work at a very young age is connected to various problems; for ex-

ample, if girls start to work at a very young age like twelve or fourteen, they can-

                                                      
42 Cultura de servidumbre – culture of serving: a concept where the domination-subordination 

relation between groups of people leads to one subordinated group that works for the domi-
nating group in giving personal services or traditional work (Camus, Eugenia de la O 
2014:146). 
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not attend school. This has effects for the rest of their lives, because their lack of 

education prevents them from accessing a wide range of future job opportunities.  

 

The treatment of domestic workers by their employers varies immensely. As you 

can expect, some employers treat their workers with respect and give them 

recognition for what they are doing with money or praise (INR06: Catalina, 

27.02.2015; INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). If the workers were asked directly if 

they feel discriminated against, they would usually deny it, but in the conversa-

tions I had with them, they made comments on being discriminated against and 

feeling discriminated (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015; INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015; 

INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015). At this point, it is crucial to consider the personal 

relationship worker and employer has. The employers open their doors to a 

strange person and invite them into their most private spaces. On the other hand, 

the worker depends on the job and does his/her best to keep the jobs. In every 

human relation, sympathy and other factors can influence how one treats other 

people. Treatment is a subjective matter at many different levels, and can there-

fore be misunderstood from both sides. Some employers treat their workers in-

differently and are not interested in fulfilling labor rights (INR05: Ximena, 

22.02.2015; INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). The same employer can treat two em-

ployees differently, wherefore psychological research needs to examine why this 

is. This unequal treatment needs to be kept to a minimum. Employer-worker re-

lationships are as unique as any social relationships are (INR05: Ximena, 

22.02.2015; INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). 

Among my interview partners, all workers have both positive and negative expe-

rience with their employers. On one hand, some employers encourage their em-

ployees to study (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015; INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015; INR04: 

Ana, 18.02.2015) and provide them with study equipment or materials, but on 

the other hand, the same employer treats the workers poorly by, for example, 

shouting at them or expecting punctuality even when the employer him-

self/herself is not punctual (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015). The provision of mate-

rials leads to a dependence relationship. The workers feel they owe something 

the employers and feel the pressure to stay with them, just because of everything 

the employers provide for the workers. Furthermore, the “family” bond between 
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worker and employer is a reason to stay43. Ultimately, the treatment can be am-

bivalent for the workers.  

One worker explains that the treatment of her employers completely changed 

when they saw the flyers of CACEH. Suddenly, they treated her indifferently, 

which made her feel uncomfortable. This discomfort led to a change of her work-

place (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). During the last few weeks that Ximena spent 

with the family, they treated her badly. Others commented that during the inter-

view at CACEH with their employers, their employers promise to respect the 

workers’ rights, but after one week, they changed their treatment and did not 

fulfill what was initially promised (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). A strategy to get 

out of unfair treatment from their employers is to not do the tasks as fast as usu-

al, which is stressful (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). 

There are various reasons why many domestic workers stay in households 

where they are treated badly. One of the major factors is that they are afraid of 

the new workplace, because the new employers could treat them worse than the 

current ones. One of my interview partners said, that most domestic workers 

have this fear (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). She says that sometimes, employers 

even tell the workers that no other house will give her what she receives right 

now. By doing this, they keep the workers quiet. 

 

Si, entonces que muchas personas tienen el miedo de salir de las casas. Porque 

pues, osea, los mismos empleadores los dicen que las van a tratar mal. O que no 

va tener las oportunidades que tienen con ellos. Entonces ellos se quedan con 

esas ideas. Y al momento, de querer tomar decision o el cambio de trabajo, dicen 

no. Que tal si me tratan mal? [...] Asi como que con muchos miedos, nos perdemos 

de varias oportunidades (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). 44 

 

Another important factor in the decision to stay with the employer is how many 

people depend on the worker. If there is a family that needs to be nurtured, the 

                                                      
43 Find more details about the workers’ feelings regarding being a part of the employers’ family in 

section 7.1.2 on social background, generativity and migration. 
44 Yes, so many people are afraid to leave the houses, because the same employers tell them they 

will treat them badly or that they will not have the same opportunities as they have with [the 
current employers]. So [the workers] stay with these ideas, and at the moment of making a de-
cision or changing their workplace, they say no. What if they treat me badly? So with all the 
fear, we [worker] lose several opportunities. 
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worker will stay in unfair and uncomfortable work conditions, because of the 

urgent need of money. Usually they accept the bad conditions, because they are 

dependent on the income (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015; INR02: Regina, 

11.02.2015).  

Some domestic workers consider their work conditions very good, as they feel 

comfortable in their working environment. Camila comments she received very 

kind treatment and a lot of help from her employer; for example, she could travel 

for a month and come back to her workplace (INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015). Regi-

na mentions she receives very good feedback about her work, which boosted her 

self-esteem and makes her like doing the job (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015).  

Others mentioned in the interviews that they had bad experience, like extensive 

work, bad treatment, disrespectful treatment and even sexual harassment. Two 

of my interview partners who experienced this kind of treatment left and looked 

for a new work place (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015; INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). 

One worker explains her positive work conditions with her employer and men-

tions all the encouragement she receives from her employer:  

 

Nos (her and the co-worker) ha puso mucho a que estudiemos por esto .. ella es la 

que: “Y estudia y echale ganas. No toda mi vida te vas a quedar aqui de haciendo 

me comida. Tienes que salir adelante y todo.” [...] Y pues la seniora (the 

employer): “Ensenia las a tus hijas, que tu puedes y impulsalas y todo.” Eso es su 

parte buena! como todo, Porque pues luego hay patrones que la verdad, ahora si 

que (mitan) su distancia. Y lo que tu hagas no les importa. Es tu vida... Y ella (The 

employer) nos ayuda, y nos pregunta: “ya vas a la escuela? ya hiciste tu examen?” 

(INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015).45 

 

When working in this sector, often there is no space for further education, due to 

extended working hours and a private life apart from working. One interview 

partner stated that she had worked for an employer who did not allow her to go 

                                                      
45 She helped [me and my co-worker] to study, and [the employer] gives us support like: “Keep up 

and study. You are not going to stay with us forever, making me food. You have to move for-
ward.” And the [employer says]: “Show your daughters that you can do it, push them.” This is 
the good part, because sometimes there are employers that keep a distance and they do not 
care what you do. It is your life. And [the employer] helps us and asks us, “Are you going to the 
school? Did you do your exams?”  
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to school (INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015). In the study of CONAPRED (2011), it was 

found that 60 percent of domestic workers were not allowed to go to school be-

cause of their employers (CONAPRED 2011: 39). In the case of the interview 

partners I talked to, three out of six are actively supported by their employers to 

study (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015; INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015; INR05: Ximena, 

22.02.2015). Their working conditions are adjusted so they can attend classes or 

study during the day. Domestic work, with encouragement and support to study, 

allows Lorena to continue school (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015), which her parents 

could not provide. Once she graduates high school, her job options will become 

broader (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015).  

One interview partner states that she works as a domestic worker, because she 

has little education and there were almost no other options for her at the time 

she entered the job. For her, it is especially difficult to finish her studies because 

she has two daughters that she needs to take care of on her own. After work, she 

often feels too tired to study. In this case, the combination of parenting, working 

and studying is a great responsibility that can cause a lot of stress (INR01: Lore-

na, 09.02.2015).  

The weekends are the only time the live-in domestic workers can go and see their 

families, which does not leave a lot of time to study for university. It requires 

support from employers, a good organization of the time and a lot of will to suc-

ceed. Having more money and a better paid job would leave more time to study 

and see their families. 

Regina chose to work in a household, so she can spend time with her family on 

the weekends. Other jobs, like waitressing, do not allow that (INR02: Regina, 

11.02.2015). 

In agreement with Jelin (1997) and Goldsmith (1990), there is evidence that 

there is a difference of living situations for women of different ages, depending 

on the generation they belong to. Young and single women tend to be live-in 

workers, while older and married women tend to go to work and return home 

the same day (Durin/Eugenia de la O/Bastos 2014: 25).  

In case of live-in workers, a room and food is provided by the employers. This 

would result in less monetary income, but as the worker lives there, working 

hours are higher (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015; INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015). In all 

cases of the interview partners, live-in or live-out, employers offer food for the 
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workers. One worker emphasized that one meal for an eight hour working day is 

the right of the workers (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). Live-out workers have 

higher costs, as they need to pay rent, food (they consume at home) and trans-

portation costs, in comparison to the live-in workers, who have an easier time 

saving money because they hardly have any expenses. One mother states that her 

house is 1.5 hours away from her workplace, so it takes three hours to go to and 

from work (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015). The long distance between the houses of 

the live-out workers and their employers is a factor that costs workers a lot of 

time. It also takes them so long, because they have to use public transport; pri-

vate vehicles and taxis would be too expensive. 

 

Some women, before they get married, work as live-in domestic workers to earn 

money. Two of my interview partners are young women that are working as live-

in workers and completing their studies at the same time (INR05: Ximena, 

22.02.2015; INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015). Often, as soon as the young women get 

married and have children, they either give up their jobs as live-in domestic 

workers and change to live-out workers, or they look for another job that allows 

them to take care of kids (Goldsmith 1990: 237). One interview partner started 

as a live-out domestic worker, because she has two young daughters and the job 

allows her to be paid and still be able to take care of her children before and after 

school. The informality of domestic work was a blessing for her, as she could im-

mediately get a job after private troubles with a degree from secondary school 

(INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015).  

 

The following table46 shows the results from the narrative interviews according 

to the work realities of domestic workers in Mexico City.  

 

                                                      
46 Missing information in this table is a result of the open narrative interviews. With this inter-

view method, the information given by the interview partner is not necessarily comparable, 
because during the open interview situation, the flow of words cannot be interrupted and eve-
ry interview partner considers different information as important. With open questions, differ-
ent information is given.  
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Name Working hours47 Income Social Security Extra payments 
Lorena 7-8 hours per day, 

1 day off per week. 
Sometimes on 
Sundays for 24 
hours. 

1500/week No No payment for 
extra hours.  
1 week vacation 
in a year.  

Catalina 24 hours, 3 days on 
the weekend. Off 
work on weekdays. 

Enough to 
live 

Yes No payment for 
extra hours.  

Ximena 8-10 hours Mon-
day-Friday. 2 
hours Saturday. 

- - - 

Regina 8 hours per day, 
Monday-Friday. 

1500/week Yes - 

Camila 24 hours, 3 days 
per week. 

