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2. Background information

This chapter provides a short introduction to the United Arab Emirates, the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, labor migration, and domestic workers. It is meant for 
those unfamiliar with the two countries or the phenomena of the large flows of 
laborers, and female migrant live-in domestic workers. 

2.1 The United Arab Emirates
The federation of the Emirates was founded in 1971 and consists of seven more or less 
independent states: Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, Ras Al Khaimah, Umm Al Quwein, 
Ajman, and Fujairah. As a sovereign country, it is very young, yet its history dates back 
millennia. It reached its previous economic height before 1258, when the country’s 
ports lost their central position in the Gulf due to the destruction of Baghdad. 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the area was inhabited by several 
sheikhdoms. Local leaders were the male heads of the tribes that were most pow-
erful at the time. The British Empire, in an attempt to make the Gulf safer from 
piracy, signed agreements around 1850 with the leading families, thereby largely 
consolidating the power distribution of that time. Both the nomadic and sedentary 
tribes gained income mostly from trade, pearls, and fishing.48 In the twentieth 
century, competition from Japanese cultivated pearls ended the latter, but trade 
continued to grow, with many smugglers replacing pirates. 

Both the economy and society drastically changed upon the discovery of a large 
oilfield in the 1960s and the subsequent investment of its revenues in infrastruc-
ture and marketing. In twenty years, the inhabitants became some of the richest 
people in the world.49 While most oil is found in the soil of Abu Dhabi and some 
is found in Dubai, the other Emirates have profited as well. To prevent the econo-
my from collapsing upon the exhaustion of the natural resources, the federal and 
state governments have been active (and internationally praised as visionary) in 
diversifying the economy and stimulating tourism.50 

The country has been built at an unprecedented speed. Where forty years ago 
Sheikh Zayed Road was sandy and quiet, today it houses the Manhattan of the 
Middle East. Burj Al Khalifa is the highest building in the world and Burj al Arab, 
the famous seven star hotel, offers a view of the palm-shaped artificial islands. 
Large areas have been planned to become free zones, media cities, university cit-
ies, and parks. The harbor of Dubai has profited from the decline of Beirut as the 
commercial capital of the Middle East51 and it has taken over Switzerland’s posi-
tion as the capital of black money.52 

48 Davidson (2008) P1.
49 Sabban (2005) P2.
50 Tamini (2006) P2.
51  Rugh (2007) P7.
52  Davis (2006).
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In the spring of 2009, it became clear that, especially in Dubai, many projects 
were built on a financial pyramid. Due to the world recession, many constructors 
faced bankruptcy, which lead to an exodus of migrant workers. However, new and 
very strict media laws prohibited proper media access to these issues. Therefore, 
the seriousness of the problems did not become widely known until the end of 
that year, when the Dubai bubble publicly collapsed53 and big brother Abu Dhabi 
had to rescue the Emirate.54 

Economy & labor force
The money needed for the economic boom (or bubble, as it is now also referred to) 
is as untraceable as the workers are nameless. About 95% of the workforce is now 
foreign, largely coming from Asia.55 This has led to unrest, both from the workers 
who request better positions as workers or inhabitants and from the original popu-
lation, which is uncomfortable with having become a small minority in its own 
country. The low-skilled workers are more visible in their protests and there have 
been large sit-downs on the country’s main roads. According to the government, 
these were solved by the police in a peaceful manner; according to several interview-
ees, the protests were solved with large-scale, unnecessary violence and deporta-
tions. The citizens in general are pacified by the government with easy jobs in gov-
ernmental offices, lucrative assignments, and social services. 

Expatriates constitute around 95% of the working population and over 75% of the 
total population. Because the majority of these ex-pats are men, about 70% of the 
population is male.56 Yet, this percentage would be much higher without the pres-
ence of the largely invisible female domestic workers. These statistics are highly 
sensitive and the government stopped publishing them in 1985; they are now based 
on estimates.57 Since the beginning of the twentieth century, newcomers in the 
Arabian Gulf receive no citizenship - only residency permits that can be cancelled 
instantly, even after two generations. The tribal structure of the society is not very 
open to newcomers, but more importantly, neither government nor citizens are 
keen on sharing (power over) the natural resources of the country with outsiders.58 

In light of the fact that Emiratis usually have cars and free time on their hands, 
they are more visible in the streets. Yet in certain places (for instance, the center 
of the somewhat poorer Emirate Sharjah), one sees almost nothing but Indian 
and Pakistani males in the street. 