2000 for 
this period 
a week 

No - 

Ana 12-14 hours per 
day, 6 days per 
week. 

1500/week Yes No 

 

Income is also a point of conflict, because wages are usually not regulated in writ-

ten form and, therefore, the amount of the payment and working hours depends 

on the employer (CONAPRED 2012: 8). The majority of domestic workers do not 

have a written work contract that establishes their work conditions. Only seven 

out of 100 workers have a labor contract (CONAPRED 2011: 33), and only one 

out of the six workers interviewed in this research has a written contract (INR06: 

Catalina, 27.02.2015). When my interview partners (except Catalina) began 

working in the house, they only had a verbal agreement of what they will earn, 

but they did not discuss working hours or an eventual raise (INR04: Ana, 

18.02.2015; INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015; INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015; INR01: Lo-

rena, 09.02.2015; INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). 

There are various ways for domestic workers to find a workplace. One way is 

through an agency that will place workers in the households (INR01: Lorena, 

09.02.2015). An example of such an agency is CACEH, which is working to guar-

antee that the employers fulfill the domestic workers’ labor rights (INR02: Regi-

na, 11.02.2015). Another common way is word-of-mouth advertising, so if an 

employer is looking for a worker, he/she tells their friends, neighbors and family 
                                                      
47 The working hours are not fixed, because it depends on the workload and can therefore change 

every day. 
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and he/she ask their domestic workers if they know someone (INR03: Camila, 

17.02.2015; INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). In this aspect, trust is a big issue, be-

cause employers do not want to have a stranger in their houses and private 

spheres. Employers also recommend their employees to other employers, who 

have satisfied their needs. The third way to find a domestic worker is through 

advertising in the newspaper (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015, INR06: Catalina, 

27.02.2015). 

The workers often spend much time alone in the house, so the employers need to 

trust that the workers will do the tasks they are asked to do. The workers also 

need self-commitment to fulfill the tasks. Catalina, Ximena and Regina mention 

they like to work as domestic workers, because they have a certain independence 

to do the tasks in a routine they want (INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015; INR05: Xi-

mena, 22.02.2015; INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). The work tasks of workers can 

vary considerably; usually, there are some core tasks that almost every domestic 

worker does (such as cooking, cleaning and washing clothes), but some are prin-

cipally a caretaker for children, elderly and handicapped people (INR04: Ana, 

18.02.2015; INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015; INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015). The tasks 

related to this can be more exhausting than “lighter” work, such as cleaning or 

cooking. The hard work that the domestic workers do in houses becomes sub-

stantially difficult as the workers get older. In the interviews, two workers stated 

that, through the years, their work tasks adapted to them and their age. Now that 

they are older, they fulfill physically lighter tasks (INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015; 

INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). One interview partner told me that she works as a 

caregiver, but she would like to find another job because it is physically very dif-

ficult to fulfill the requirement (INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015). She said that em-

ployers prefer young workers, because they are more resilient and usually not 

rebellious.  

All interview partners mentioned that, in their work places, they learned how to 

fulfill certain tasks, such as cooking, caregiving and even administering a house-

hold and a small firm (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015; INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015; 

INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015; INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015; INR05: Ximena, 

22.02.2015; INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). 

In my interviews, I spoke to two women that are caregivers for elderly and hand-

icapped people, so they primarily take care of their dependent and there is less 
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housework (INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015; INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015). Some-

times, domestic workers even fulfill tasks they have no formal education for; for 

example, when they give medical treatment without knowing first aid (INR03: 

Camila, 17.02.2015). 

It is interesting that, within the domestic worker sector, there is a clear tendency 

of what is female and male work. In Mexico, tasks like taking care of children, 

disabled or elderly persons, washing, ironing and cooking are “female” tasks, as 

more than 95 percent of these tasks is done by female domestic workers. On the 

other hand, almost 99 percent of personal drivers are male domestic workers. So 

even when the most of the domestic workers in Mexico are women, there are 

men working for other households who are hired to bring the family members to 

different places. This shows that women occupy the inside of the households, and 

the male domestic workers occupy the public space (INEGI 2012: 4). The reason 

for this division is mentioned in the article of Ceballos López, where she empha-

sizes that female employers put a limit to their male domestic workers, because 

they feel a threat ensuing from them (Ceballos López 2014: 339). 

An important statement that Regina made in our conversation is that she thinks 

that domestic work needs to professionalize in order to defend a good wage 

(INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). She says that a person cannot ask for a good salary 

if he or she does not know how to do the work.48  

Summary 

In this section, it has been realized that the devaluation of domestic work, usually 

done by women, results in little payment. This leads to poverty, which is difficult 

to get out of. The demand for labor rights is basic, as it assures better working 

conditions. Domestic work is closely connected to the concept of “cultura de 

servidumbre”, which describes the working relationship between employers and 

workers in the colonial time period. The suppression of the workers is necessary, 

so they “serve” their employers. This is still present in the way some employers 

treat their workers, but the workers I interviewed also talked about positive ex-

perience they had with their employers, who treat them well. Furthermore, the 

tasks of domestic workers have been discussed. Some tasks, like care taking of 

                                                      
48 CACEH is offering courses to professionalize domestic work; for example, how to use electronic 

household devices and how to be more efficient in cleaning. 
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elderly, can be more exhausting than cleaning and cooking. Finally, the reasons 

why people enter domestic work have been discussed: in most cases, the search 

for income and no better alternative option. To find a workplace, agencies or the 

family network of employers and workers are used.  

7.1.2 Social Background / Generativity / Migration 

Social background specifically concerns the family and social context from which 

the domestic workers come. As mentioned before, domestic workers often 

choose to work in other households, because their families need money, such as 

their children, parents, siblings or even themselves (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). 

An interesting fact of this research is that all women I interviewed are daughters 

of (former) domestic workers (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015; INR05: Ximena, 

22.02.2015; INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015; INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015; INR02: Regi-

na, 11.02.2015; INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015). Somehow, there needs to be a link 

between the family and work. 

For many women, the supportive and loving family members are very important. 

Family has a high value in the society and the workers wish to spend as much 

time as possible with them. One factor faced by the families of live-in domestic 

workers is that they spend all week with another family and can only spend the 

weekends with their own families and children. Which leads us to a very im-

portant category: generativity.  

Generativity shows a divergence between women who are mothers and women 

that haven’t become mothers. It also distinguishes between fathers and mothers 

at the labor market. Massive contradictions between gender and sexual identity 

and its practices are present in connection to the education of children (De-

gele/Winker 2007: 12). Often, in the traditional roles of families, the domestic 

work has to be done by women. Some privileged women “volunteer” to continue 

working after having a child, but most of the times domestic work is not divided 

between the father and mother and, therefore, the domestic work is passed to 

another woman: the domestic worker. 

In Mexico City, 43.2 percent of domestic workers are married or in a partnership. 

Almost four out of ten women (39.5 percent) are single. The remaining 20.9 per-
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cent in the city are not in a relationship for example because of separation, di-

vorce or being a widow (CONAPRED 2008: 33). The ones that do not have chil-

dren feel some societal pressure to become a mother (Englander/Yáñez/Barney 

2012: 69). The young worker I talked to, who does not have children yet, wants 

to wait to have children. First, she wants to finish school and establish a stable 

environment so the children have better opportunities (INR05: Ximena, 

22.02.2015, INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015). 

In society, women are described as “harmony seeking” and having “weaker char-

acter”; therefore, women are pushed into the role of being a mother and wife 

(Schirmer/Tienken 2009: 205, Saldaña Tejeda 2014: 206). Until the 1970s, Mexi-

can women were determined as external subjects, supported by the Catholic 

Church and nationally supported gender discourses; self-chosen actions were not 

accepted (Schirmer/Tienken 2009: 205). Still, a high percentage of domestic 

workers in Mexico City do not have any children (38.5 percent), perhaps due to 

their ages. One in five workers has either one or two children, almost one-third 

(27.3 percent) of the workers have three to five children and 13.2 percent of do-

mestic workers has five children or more (CONAPRED 2008: 33).  

Another factor that plays a big role is the family constellation. Domestic workers 

are highly affected by not living with their partners. Often, the fathers of the chil-

dren do not help out in any way, so the families of these women need to take care 

of the children. The responsibility for the children lies entirely on the mother’s 

shoulders, to provide for material and moral care. These family patterns, which 

separate mothers from the children’s father or the other way around, also hap-

pened in earlier generations (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015). 

Eighteen percent out of all mothers in Mexico do not live with their partners. 

These are 5.3 million women, and the most of them work (70 percent) and get an 

income. Being a single mother and domestic worker at the same time comes with 

many difficulties. The interview partners that have children are all single moth-

ers (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015; INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015; INR03: Camila, 

17.02.2015). It seems that there is a high rate of single mothers among the do-

mestic workers (INMUJERES 2012). They have a tough time, because most of the 

time, workers cannot have their children in their employers’ houses (CONAPRED 

2012: 2f), so the children either grow up with relatives of the mother or are in 
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kindergarten or other day care institutions. This, in turn, requires both the in-

come and time to bring them there and pick them up after work.  

The single mothers from my interviews did not receive any help from the chil-

dren’s fathers (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015; INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015; INR03: 

Camila, 17.02.2015). Mexican law says that both parents need to take care of the 

children when they are separated and, therefore, the partner who does not live 

with the children has to pay a certain amount of money to support the partner 

who takes care of the children. With this money, the costs for the children need to 

be covered partly. By law, this is valid until the child turns 21 (Ortemberg & Aso-

ciados 2015). Being a single mother can have advantages, as they are the bosses 

of the family, so they can make family decisions in an independent manner, and 

by earning the family’s income, they decide how to spend the money (Morales 

2014: 108).  

In Mexico, the economic and personal safety net for single mothers is their family 

– especially female family members like mothers, aunts and grandmothers. There 

are government programs49 for free day care for children of working mothers, 

but the offer does not meet with the demands of domestic workers’ realities, so 

many women need to find alternatives. The working conditions for domestic 

workers in Mexico City are especially difficult for women that need to reconcile 

their work and family lives without hardly any help from the state (Saldaña 

Tejeda 2014: 260).  

The fact that domestic workers can go to other households to work while having 

their own families is only possible because of family members that help to take 

care of each other.  

When domestic workers have children, they usually take some time off during 

pregnancy and the first years of taking care of the children (Morales 2014: 100). 

Indigenous women from the countryside, as explained in Morales’ article “Nije 

nocha karirili: yo trabajo en casa50”, look in this period of life for different work, 

like producing and selling handcrafts, which permits them to be with their chil-

dren (Morales 2014: 100). Morales also explains that older women who have 

                                                      
49 E.G: SEDESOL: “Estancias Infantiles para Apoyar a Madres Trabajadoras”. 
50 “I work in a house(hold).“  
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older children, and very young women, dedicate their time “constantly” to do-

mestic work (Morales 2014: 101).  

In general, the traditional family concept is considered as the basis of reproduc-

tion of society. In domestic work, the women without children tend to work as 

live-in workers, while mothers tend to be live-out workers (Goldsmith 1990: 

264). When a mother works as a live-in domestic worker, the main problem is 

that she only sees her children and family on the weekends. Here, we introduce 

the concept of “care drain”, which describes “marginalized” women migrating to 

the city to take care of children of middle class or high-class women. The issue 

then arises: who takes care of the children of the domestic worker? In most cases, 

it is the network of family and friends that takes over this task. 

Meanwhile, the domestic workers take care of children of other families, while 

leaving their own children to be taken care of by others. Two interview partners 

have experienced this. This leads to a care-chain that goes through the entire 

country, where domestic workers take care of children of privileged mothers 

(Durin/Eugenia de la O/Bastos 2014: 31). 

A term used to describe the concept of care work that is passed on, introduced in 

2003 by Arlie Hochschild, is “care drain” (Hochschild 2003). The care work chain 

is care work done by migrants from the Global South for inhabitants of the Global 

North.  

 

Hochschild argues that the winners are families at the top of this global care 

chain, who buy care work and additionally gain what she calls “emotional surplus 

value.” At the other end of this global care chain, however, are families in the 

sending countries, in particular children and elderly people in need of care, who 

pay the social and emotional cost of the deficit of care and emotional work. (Lutz, 

Palenga-Möllenbeck 2012). 

 

This concept can be put in a national context, as some domestic workers leave 

their homes in rural areas in order to go to work in the city. By doing so, an emp-

ty space is generated, where the mother and main caretaker of the household 

leaves. As a result, other family members, such as grandparents or older children 

need to take care of the children and the household. The migration of a mother 

can mean a change of the roles in the family. Usually, the fathers or men of the 
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family are the main nurturers, but if the wife migrates to work and sends remit-

tances to the family, it can lead to a change of economic power. This may lead to a 

different position in decision making (Parella 2008: 10), and it can open new 

spaces of possibilities where the women can be more active (Schirmer/Tienken 

2009: 204). This position of becoming main financial supporter can lead to a 

higher power position, with the ability to decide how to use the money (D’Souza 

2010: 6). For example, one interview partner bought property and built a house 

with the money she earned as a live-in worker (INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015). 

Furthermore, the concept of motherhood changes when the mother leaves the 

family to earn for a living. These translocal mothers create a new form of parent-

ing, whereas the traditional one is usually connected to physical and emotional 

closeness. In a study of Parreñas in 2001, Filipino migrants, who are mothers and 

do not see their children for a long period of time, offer both financial support 

and economical support for the education of their children. Trans-migrational 

motherhood also leads to big contradictions for mothers, as they should be “good 

mothers” and earn money for their children and families, but at the same time, be 

“good mothers” and stay with their children (Hondagneu-Sotelo/Avila 1997). In 

the context of live-in domestic workers, the mothers fulfill the motherhood with 

the children of middle class women and miss a lot of the experiences of being 

mother with their own children (Saldaña Tejeda 2014: 260). 

Many children of domestic workers grow up with their relatives and see their 

mother only at the weekends, which must have a big effect on the relations be-

tween the mother and child (Schirmer/Tienken 2009: 231). The nuclear family of 

the worker is an important support system for domestic workers. In case of mi-

gration, the family and friends are helping the workers to move to the city and 

provide them with information and financial support. The new role in the family 

of migrated domestic workers affects the family constellation, because it can give 

the workers more decision power over the use of money51. The reason for this is 

that they are the main provider for their families. Their physical absence also 

influences the relation they have with their children. Often, other family mem-

bers take care of the children. In general, domestic workers come from a poor 

socio-economic background, which is why they start working in other house-
                                                      
51 Find more information in section 7.1.3 on education and income.  
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holds as a chance to earn income. The work conditions they encounter when 

starting working in another home varies.  

The process of a mother who migrates to another part in the country leads to a 

change of motherhood and the role of the mother in the family changes. Now the 

mother, against the traditional family concept, is the main earner of the family 

income, which can lead to more decision-making power within the family. Single 

mothers also have more decision power, as they are the head of the family. On 

the other hand, for a single mother, it is difficult to manage work and family, due 

to time constraints. The low income associated with domestic work puts a bigger 

burden on mothers to provide for their children. The family, in many cases, pro-

vides considerable support.  

Domestic work has been an important job for women in the 20th century. In the 

beginning, as part of rural-urban migration, women left their home regions be-

cause of the work opportunities. Because of urbanization in Mexico, in the 20th 

century, many women came from rural areas to the cities to look for jobs as do-

mestic workers (Durin/Eugenia de la O/Bastos 2014: 29). According to Arias 

(1995), the big internal migration in Mexico took place during the development 

of urban industrialization between 1940 and 1980. Married women and mothers 

stayed in their home regions to take care of the family; meanwhile, single women 

migrated to the urban centers. In Mexico City, there was a connection between 

the rising middle class52 women who participated in the labor markets and the 

presence of young women who came to the city to do domestic work for this 

group of people (Goldsmith 1990: 237).  

The process of rural-urban migration is called transmigration and appeared in 

the 1990s in the migration academia (Gualotuña/Tuider 2009: 233). Transmigra-

tion is the commute of a person in different geographical and national spaces, 

with correlated cultural areas (Gualotuña/Tuider 2009: 233). So life and social 

practices take place in different places at the same time, as these translocal spac-

es arise. Through modern technology, such as telephones and the internet, it is 

easier to stay in touch with each other. This way, decisions can be made together, 

                                                      
52 The middle class is vanishing in the last decades, due to the changing distribution of income 

(Huesca Reynoso 2004: 23). 
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as the migrant mother is always able to communicate with others (Gualo-

tuña/Tuider 2009: 235). 

As already discussed, Mexico City is a highly urbanized city. Many women mi-

grate from rural areas to the city. More than half (54.3 percent) of the domestic 

workers active in Mexico City are not born in the capital (INEGI 2012: 10). Do-

mestic workers are an important factor in the economy of Mexico City. Most of 

my interview partners had to leave their hometowns in order to find work in 

Mexico City. Two workers come from small villages in the state of Puebla (INR05: 

Ximena, 22.02.2015; INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015), one is from a village from the 

state of Querétaro (INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015), another is from a village of the state 

of Tlaxcala (INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015), and one from a village in the state of 

Veracruz (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). Only one worker was born in Mexico City, 

but also has a migration background, as her parents migrated to the city (INR01: 

Lorena, 09.02.2015). The five migrant workers are from states bordering Mexico 

City, except for Veracruz.  

The fact that families leave to another city shows their need to find a job that has 

a higher income, than they could find in their hometowns. 

One worker first migrated to a bigger city next to her village and stayed with the 

family so she could work. Because she did not like it at all there, she took the op-

portunity to migrate to Mexico City to work as a domestic worker. This shows 

that migration can take place in different stages, where the final destination is 

not clear at the beginning of the migration process. Work as a live-in domestic 

worker is convenient, because the work provides housing, food and some income 

(INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). Another worker describes her experience of migra-

tion as follows: 

 

(empezó trabajando) con catorce años. Y fíjate que lo más curioso cuando yo 

llegué, efectivamente yo soy del estado de Tlaxcala, por ahí hay una hacienda. Y 

los dueños de esa hacienda conocían muy bien a mi mamá. Mi mamá enviudó 

muy jovencita. Entonces como que la conocían muy bién, la señora le dijo a mi 

mamá: Prestame a tu hija, para que vaya a cuidar mi hija, porque la operaron del 
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ojo. No se puede agachar, no se puede baniar, ya sabes, no? Y con esa finalidad yo 

llegué aqui a México a cuidar a la chica (INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015).53 

 

In this case, the mother decided to give her daughter to another family to work 

there. One of the workers, who is active in CACEH, knows many stories of young 

women coming from villages to Mexico City to work in households. She says that 

the people in the village tell girls from a young age that they were born to work in 

the house and they do not serve for anything else (Bautista 2015). 

Family networks and friendships play an important role in the migration from 

their hometowns to the city. These relations are formed by female relatives such 

as sisters, cousins and friends, which represent a great support system in the 

transition process (Morales 2014: 89). These networks provide an option to mi-

grate to the city and make migration easier, as they are a channel of information. 

This support can be information about the experience that family and friends 

have had in their destination region. They also can give financial support for 

transportation, which leads to a dependency relation even before the migrant 

starts to work (Schirmer/Tienken 2009: 206). One example of these networks 

and information channels is that one worker said she heard about a workplace in 

Mexico City from her cousin (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). Another one started to 

work in Mexico City because her mother knew a family that was looking for a 

domestic worker (INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015). 

There has also been a trend from indigenous regions to the centers since the 

1970s (Durin 2008), which has been researched in the last decade in Mexico 

(Durin 2014: 31). It has been shown that, through domestic work, indigenous 

people find an entrance into their destination societies (Durin 2014: 32). Parents 

also think their children have better opportunities regarding school and universi-

ty, as the infrastructure in their villages is not very good (INR06: Catalina, 

27.02.2015), so the hope to have a better life in the city is great. 

                                                      
53 I started to work when I was fourteen years old. I was very curious when I arrived here. I am 

from the state of Tlaxcala, and there is a ranch. And the owners of this ranch knew my mom 
very well. My mom was widowed very young. Because they knew her very well, the lady said to 
my mom, “Lend me your daughter, so she can take care of my daughter because she had eye 
surgery. She cannot lean forward, cannot take a shower, you know, no?” With this goal, I ar-
rived here to Mexico City to take care of this girl. 
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Migration can take place because young women want to realize their wishes and 

start another way of life. In most cases, the decision to migrate is made by weigh-

ing the related possibilities and economical costs. Sometimes in the decision pro-

cess the family can be involved (Han 2003). In some cases, migration can be an 

exclusive decision, as it is an opportunity to flee from domestic violence (Schirm-

er/Tienken 2009: 205). Women who experience violence from their partners or 

families can feel independence and live without fear of domestic violence in the 

city. 