53 See for instance http://internationalpropertyinvestment.com/dubai-bubble referring already in 2008 to Dubai as 
a bubble, http://www.bt.com.bn/focus/2009/02/17/expat_exodus_as_dubais_bubble_bursts reporting in the 
spring of 2009 on the exodus of expats and http://middleeast.about.com/b/2009/11/27/is-bubble-bursting-dubai-
bankrupt.htm on the near bankruptcy of Dubai and its effects on the world stock markets. 
54  Ali (2010) P viii.
55  Report 3, P1.
56  Davidson (2008) P190.
57  Sabban (2005) P4-8.
58  Report 2, P69.
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The police are very active in implementing restrictions on the freedom of associa-
tion and gathering.59 Newspapers and articles continuously point to the perceived 
dangers of the current situation, as the population of domestic workers (including 
cooks and drivers) already exceeds the population of citizens. The government has 
tried to limit the influx of new migrants by raising the fees for new visas to around 
a year’s salary, but the effect has been minimal. Furthermore, rules have been in-
troduced to limit the number of domestic workers per family (a core family with 
two adults and two children can hire a maximum of six house workers), which has 
created a thriving black market trade in domestic workers between poor and rich 
families. The government does not take action on this, because the house workers 
are part of an unspoken social contract in which no representation is (supposed to 
be) demanded in exchange for social security, luxuries, and tax-freedom (see be-
low under government). 

Government
The British, who started the oil exploitation in the Emirates, paid part of the prof-
its to the tribal leaders.60 In doing so, the British and later the Americans changed 
the political structure61 of the previously egalitarian62 society. Sheikhs used to be 
the first among equals, but as they became less dependent on the support of the 
indigenous population, this changed. Now that the original population has been 
diminished to a small minority, their opinion matters even less, to the point that 
they have become numerically, socially and politically irrelevant.63 This creates 
resentment. 

Many Emiratis state to be happy with their political leaders. Interviewees talk of 
vision and gratitude, they explain about leadership based on charisma and tell 
how people cried when the late ruler of Dubai, Sheikh Rashid, passed away. Yet 
there is another part of the population making comments such as: “The Emiratis 
are not getting the better deal in all of this,” and “Our country has been sold to 
America.” When Russia occupied Afghanistan, the Emirates sent troops to help 
liberate the country. As in Saudi Arabia, they came back with knowledge of how to 
fight unwanted power. In 2001, the World Trade Center was brought down by, 
among others, two Emiratis. The government responded by openly arresting 
many young men, while others (according to understandably anonymous sourc-
es) disappeared without a trace. Talk of politics at parties and receptions leads to 
nervousness and warnings: “You could be charged with espionage you know, you 
better be careful. We used to be a very peaceful country, but it’s not like that any-
more.” Another interviewee admitted: “Many men shaved off their beards. 

59 Sabban (2005) P43.
60 The United States later took over the British position. 
61 According to Davidson (2008) chapter 1, the political structure was changed on purpose; preferred clients were 
strengthened. 
62 Leezenberg (2002) P13.
63 Ali (2010) Px.
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We now wear baseball caps to be safe, but this doesn’t mean we have become less 
conservative. On the contrary.” 

Dubai is run by the dynasty of the Maktoum family. The state is almost indistin-
guishable from private enterprise. Dubai’s top managers simultaneously hold 
strategic government portfolios and manage major Maktoum-controlled real-es-
tate development companies. The concept of a conflict of interests is barely recog-
nized. Because the country ultimately has one landlord and myriad streams of 
rent and lease payments all flow to a single beneficiary, Dubai is able to dispense 
with most of the sales, customs, and income taxes essential to governments else-
where. Dubai has furthermore been exemplary among the other Emirates in cre-
ating regulatory and legal bubble-domes tailored to the specific needs of foreign 
capital and ex-pat professionals. Meanwhile, oil-rich Abu Dhabi subsidizes the re-
sidual state functions, including foreign relations and defense, entrusted to the 
Emirates’ federal administration - itself a condominium of the interests of the rul-
ing sheikhs and their relatives.64 