Summary  

The reason why people migrate to the city can be the limited options they en-

counter in their hometowns. In order to find financial resources, they leave their 

original place. Their desire to fulfill their wishes (e.g. to study) can push people 

move to an urban center. This research has focused on the internal migration 

taking place, with the destination being Mexico City. The interview partners mi-

grated to the city from rural areas for different reasons. Issues connected to the 

migration are usually the new structure of the family, as young women and 

sometimes mothers leave their families to provide income for other family mem-

bers54. This leads us to the social background of the domestic workers who work 

in Mexico City.  

7.1.3 Education55 / Income 

Education is often seen as a key factor of what career a person will have in his or 

her life. Studies have shown that the education level within this sector of workers 

is rather low. In 2011, one-third of the workers did not finish primary school, of 

which eleven percent does not know how to read or write. Another third of the 

domestic workers finished primary school, and of the remaining third that fin-

ished secondary school, only 5.9 percent managed to go to university 

(CONAPRED 2011: 61).  

                                                      
54 Find more details about this aspect in section 7.1.2 on social background, generativity and mi-

gration. 
55 In the Appendix, there is a table that explains the Mexican school system. 
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To be a domestic worker, no specific education is needed. This may be an im-

portant factor in explaining why this work sector experiences high structural dis-

crimination (CONAPRED 2011: 56). On average, the schooling of domestic work-

ers takes three and a half years less than for the average working women in Mex-

ico (CONAPRED 2011: 61). The grade of passed education influences their work 

conditions, as better educated workers tend to have more knowledge about their 

rights. On the other hand, the less educated workers are more vulnerable and 

their opportunities in the job market tend to be worse regarding the well paid 

jobs (CONAPRED 2008: 32).  

This trend of young domestic workers being better educated has been verified by 

a 2010 survey from INEGI, where it is showed that the analphabets rate of do-

mestic workers is quite frequent (8.4 percent). This number is two times higher 

(4.1 percent) than analphabetism in other occupations. The percentage of domes-

tic workers that cannot read and write are higher in the age group of 60 years 

and older (INEGI 2012: 6), which goes back to a generation that did not have ac-

cess to basic education, especially in rural areas.  

This research showed that, of the interview partners, the younger domestic 

workers (up to the age of 30) are better educated, as one finished secondary 

school and two completed high school are currently studying at university 

(INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015; INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015; INR05: Ximena, 

22.02.2015). Of the older co-workers, however, one finished primary school 

(INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015) and two completed secondary school (INR06: Cata-

lina, 27.02.2015; INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015).  

The expectations of who should receive education are still diverse. Regina had to 

fight for education since her early childhood, as her father thought she does not 

need to go to school because she is a woman and will get married anyway 

(INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). Her parents are analphabets, and for them, educa-

tion is not significant, especially for women. Finally, her mother secretly sent her 

to school, and after some time her father also accepted the fact that the children 

need basic education. In the study of ENOE (Encuesta Nacional de Ocupación y 

Empleo) a national survey about occupation and work showed that, in Mexico, 

there are still 1.7 million boys and 1.4 million girls, between the age of five and 

17, who do not attend school (UNICEF 2015).  
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What education children receive depends not only on economic reasons, but also 

on their parents’ attitude regarding education. If parents encourage children to 

study, support them and convince them that it is very important, the children will 

be more motivated to study (INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015). During my research, I 

realized that the women I interviewed see education as one major factor to im-

prove life. Maybe it is also a shift that happened in society, because education is 

an important basis for a future job. UNAM, the National Autonomous University 

of Mexico, is fighting for a reformation of the national education system. They are 

convinced that good education leads to better economic well-being, less inequali-

ty in the society and progress of the nation (UNAM 2012). It is the foundation of 

better development of Mexico.  

Education is an important asset to having a better life. For another interview 

partner, it is important to find a partner that is better educated than her, because 

she also connects education with a stable material life. She thinks better studies 

lead to a better job and a better life. Therefore, this worker tells her daughters to 

study hard, so they will not have to do such a demanding job (INR01: Lorena, 

09.02.2015).  

 

Si no estudias te vas tocas por cualquier cosita. Por estar este liempiendo y os a 

trabajas los pesados. Queriendo tener mas estudios. [...]. Le digo esta setando 

datras de unos escritorios. Con su computadora con sus vestiditos, esta con. Si no 

estudies vas estar igual que yo. Y por eso echale ganas (INR01: Lorena, 

09.02.2015). 56 

 

Therefore, one of the interview partners stated that she will try to prevent her 

future children from becoming domestic workers by making sure they obtain 

higher education. She thinks that with a better education, children are better 

prepared for work life and do not need to have the same experience she did 

(INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015). 

It is also interesting to see that all the workers try to give their children a better 

education so that they do not need to end up working in other households, as 
                                                      
56 If you do not study, you will have to do anything, like cleaning or other annoying work. I wish I 

had more education. […] I tell you, sitting behind a desk, with a computer and dresses. If you do 
not study, you will be the same as me. That’s why you need to put effort [in studying]. 
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their mothers do. Although they agree that domestic work is not the worst work, 

they all would prefer that their children study and do another type of work 

(INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015; INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015; INR04: Ana, 

18.02.2015).  

One of my interview partners is convinced that high school graduation (Bachille-

rato) is the minimum requirement in the labor market nowadays (INR01: Lorena, 

09.02.2015). Statistically, the higher education a person achieves, the lower that 

person’s possibilities are of working as a domestic worker (INEGI 2012: 8). This 

statement shows the importance of education in society and that with good edu-

cation, jobs with other working conditions can be attained. Additionally, the de-

sire to finish school or university before getting married shows a trend of women 

finding economic independence, helping their parents economically and moving 

out of the parents’ houses or traveling (Morales 2014: 94). The goals of one do-

mestic worker that is currently studying at university are: 

 

Pues sí. Lo que yo siempre he tenido asi la ídea, es tener un patrimonio digno 

para que yo ofrecerle a mis hijos. Y casarme, tener família pero muy estable, que 

mis hijos estan orgullosos de mi. Pueden decir que: “mi mamá hace asi, trabaja 

asi, pero ahorita, con su esfuerzo de ella salí adelante.” eso quiero! (INR04: Ana, 

18.02.2015).57  

 

This statement indicates, again, the importance of education in improving a per-

son’s lifestyle. Another interview partner was in her high school years, and in the 

beginning, she did not want to study because it was not the school she wanted to 

attend; however, after some time she realized she had to study hard in high 

school to be able to get to public university afterwards (INR05: Ximena, 

22.02.2015). She did not succeed in getting into public university and she did not 

have the money for private university. This blowback even affected her health, 

and it forced her to go to a city to look for a job (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015). 

Education is closely connected to money and family. If the family has enough re-

sources to send the child to private university, the pressure to study at public one 

                                                      
57 Yes, I always had the idea to have a dignified heritage that I can offer my kids, and to marry, 

have a family but be very stable, so my kids are proud of me. They can say, “My mother did it, 
working and now with all her effort she could move on.” That’s what I want. 
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is not as high and there is always a second possibility. But if there are no re-

sources, public universities are the only option and it is very difficult to get there. 

In one case, the domestic worker was lucky to earn a lot, and could therefore 

send her daughter to a private university. This extra money made it possible for 

her daughter to break out of the cycle of having to work at a young age in order 

to provide for the family (INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015). 

To enter work also is a way to get financial resources to continue education. 

What needs to be clarified is that those who are supported by their employers in 

their studies are the young workers, ranging from 20 to 30 years old (INR01: Lo-

rena, 09.02.2015; INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015; INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). There is 

a higher discrimination towards older workers, as they do not receive the same 

support as the younger ones. One worker, who is older, would like to study and 

get a formal education in taking care of elderly, but she said the public universi-

ties do not accept older people and she does not have the money for private uni-

versities (INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015). This worker was interested in studying 

when she was younger, but because she worked from Monday to Saturday, she 

had only one day left and wanted to spend the weekend with her children 

(INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015). In this case, the intersection between the working 

hours and being a mother did not leave her space to educate herself when she 

was younger. Now that she has the time, other factors, such as age, prevent her 

from doing so.  

In this regard, the interview partners I talked to who had achieved high educa-

tion are rather an exception, compared to the average employee in this working 

sector58. The opportunity for domestic workers to study in university is closely 

connected to their work, because they have the chance to work and live in the 

city, close to university. These two workers experience great support from their 

employers to be able to attend university (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015; INR04: 

Ana, 18.02.2015). 

Both workers and employers have an advantage when the employed person is 

well educated, because to manage the household and to be able to read and write 

                                                      
58 Furthermore, due to the economic crisis, well-educated women started working as domestic 

workers. (Organización Editorial Mexicana 2009). Find more information on page 47. 
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is a basic skill. If the worker is better educated, she can also help the children 

with their homework.  

Education can also be closely connected to identity and self-esteem. One inter-

view partner told me that she feels embarrassed when she gets to know people 

with higher education and has to admit to them that she only finished secondary 

school. She also feels embarrassed for her work and does not like to share this 

information with strangers (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015). 

The level of education a domestic worker has depends on the influence of differ-

ent categories. In particular, the income of their parents, the importance of edu-

cation within family and the availability of resources like money and time have 

an impact on the level of education the domestic worker achieves in school and, 

therefore, these factors are very important for domestic workers. Due to inter-

linked discrimination patterns like low financial resources, the domestic workers 

tend to have a lower education level than the national average. There might be a 

certain connection, as the tasks themselves do not require special education. Be-

ing a fulltime, live-in domestic worker does not leave a lot of time to study out-

side of work. Some employers even do not allow their workers to attend school, 

and a lower education level can lead to more vulnerability. On the other hand, 

active support from the employer in the professional career can lead to inde-

pendent, well-educated domestic workers. This does not only benefit the worker 

herself, but as well her employer benefits, as she can do more tasks to organize 

the household. Some people work as domestic workers in order to receive a fi-

nancial resource to fund the studies.  

 

Domestic work is the main source of income for all of my interview partners. In 

this section, the issues connected to income will be described in detail.  

Although there has been a growing recognition of domestic work in Latin Ameri-

ca in the last few decades, domestic work is still a considerably low paid job, and 

only a small number of domestic workers receive social security and benefits 

(CONAPRED 2011: 52).  

Often, the low income domestic workers receive, in absolute and relative terms, 

leaves them in situations of poverty, especially women (Moreno Ruiz 2012: 143). 

The global economic crises have greatly influenced the work sector and forced 

the domestic workers to accept even worse working conditions (Bautista, 2010). 
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The Latin American and Caribbean Confederation of Domestic Workers (CON-

LACTRAHO)59 shows that many domestic workers in Mexico suffer from discrim-

ination; for example, 41 percent of all domestic workers receive less than the 

minimum loan60 (Perez Ocaña 2002 in Kirchhoff 2011). This leads to fewer pos-

sibilities to move out of poverty. 

Income is an important category in the living realities of domestic workers. Two 

interview partner stated they started to work as domestic workers since they 

argue it is better paid than working in a factory, which can be true in some cases 

(INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015, INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015). Two out of ten domestic 

workers are the heads of the household and, therefore, need to provide income 

for the family (CONAPRED 2008: 33). In the 2010 study by CONAPRED, the major 

problem identified by domestic workers is that they work too much and earn 

very little (CONAPRED 2011: 37).  

Since 2015, the minimum wage in Mexico is 70 Mexican pesos per day (about 

3.70 Euro) (CoNaSaMi 2015), but because domestic work is not part of the labor 

law, this is only an orientation for employers (Kirchhoff 2011: 71). Statistical da-

ta state that 41 percent of domestic workers do not earn their minimum wage. 

Almost half of workers in Mexico earn between 500 and 1000 pesos a week, and 

roughly one-fourth of all workers only earn between 250 and 500 pesos a week 

(CONAPRED 2011: 38). Just over one percent (1.2 percent) do not earn anything 

for providing their services (INEGI 2012: 12). About 75 percent of domestic 

workers neither receive any benefits (CONAPRED 2012: 10). During her inter-

view, Lorena stated that her employer pays her very little. She would like to be 

paid more, but she does not consider that she earns much more than the mini-

mum wage. She earns 250 pesos per day. As mentioned above, many workers do 

not even receive the minimum wage of 70 pesos per day, which is extremely little 

income. To improve the economic situation and have a fair income of domestic 

workers, CACEH is fighting for a minimum wage of 300 to 350 pesos per day. The 

reason Lorena stays in this work, although they pay her little, is that they give her 

the opportunity to study while she is working, with adequate working hours. 

                                                      
59 In Spanish: Conferderación Latinoamericana y del Caribe de Trabajadoras del Hogar 
60 Since January 2015, the official minimum wage is around 70 Mexican pesos. As Domestic work-

ers are excluded from that official labor law, this amount only serves as orientation (Kirchhoff 
2011: 71, CoNaSaMi 2015) 
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Another point closely connected to income is the working hours. In general, do-

mestic workers work many hours (up to 12) a day, without a fixed work schedule 

– especially the live-in workers. Therefore, their salaries per hour drop dramati-

cally, because they are usually not paid overtime (CONAPRED 2012: 8). Legally, 

there is a fixed amount of hours a worker works a day, and every extra hour of 

overtime needs to be paid after four extra hours per week. Around half (44.7 per-

cent) of domestic workers do not have a fixed working schedule (CONAPRED 

2011: 39). 

Only about thirdteen percent of the workers get paid per hour (CONAPRED 2011: 

37). Three of the six interview partners indicated that they do not have fixed 

working hours (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015; INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015; INR04: 

Ana, 18.02.2015). It is expected by the employer that the worker stays longer 

than originally agreed, but without any extra payment (INR01: Lorena, 

09.02.2015). One interview partner told me that the employers were satisfied 

with her work and when she did extra work, they also paid her extra (INR02: Re-

gina, 11.02.2015). Another worker confirms that she was also paid extra for 

working extra hours, but payment was inconsistent (INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015). 

One worker says her employer is very exact with her working hours, and that is 

something she likes a lot (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). Two workers, Catalina and 

Camila, work three days nonstop over the weekends. The two workers, men-

tioned in the sentence before, as very few workers, have fixed working 

hours (INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015; INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015). Currently, Ana 

works three to four extra hours each week and does not get paid for it. The family 

she worked for before raised her salary every six months by 500 pesos. She 

wants to ask her current employers for a raise, but is waiting for the right time. 

She has worked for the family for three years and has not gotten a raise yet. She 

thinks that if they do not raise it, they should at least lower her workload (INR04: 

Ana, 18.02.2015). She now receives social security and earns the same, so actual-

ly her income increased.  

One reason to change the workplace is because of better payment (INR06: Catali-

na, 27.02.2015). All of my interview partners said that they would like to be paid 

better (INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015). Income is a big source of conflict with the 

employer. Because the workers totally depend on this money and if the employer 

does not pay what was agreed on, they have no chance to fight for it. The only 
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option they have is to argue about it or go to another workplace, which some 

consider as they have the confidence to do so.   

Another interview partner looked for a job after the secondary school. She want-

ed to have money, helped her parents economically and did not see the value of 

education as a teenager. Being in a work environment made her forget about 

school, so she did not go back, even when she had several opportunities (INR02: 

Regina, 11.02.2015). The fact that she helped her parents pay for her little sib-

lings that still went to school, shows that her family needed the extra money that 

Regina earned through domestic work, although her father did not like that his 

daughter helped them financially. It also gained her some recognition, especially 

for her father, who preferred the sons, who had more value (INR02: Regina, 

11.02.2015). In this case, the intersection between money and education is quite 

obvious. Her motives – that is, to not get a higher education because she pre-

ferred immediate money and supported her family – become clearer.  

Summary 

The main reason domestic workers enter their workplaces is the necessity of in-

come to provide for their families. This is also connected to the decision to mi-

grate, in order to find better paid work than they would in their hometowns. In 

general, the income of domestic workers is low compared to the average income, 

but paid well for low education. Thus, the question arises: would the profession-

alization of the occupation lead to a higher income? Working hours are also con-

nected to income, because in most cases, there is only a verbal agreement be-

tween the employer and worker regarding income and working hours, which 

often brings up conflict between both parties. To find clarity in these issues, clear 

labor laws are necessary. This is further elaborated in section 7.1.5 on legal situa-

tion of regulating working conditions.  

7.1.4 Violence / Health 

Gender-based violence has roots in the context of systematic discrimination and 

other forms of suppression because of gender. The historical unequal power rela-

tions between men and women are demonstrated in this violence, and they shape 

the lives in private and public sphere (Naciones Unidas 2006: 31). This structural 
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violence shows the “machista” culture61 still present and deeply rooted in the 

society. The explanation they give the women is that they were born as women; 

therefore, they were born to have children, take care of them and the house and 

serve their husbands (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). 

Violence against women can be done in the form of suppression, exclusion, sub-

ordination, discrimination, exploitation and marginalization. The problem in 

Mexico with the anti-women attitude, which has penetrated institutions and so-

cial life, is that violence against women can happen and it does not draw conse-

quences. Social and national impunity does not constrain the gender violence62 

(Alfarache Lorenzo 2009: 106), so when crimes against women happen, often 

there is no further investigation, and the violator does not experience any conse-

quences of these actions. This failure in the chain of legal prosecution leads to 

more insecurity for women in Mexico.  

In 2007, a law called ley general para accesso para mujeres a una vida libre de 

violencia63 was introduced in Mexico. This has been the success of feminist effort 

to fight against gender-based violence. It should lead to an adjustment of the na-

tional law in accordance with international human rights norms, so that a posi-

tive political, legal, social and cultural change can lead to the elimination of vio-

lence against women in Mexico (Alfarache Lorenzo 2009: 113).  

Domestic workers, as the majority of them are women, are greatly affected by 

gender-based violence. The fact that they work as a domestic worker increases 

their discrimination due to their work context. As their work takes place in pri-

vate houses, the violence the domestic worker face is often invisible and their 

possibilities to defend themselves are very limited (CONAPRED 2011: 56).  

Some of my interview partners recounted their experience of sexual violence in 

their workplace and private context. “Domestic workers are probably the most 

exposed to sexual harassment and rape,” comments D’Souza (2010: 25). This ex-

perience of sexual violence had severe influence in the physical and psychological 

                                                      
61 In Latin American culture, machismo is a social behavior pattern in which the Latino male ex-

hibits an overbearing attitude to anyone in a position he perceives as inferior to his demanding 
complete subservience. Machismo is usually used and defined with a negative connotation; […] 
aggressiveness, physical strength, emotional insensitivity, and womanizing. (Mendoza 2009) 

62 Impunity means no investigation, prosecution, arrest, accusation and conviction of the respon-
sible person who violated rights (Alfarache Lorenzo 2009:107). 

63 “General law for access of women to a life free from violence”. 
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health of these interview partners. One woman totally isolated herself and avoid-

ed any contact with other people (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). Another woman 

stopped working for the family she was abused by (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). 

Although those incidents largely affected the life of the worker, the offender did 

not face any consequence. The information about the incident did not spread to 

other family members or the police and, therefore, the offenders stayed protect-

ed. The offender can also act in this context because of the unequal power rela-

tion and usually does not fear any consequences of his/her actions. The domestic 

worker has a lot of fear and shame if abuse occurs (D’Souza 2010: 25), like in 

general cases of violence. A big problem with the violence faced in the workplace 

is that, usually, society believes the employers and not the workers (INR04: Ana, 

18.02.2015). If there has been an incident of sexual abuse or physical violence 

against the worker, the employers tend to turn the situation around and accuse 

the worker of robbing the family or seducing the employer (CONAPRED 2011: 

56, D’Souza 2010: 25)64. Violence also can be present in the workers families. It is 

not necessarily the case that women live with domestic violence, but even in my 

interviews, the workers talked about physical violence against them. Unfortu-

nately, the women stay with their partners for various reasons, one of them being 

economic dependent (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015).  

The violence faced by domestic workers includes both physical abuse at work 

and as well as in their own homes. One interview partner left her partner after 

long, ongoing physical abuse. At one point, she feared for her life and her chil-

dren’s lives and, therefore, she decided to leave (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015).  

This experience of violence from her partner and leaving him made her inde-

pendent, and she had to find a way to survive with her children on her own. This 

difficult situation and need of money essentially made her a domestic worker 

because domestic works is not formal; she was able to enter the field quickly and 

had an income. In this case, she also accepted any work conditions because of the 

urgency to find employment (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015).  

Experienced violence can have big effects on their health. One worker has to get 

psychological help, due to sexual violence she experienced in her childhood 

                                                      
64 In section7.1.5 on legal situation, one worker mentions the same and expresses critique on 

these patterns.  



94 

(INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). This worker understands now that health comes 

first, before work, and to be healthy is a basic necessity to perform good work 

and have a good life. Employers helped her find psychological treatment and 

showed understanding for the illness.  

The health of domestic workers is an important issue, as only a healthy person 

can work properly. To assure the health of the people and healing in case of ill-

ness, access to the health system is necessary.  

One of my interview partners said she is hardly sick, and still works even when 

she feels sick (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015). The reason is the necessity of earning 

money and the lack of access to the health system. Some of the interviewees re-

ceive medication from their employer, as she is a doctor (INR01: Lorena, 

09.02.2015; INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015). This way, the worker avoids going to a 

public doctor or missing a day at work. This system of diagnosis and treatment 

needs to be seen critical, although it is better than no medical care at all. Having 

social security is basic to provide medical assistance in case of illness. 

 

Even though LFT (Ley Federal del Trabajo, Federal Work Law) defines some ob-

ligations for employers in case of illness – they are required to pay up to one 

month of salary and have to provide medical assistance (LFT, Art. 338) - existing 

regulations systematically discriminated DWs (Domestic Workers) (Kirchhoff 

2011: 71).  

 

In 2010, almost 44 percent (43.8) of domestic worker did not have any access to 

public health services (INEGI 2012: 11). “Consequently, only 0.01 percent of 

these [domestic workers] receive social security benefits (ADITAL 2010). When 

domestic workers are ill or pregnant, they often do not receive any medical help, 

because their employers did not register them or process for them social security 

(Kirchhoff 2011: 71). Having social security would mean that they have the right 

to have a maternity leave, the right to receive a pension, a place in the kindergar-

ten for their children, and other benefits (CONAPRED 2012: 10); however, since 

1984, Mexican social security law inhibits domestic workers to enter this basic 

system, which leads to a structural discrimination (Pérez Ocaña 2002 in Kirch-

hoff 2011: 71). One interview partner said she had a big surgery and she could 

not go to work for one month. Her employers continued to pay her salary, but 
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because health treatment is very expensive in Mexico, her son had to pay for the 

surgery. If she had social security, these issues would not be the same (INR06: 

Catalina, 27.02.2015). 

The legislation in Mexico also says that “if the illness is not chronic the employer 

must provide medical assistance until recovery, or until another ‘service’ takes 

responsibility for the worker.” (Moreno Ruiz 2012: 129). If the worker has been 

employed in that house for more than six months before getting ill, the employer 

has to support the worker for up to three months of illness (Moreno Ruiz 2012: 

129). Many domestic workers cannot retire because they have no entitlement to 

a pension (Iglesias 2010 in Kirchhoff 2011: 71). Pension after retirement is in-

cluded in the social security system (Kirchhoff 2011: 71).  

Usually, after one week of work, the employers are supposed to complete social 

security registration, including the health insurance, according to Regina. Some 

employers, however, make the workers wait, because they say it costs them time 

and effort, and if they are not sure if the worker will stay and do a good job, they 

do not want to do the bureaucratic process (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). One 

employer made one worker wait for months, providing one excuse after another 

until the worker finally decided to leave the workplace, because there was no 

change in sight (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). The older workers in particular see 

the importance of having social security, because knowing their health bills will 

increase and that having the security system will keep them from having to pay 

large expenses for doctors’ appointments and medication (INR02: Regina, 

11.02.2015; INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015; INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015).  

The family can also be a support system in case of health issues. One worker 

stopped working to take care of her sick husband (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015).  

One of the workers I talked to could not go immediately to university after high 

school for economic reasons and health issues within the family. She preferred to 

take care of her sick parents instead of continuing with her academic career. This 

also shows hidden patterns of young women taking care of their families and re-

signing their own life goals (INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015). So, in case of emergency, 

the family needs to give support to all family members, especially when social 

security is absent. 

Summary 
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Gender-based violence is rooted in a context of systematic discrimination and 

suppression of women, connected to racism. In Mexico, the biggest problem with 

violence is the impunity. When violations happen, the offender often does not 

fear any consequences, because the victims often do not report the incident, the 

legal system does not work independently and society and law enforcement tend 

to believe the employer. In the case of domestic workers, violence against them 

often stays invisible, because the workers depend on the income of their jobs and 

employers have a better position in society. For this reason, judges tend to be-

lieve the employer instead of the worker. When women experience violence in 

their private homes, live-in domestic work can be a way of escape65. It also offers 

a fast income source, as the work takes place in the informal market and the 

workers can start working without a long recruitment process.  

The main issue regarding health for domestic workers is having access to the 

health system. Ninety-six percent do not have access to this basic provision of 

health care (Rubi in Schwenkes/Heimeshoff 2011: 71). According to this, hardly 

any worker has social security, including access to the health system, pension 

and benefits. The biggest problem is that employers often do not want to give 

social security to their domestic workers for various reasons. Legally, employers 

are obligated to pay for sick workers. In the case of domestic workers, some de-

pend on their families to help pay the bills for doctors, as well as for care-taking 

during recovery.  

7.1.5 Legal situation 

The legal situation of domestic workers is a difficult topic. Because domestic 

work takes place in the informal economy, the legal framework for it is not con-

sidered. Another issue is the ignorance of the labor rights by both the employer 

and employee. The employer has benefits if the worker does not know his or her 

legal rights and obligations, and when this is the case, the employer makes the 

rules.  

                                                      
65 This is more closely discussed in section 7.1.2 on social background, generativity and migra-

tion.  
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Domestic workers want to be recognized as workers, just like any other workers 

in Mexico. They demand basic labor rights such as a fair salary, stable working 

hours, safe and adequate working conditions, treatment with dignity, social secu-

rity and a meal a day when working eight hours, pension, national holidays off, 

etc. However, the working reality of domestic workers is often not as demanded. 

The very lucky ones are employed and have working conditions similar to work-

ers in other sectors. “The low importance of the existing legal regulations is also 

reflected by the fact that only five percent of the nearly two million DWs in Mexi-

co possess a signed labour contract.” (ADITAL 2010) “Correspondingly, unjusti-

fied dismissal (without severance pay) is a common problem” (Iglesias 2010). 

In the interviews with the domestic workers, it became clear that those who are 

not active in CACEH have a limited and unclear understanding of their rights 

(INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015; INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015; INR05: Ximena, 

22.02.2015). On the other hand, the interview partners who are members of 

CACEH are very clear about their rights, and try to implement these rights in 

their place of employment (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015; INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015; 

INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015).  

Knowledge of workers’ rights is a basic asset for every worker, but implementing 

them at work and turning them into reality is another story. Marcelina Bautista 

states that one of the biggest problems that domestic workers face is that they do 

not have sufficient information to defend their rights (Bautista in Sánchez Ambriz 

2013: 96). The women that do have the knowledge about their rights from 

CACEH know that labor rights also come with labor obligations. These two sides 

are inseparable, because they give security to both the worker and the employer 

and both know what to expect from each other (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015). 

As mentioned earlier in section 7.1.3 on education and income, one interview 

partner has a written contract (INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015). Three out of six 

have fixed schedules (INR06: Catalina, 27.02.2015; INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015; 

INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015). Three out of six have social security, which guaran-

tees access to health system and benefits (INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015; INR06: Cata-

lina, 27.02.2015; INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). All of the workers I interviewed 

earn more than the Mexican minimum wage, but depending on their personal 

lives and how many people depend on them, the money they have available is 

limited.  
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As already mentioned, the work performed is not formal; therefore, many work-

ers and employers do not think that labor rights apply. Mexico City is one of the 

metropolitan zones in Mexico where labor rights of domestic workers are not 

respected. According to CONAPRED , 42.2 percent of workers feel that their labor 

rights are not respected (CONAPRED 2011: 26). One interview partner also men-

tioned that employers say that workers have no rights, because they pay them 

and the live-in workers do not pay rent and everything is provided for them 

(INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). Another “justification” for minimizing domestic 

workers’ rights is that they are socially seen as assistants that are part of the fam-

ily66 (CONAPRED 2012: 5). Furthermore, there is a persistent stereotype that has 

been socially created by the dominant culture concerning domestic work, which 

is that women naturally know how to perform domestic work because they 

learned it in their early childhood (CONAPRED 2012: 4). 

The lack of labor rights in the context of domestic workers provokes the exploita-

tion of the workers who are already vulnerable to other forms of abuse, such as 

bad treatment, sexual harassment and humiliation (CONAPRED 2012: 6).  

For Ariza and de Oliveira (2007), a legislative change for more gender equality 

according to motherhood depends on changing character of ideology of the tradi-

tional family structure. In the case of domestic workers, the legal absence of the 

care topic does not help to facilitate the care taking of their own children (Ariza/ 

de Oliveira 2007 in Saldaña Tejeda 2014: 260).  

In the study of Ceballos López, she states that male domestic workers have a bet-

ter possibility to formalize the domestic work, like having social security, and 

their working hours are more respected than those of their female coworkers 

(Ceballos López 2014: 339). 

One active member of the organization CACEH actively promotes labor rights 

with her coworkers, and she informs her employers from the beginning that she 

is active in this organization. She also explains what CACEH does and establishes 

herself and her role as a politically active domestic worker. Some of her cowork-

ers are afraid and do not want to know their rights and fight for them. She does 

not understand this position because she feels these rights are for every domestic 

worker, and understanding and asserting these rights usually improves their 
                                                      
66 More closely discussed in section 7.1.2 on social background, generativity and migration. 
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work situations (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). Still, employers react differently to 

this topic. Some are interested and ask for more information or inform them-

selves more about it. Others reject the information and inform workers from the 

beginning, because they think it can cause trouble. Some employers promise to 

fulfill the rights, but they do not stick to this promise and don’t care about it 

(INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). For employers, informed workers can be a disad-

vantage, as they demand more, like social security, established working hours 

and a minimum wage.  

The interview partners that are not active in CACEH did not know any institution 

or place where they can ask for help in case they have issues at their work 

(INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015; INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015; INR06: Catalina, 

27.02.2015). This makes it clear that this information about the workers’ organi-

zation has not spread to all domestic workers.  

To find out more about what domestic workers think about their government 

and how the government can help improve working conditions, this section 

summarizes the statements made by the interview partners about this topic. 

Lorena is not sure if the government could change anything about the situation of 

domestic workers, but if the government did have any influence, it would be diffi-

cult to realize it, because even when the laws exist, it does not necessarily mean 

that they are implemented in reality. In the end, the working situation depends 

on the employer, because the government does not come to the house and check 

in on the employer or employee. She thinks laws cannot protect the workers 

from employers that treat them badly (INR01: Lorena, 09.02.2015). She is aware 

that bad treatment continues because of the ignorance of the worker and because 

he/she does not know where to ask for help. When the workers are informed, the 

situation changes considerably.  

Ana argues that the government does not help domestic workers, because it fo-

cuses on workers in companies and factories rather than workers in households. 

Domestic workers are excluded from political activities, and they don’t count on 

major support from the government like other workers or employees (INR04: 

Ana, 18.02.2015). In particular, if conflict arises between an employer and work-

er, she would like to have more support from the government. The court does not 

support labor rights, but is more concerned about the employers and therefore 
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does not take workers into consideration. In this case, the government could 

support the workers more (INR04: Ana, 18.02.2015). 

Only one interview partner demands more security from the government. Ac-

cording to her, bad things are happening in Mexico67, and she thinks that the gov-

ernment could solve this by having security patrol to protect against crimes. She 

also demands more help from the government to develop infrastructure (INR06: 

Catalina, 27.02.2015). Catalina thinks there needs to be specific assistance and 

support for domestic workers. Although there are governmental programs to 

help certain social groups, she sees social preferences in them and does not re-

ceive the help she would need. Hence, she is missing the support of the govern-

ment, because she was forced, like many other domestic workers, to migrate to 

the city to find a job and take economic care of her family. 

Summary 

The interview partners questioned in this research are in different legal situa-

tions. Some experience the fulfillment of basic legal rights in all aspects, others do 

not. Domestic work is not considered as work. The difficulty of implementing 

basic labor rights lies in the perception of the domestic work. It is necessary to 

both implement concrete labor rights for domestic workers, and to inform the 

workers in this sector about their rights. The violation of labor rights and their 

prosecution also need to be considered, because impunity is frequently taking 

place and, therefore, Mexicans do not trust in their government or legal system. 

The workers see themselves as invisible in front of the government.  

 7.2. Summary 

In this section, it has been realized that the devaluation of domestic work, usually 

done by women, results in little payment. This leads to poverty, which is difficult 

to get out of. The demand for labor rights is basic, as it assures better working 

conditions. Domestic work is closely connected to the concept of “cultura de 

servidumbre”, which describes the working relationship between employers and 

workers in the colonial time period. The suppression of the workers is necessary, 
                                                      
67 She is referring to crimes such as kidnapping and murders. 
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so they “serve” their employers. This is still present in the way some employers 

treat their workers, but the workers I interviewed also talked about positive ex-

perience they had with their employers, who treat them well. Furthermore, the 

tasks of domestic workers have been discussed. Some tasks, like care taking of 

elderly, can be more exhausting than cleaning and cooking. Finally, the reasons 

why people enter domestic work have been discussed: in most cases, the search 

for income and no better alternative option. To find a workplace, agencies or the 

family network of employers and workers are used.  
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8. Conclusions  

In white, mainstream feminism, domestic work, was considered as a sign for pa-

triarchal suppression. In their discussions, the categories of class and race were 

merely noticed. Women of color, who performed paid domestic work in the 

households of privileged white families, did not agree with this political move-

ment. In response, women of color protested against the dominant discussions 

about domestic work as a male oppression form. They wanted to gain focus on 

the living realities of women of color, which differed significantly from privileged, 

white housewives. This fight for recognition and emphasis on the special living 

realities of paid domestic workers continues even today.  

The economic crisis since 1980s led to changes in the Mexican labor market. 

Many rural people had to leave their homes, due to a lack of work opportunities 

and expropriation processes. Many women migrated, and are still migrating, to 

Mexico City to find a job so that they can receive an income that supports the 

family. Women, who are often not well educated, have a chance to find work as 

domestic workers in the households of middle class and upper class homes. Do-

mestic work is one opportunity for female migrants from rural areas and local 

women in Mexico City to earn money.  

This migration and work process is influenced by many factors, e.g. generativity 

and the legal work situation. The family network simplifies the movement of do-

mestic workers from rural areas to urban centers. The migration of mothers from 

rural areas results in a change of the concept of traditional gender roles, as the 

woman becomes the main provider for the family. This can lead to a more power-

ful position when it comes to making decisions about the use of money. Further-

more, the traditional role of “mother” changes with their physical absences, and a 

family member – usually female – inherits their role of raising the children. The 

sociological aspect of migration and its impact on family structures should be 

closely examined. Are there any options for women to stay in their local commu-

nities? (Juárez Sánchez/Ramírez Valverde 2007). And how does the absence of 

the migrated mother affect the mother-child relationship? (Parreñas 2008).  
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Knowing labor rights and laws can lead to better work conditions and, therefore, 

tends to result in less discrimination in the workplace. Regarding domestic 

workers’ legal situation, basic labor laws are needed in Mexico in order to pro-

vide domestic workers with a legitimate foundation that they can rely on when it 

comes to working conditions. Current civil society movements and global institu-

tions, like the ILO, are focusing on regulating this work relation in order to im-

plement basic labor rights for domestic workers in Mexico. In further research, 

the role of employers and employment agencies should be considered. These 

perspectives, connected to ILO Convention 189 and its practical implementation, 

will give new insights about the legal situation. In particular, the role of employ-

ment agencies and how they impact work conditions should be researched. 

A young domestic worker with the will to study is more likely to attend school in 

addition to working, because she has an income to pay for school. Two of my in-

terview partners highlight this trend, as they can combine working in a house-

hold and attending university (INR05: Ximena, 22.02.2015; INR04: Ana, 

18.02.2015). This research shows that older domestic workers did not have this 

opportunity, due to their social backgrounds, as their parents did not support the 

formal education of women (INR02: Regina, 11.02.2015). Furthermore, their 

families sometimes needed an income, so the young women had to look for a job 

(INR03: Camila, 17.02.2015). The situation – education, in particular – has im-

proved considerably in recent decades. More children have access to basic educa-

tion, especially girls. Education and information are the basic assets for a self-

determined life. Through new technology, such as the internet and smartphones, 

spreading and obtaining information is becoming easier. Organizing widespread 

workplaces, such as those of domestic workers, can be can be easily done with 

this resource, and the opportunity to do so – particularly among vulnerable and 

hard-to-reach populations – should be researched and implemented in a way that 

allows domestic workers to simultaneously understand their rights, voice their 

concerns and become a driving force for change. 

This research supports the statistics that almost half of domestic workers do not 

have access to the health system (INEGI 2012: 11). Having social security pro-

vides them with access to healthcare in case of illness. This is crucial in order to 

carry out physical tasks. Social security also allows the workers to receive bene-

fits and pension when they retire. Due to informality in the work relations be-
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tween domestic workers and employers, domestic workers usually lose their in-

comes the moment they stop working. Without a written work contract, it is even 

more difficult to demand basic labor rights, such as those offered by regulation in 

the formal labor market. The informality and the inferior positions of domestic 

workers in society and in their workplaces place the workers at a higher risk of 

discrimination and violence. When women experience violence in their families, 

live-in domestic work is an option to flee this situation. It can provide economic 

independence to allow the worker to live a life as she imagines. The way employ-

ers treat their workers varies. Domestic workers are at a high risk of physical and 

psychological abuse, because their work takes place in a private space and there 

are no regulations. Informality can also present an option for workers, as the en-

trance to a new workplace is fast and lacks bureaucratic barriers. In the most 

cases, it is a disadvantaged position of domestic workers in the Mexican society. 

This occurs in institutional and societal contexts that tend to keep them in this 

position in favor of the employers and the economic system.  

To fight for better work conditions is a task for each worker, employer, institu-

tion and society as a whole. If the job conditions were good, for example, provid-

ing adequate income, a fixed work schedule, social security and a respectful 

treatment by the employers, the domestic workers would have more chances to 

have the life they wish for because their basic needs are covered. Furthermore, 

higher self-esteem leads to better work conditions, because the workers are 

more confident in speaking up to their employers, voicing their concerns and en-

forcing their rights. The fight and organization of many domestic workers 

worldwide and in Mexico is leading to a constant improvement of the situation.  

Society also has to cherish domestic work and encourage a respectful attitude 

towards this work sector. Recognizing housework as dignified work is essential 

to improving the labor situation of domestic workers. This responsibility in-

volves not only the workers who need to identify themselves with their jobs, but 

also with the families that employ domestic workers who need to see them as 

workers with rights and obligations. Until nowadays domestic work does not re-

ceive the recognition and value that it actually has, as you can see from the inter-

views. Also power relations between employer and worker are not sufficiently 

reflected by the involved parties. But new movements like CACEH and an organi-
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zation of employers, called “hogar justo hogar” who demand to fulfill domestic 

workers basic rights are emerging.68  

Another aspect that leaves a considerable gap in research concerning domestic 

workers is the role of security (Wondratschke 2005). Security plays a crucial role 

in the lives of domestic worker – not only in their houses and their lives, but also 

public insecurity, which has effects on the people and their attitudes towards 

each other.  

As we see, all the categories that relate to this profession (education, violence, 

generativity, health, income, legal situation, migration, social background and 

work) are closely interlinked. The situation of each domestic worker is complex, 

but there are some parallels to be found. This research shows that these women 

experience options and discrimination connected to their work situation. Dis-

crimination and opportunities need to be made visible in order to analyze com-

plex living realities where different categories influence each other. The intersec-

tionality theory is a suitable tool for it. Originally, it was used to make the triad of 

categories race, gender and class visible. However, this research only focused on 

a few select categories, and it is difficult to show a complex situation of a very 

heterogeneous group like domestic workers. A higher number of narrative inter-

views can lead to new insights about the living and working realities of domestic 

workers. It would be also interesting to see how the new labor union in Mexico 

will influence the social perception of domestic workers and the (hopefully) 

changing jurisdiction.  

 

                                                      
68 Hogar justo Hogar: Home fair home http://hogarjustohogar.mx/ [Accessed: 26.03.2016] 

http://hogarjustohogar.mx/
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Appendix 

List of abbreviations 

CACEH Centro de Apoyo y Capacitación 
para Empleadas del Hogar – 
Center of Support and Training of 
Domestic Workers 

CONAPRED Consejo Nacional Para Prevenir 
la Discriminación – National 
Council to Prevent 
Discrimination 

CONLACTRAHO Confederación Latinoamericano 
y del Caribe de las Trabajadoras 
del Hogar – Latinamerican and 
Carribbean Confederation of 
Domestic Workers 

ENADIS Encuesta Nacional sobre 
Discriminación en México – 
National Survey about 
discrimination in Mexico 

ENOE Encuesta Nacional de Ocupación y 
Empleo – National Survey of 
Ocupation and Employment 

GDI Gender Development Index 
GDP Gross Domestic Product 
GII Gender Inequality Index 
GNI Gross National Income 
IDWF International Domestic Workers 

Federation 
ILO International Labor Organisation 
INEGI Insituto Nacional de Estadística y 

Geografía – National Institute of 
Statistics and Geography 

LFT Ley Federal del Trabajo- Federal 
Work Law 

NAFTA North American Freetrade 
Agreement 
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PRD Partido de la Revolución 
Democratica – Party of 
democratic revolution 

SINACTRAHO Sindicato Nacional de 
Trabajadores y Trabajadoras del 
Hogar – National Domestic 
Workers Union 

UAM Universidad Autónoma 
Metropolitana – Autonomous 
Metropolitan Univeristy 

UN United Nations 
UNAM Universidad Nacional Autónoma 

de México – National Autonomous 
University of Mexico 

USA United States of America 
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Mexican School System 
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Interview questions in Spanish 

1. Me puedes describir tu vida desde la infancia hasta ahora? 
Datos personales: 
De donde vienes? Cuando viniste a DF? 
Cuantos anios tienes? 
Tienes hijos/pareja? 
Desde cuando eres empleada del hogar? 
Que hiciste antes de ese trabajo? 
Porque dejaste el trabajo anterior? 
Como conseguiste ese trabajo? 

2. Me puedes describir tu vida ahora? 
La situacion personal y laboral de ahora 
Me puedes describir un dia “normal”? 
Cual son tus experiencias de ser empleada del hogar? 
Me puedes describir un conlicto y como lo solucionas en el trabajo? 
Te has encontrado en una situacion cuando te sentiste discriminada? 
Cuales son tus deberes acociado del trabajo? 
Desde cuando estas con la familia actual? 
Cuantas personas viven en la casa? 
Como es tu situacion economica? 
Puedes comprar y hacer lo que quieres con tu pago? 
Es dificil encontrar trabajo? 
Te gusta tu trabajo? 
Cuantas horas trabajas al dia?  
Cuanto tiempo necesitas para llegar al trabajo de tu casa? 
Cuantos dias tienes libre? Lo puedes pedir? 
Trabajas en dias festivos? 
Como son tus condiciones de seguridad social? 
Que pasa si te lastimas/enfermas? 
Quien paga los costos conctados con la enfermidad? 
Tienes seguro social? 
Hasta cuantos anios tienes que trabajar? Vas a tener una pension? 
Se cambio la situacion de empleadas del hogar? 
Como es tu relacion con los empleadores? 
La empleadora tiene un trabajo remunerado? 
Tus empleadores te pagan semanal o mensual? 
Quien te dice que tienes que hacer? 
Como quieres que te dicen? 
Quien cuida tus hijos/dependntes mientras estas trabajando? 
Conoces tus derechos laborales? 
Como gastas tu dinero? 
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Quien mas tiene beneficio de tu pago? 
Hay otros ingresos? 
Eres parte de una organicacion que trabaja con o para empleadas del hogar? 
Que dirias a tu hija/ sobrina si dice que quiere ser empleada del hogar? 

3. Como seria tu vida perfecta? 
Que son tus deseos privados o laborales para el futuro? 
Crees que organisaciones pueden cambiar la situacion laboral? 
Que preguntarias o demandas del gobierno para cambiar la situacion? 
Que preguntarias a tus empleadores para cambiar tu situacion 
laboral? 
Que necesitas para tener una vida decente? Un trabajo decente? 
Hay algo que te gustaria que cambia en tu vida? 

4. Porque participas en este entrevista? 

Questions for the expert interviews 

Marcelina Bautista:  

• Cual son los retos mas graves que tiene CACEH? 
• Me puedes, decir que caracteristicas tienen las companieras que son 

parte de caceh?  
• Como se veia la situacion perfecta para caceh? 
• Crees que, cuando induczan los leyes que se cambia la situacion de las 

companieras? 
• Como es la cooperacion o colaboracion con los empleadores con 

ustedes?  
• Que pinta tiene el govierno en la situacion de las companieras? 
• Que condiciones politicas, economicas y sociales deben que, o sea son 

necesarios para que ustedes van a lograr el sindicato? 
• Como te imaginas el futuro? 

 

Mary Goldsmith: 

• When and why did you start to do research about domestic work in 
Mexico? 

• I wanted to know if you have seen any changes of the situation of do-
mestic workers since you started? 

• So which structural circumstances do you see provoke this current situ-
ation of domestic workers? 

• You are connected to CACEH, what role do you think does CACEH plays 
in the situation of domestic workers nowadays? 
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• So you think it’s very important that it’s like a non-governmental organ-
ization, I mean that it’s not part of the government? 

• You wrote a text about the sindicato of domestic workers that there has 
been one in the past. What conditions in economic, political and social 
meaning do you think are crucial so that there is a sindicato again? 

• In your option, what are the biggest struggles, right now or domestic 
workers? 

• What role plays the employers in this? 
• How do you imagine now the future of domestic workers in Mexico? Do 

you have an imagination? 
• What kind of contribution academics, we give to this fight of domestic 

workers?  
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English Abstract 

In the first part of this paper, a description of Mexico is found. Background in-

formation about its population, economy and migration processes in Mexico is 

given to realize the context in which the research took place. It is followed by the 

methodological reflections how the data have been collected and evaluated. In 

this part a more detailed description about literature review, the participating 

observation and the interviews is given, on what the research is based. After-

wards, the development of the concept of domestic work appears. It discusses the 

feminist perspective of domestic work and considers the critique from black fem-

inist movements on the mainstream debates. In the course of these discussions, 

the issues connected to domestic work are illustrated. To gain a closer look on 

domestic work in Mexico, some data are edited and the political organization of 

these workers is discussed.  

To analyze the living realities of domestic workers in Mexico City, the theory of 

intersectionality has been used. Through the interdependence of elaborated cat-

egories, the work situation and lives of domestic workers has been viewed. Ac-

cording to how each category is involved with each other, the situation can be 

very different. This paper points out, how the categories elaborated influence 

each other and lead to a determined living reality of this work group. The combi-

nation of all the categories mentioned in the main part of applied theory leads to 

a dynamic picture of the domestic workers in Mexico City. In most cases it is a 

disadvantaged position of domestic workers in the Mexican society. This is in-

volved in institutional and societal context that tend to keep them in this position 

in favor of the employers and the economic system. The current civil society 

movements and global institutions like ILO are focusing to regulate this work 

relation in order to implement basic labor rights for domestic workers in Mexico.  
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German Abstract 

Diese Arbeit beschreibt die Lebens- und Arbeitsrealitäten von Haushaltsarbeite-

rinnen in Mexico Stadt aus einer intersektionellen Perspektive. Zu Beginn wird 

der Kontext, in dem diese Arbeit eingebettet ist dargestellt. Die wirtschaftliche 

Entwicklung und die Migrationsprozesse die sich daraus ergeben werden be-

schreiben. Danach wird die Datensammlung und –auswertung behandelt, da die 

Studie auf narrativen Interviews mit Haushaltsarbeiterinnen, Expertinneninter-

views, teilnehmender Beobachtung und Literaturauswertung basiert. Die theore-

tische Basis bildet die intersektionale Theorie, welche zur Analyse von komple-

xen Ungleichheitsverhältnissen verwendet wird. Die ursprünglichen Kategorien 

Race, Klasse und Gender, deren Wechselbeziehung zu Ungleichheitsverhältnissen 

führt wurde in dieser Arbeit in zehn Kategorien (Alter, Bildung, Gewalterfahrung, 

Generativität, Gesundheit, Einkommen, rechtliche Situation, Migration, sozialer 

Hintergrund und Arbeit) geteilt, die die ursprünglichen drei beinhalten.  

Um die aktuelle Situation von Haushaltsarbeiterinnen in Mexiko einschätzen zu 

können ist die Entwicklung des Konzepts der Hausarbeit beschrieben. Feministi-

sche akademische Bewegungen, die Hausarbeit als patriarchale Unterdrückung 

anprangerten, haben lange Zeit die Kategorien Klasse und Race in dieser Diskus-

sion nicht mit einbezogen. Das wurde massiv von Women of color kritisiert, die 

auf ihre spezielle Lebensrealitäten aufmerksam machten.  

Die heutige Lebensrealität von Haushaltsarbeiterinnen in Mexiko Stadt zeigt sich 

beeinflusst von der Independenz von verschiedenen Kategorien. So kann das Bil-

dungsniveau Einfluss auf das Bewusstsein von arbeitsrechtlichen Möglichkeiten 

haben. Auch das Alter kann beeinflussen ob die Haushaltsarbeiterin von ihren 

Arbeitgebern unterstützt wird um weiterführend in die Schule oder die Universi-

tät zu gehen. Durch die Kombination der erarbeiteten Kategorien kann ein dy-

namisches Bild der Situation der Haushaltsarbeiterinnen gezeigt werden. Die 

Lebenssituation dieser Arbeiterinnen ist beeinflusst von institutionellen und ge-

sellschaftlichen Entwicklungen, die die Handlungsmöglichkeiten bestimmen.  


	Preface
	1. Introduction
	2. Research Setting: Mexico
	2.1. Demography
	2.2. Economy
	2.3. Migration processes
	2.4. Summary

	3. Methodological reflection
	3.1. Data collection
	3.2. Research trip
	3.3. Limitation of data collection
	3.4. Data evaluation
	3.5. Summary

	4. Theoretical Approach: Intersectionality
	4.1. Origins and definition of intersectionality
	4.2. Academic discourse on intersectionality
	4.3. Categories of intersectionality: a tool for analysis
	4.4. Summary

	5. Concept of domestic work
	5.1. A feministic perspective on care work
	5.2. Global trends of domestic work
	5.3. Definition of domestic work
	5.4. Issues connected to domestic work
	5.5. Summary

	6. Domestic work in Mexico City
	6.1. Political organization of domestic workers in Mexico

	7. Applied intersectional theory of domestic work
	7.1. Identified categories
	7.1.1 Work
	7.1.2 Social Background / Generativity / Migration
	7.1.3 Education54F  / Income
	7.1.4 Violence / Health
	7.1.5 Legal situation

	7.2. Summary

	8. Conclusions
	Bibliography
	Appendix
	List of abbreviations
	Mexican School System
	Interview questions in Spanish
	Questions for the expert interviews
	English Abstract
	German Abstract