The governmental structure of the Emirates can well be explained through the 
rentier state theory.65 This political science theory is most frequently applied to 
states rich in petroleum, as both Saudi Arabia and the Emirates are. The theory 
claims that states that receive substantial amounts of revenues (rent) from the out-
side world on a regular basis, combined with a relative absence of revenue from 
domestic taxation, tend to become autonomous from their societies, unaccounta-
ble to their citizens and autocratic. Such states fail to develop in the direction of 
the rule of law because in the absence of taxes, citizens have fewer incentives and 
abilities to pressure the government to become responsive to their needs. Instead, 
the government essentially ‘bribes’ the citizenry with welfare programs, salaries, 
and commercial assignments, becoming an allocative or distributive state. 66 The 
leading principle is thus ‘no representation without taxation’ instead of the demo-
cratic opposite of it, or as the former UK ambassador to the Emirates formulated 
it: “the social contract is that you get given things by the sheikh and in return you 
give the sheikh your allegiance.”67

Society & culture
The economic achievements of the Emirates are unprecedented, but societal 
changes have not taken place with the same speed. At first glance, the Emirates 
have transformed into a completely different country. In many families, three 
generations live together. The grandmother is still full of beautiful stories about 
camel herds and pearl fishing; often she cannot read. 

64 Davies (2006).
65 This theory was first proposed by Beblawi (1990) and improved and ameliorated in, among others, Aarts (2005).
66 Zakaria (2001), likewise Davidson (2008) chapter 5.
67 Ali (2010) P174-175.
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Her daughter, the first generation profiting from the oil wealth, stays at home and 
is able to read some religious texts. The granddaughter, fluent in English, follows 
higher education and is interested in fashion.68 Nevertheless, gender segregation 
and tribalism are still very much a part of everyday life. 

Many Emiratis say that their country has not yet been organized the way they want 
it. The Emirates are not ‘modern’ enough: “Comparatively speaking, we are a very 
young country. (…) in the United Arab Emirates, we follow trends but we do not set 
them. If the status of domestic workers develops worldwide, we will be bound to fol-
low. It may take longer here because our society is very new to modernization and 
human rights issues. However, we are changing.”69 On the other hand, there are 
many who say the developments are moving too fast, leading to a loss of traditional 
values. While the American University houses many Western-dressed boys and 
girls, the University of Sharjah has separate faculties for both sexes: one where boys 
dress in their white gowns and one for girls in their black abayas. 

Dubai, specifically, is famously tolerant of Western vices, with the exception of 
recreational drugs. In contrast to Saudi Arabia, liquor flows freely in the city’s ho-
tels and ex-pat bars and no public objections are made against halter-tops or string 
bikinis on the beach. The Russian girls at the bars are the glamorous façade of a 
sinister sex trade servicing businessmen in five-star hotels. When ex-pats praise 
Dubai’s unique openness, it is the freedom to party they refer to, not the freedom 
to organize unions or to publish critical opinions.70 

Laws & legislature
An important body of law in the Emirates is Islamic law or Sharia, applied mainly 
in personal status issues and criminal cases. Yet its applicability creates confu-
sion, as it is unclear to what extent its rules apply to non-Muslims. For instance, 
the rule that drinking alcohol is not permitted is generally expected not to be ap-
plicable to non-Muslims, as alcohol is served in practically all restaurants and bars 
in Dubai. However, anyone who comes into contact with the police (for instance, 
upon filing a complaint against a local for molestation, as one interviewee did), 
can face charges for alcohol abuse. Furthermore, Sharia is not a codified body of 
law (see chapter 4), which makes it difficult to determine what the exact contents 
of the Emirati version of this body of law are, what one’s rights and duties are.71 

Next to Sharia, there are increasing numbers of Swiss, English, and French law-
oriented codes.72 These include the Emirati ‘Labor Law’ which explicitly excludes 
domestic workers from its protection (see chapter 7). 

68 Rugh (2007) P5.
69 Sabban (2005) P33.
70 Davies (2006).
71 Many expatriates complain about this.
72 See http://www.lexadin.nl/wlg/legis/nofr/oeur/lxweuae.htm for the English version of most important laws 
including the Labor Law. 
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Instruments of the International Labour Organization are generally not applied to 
domestic workers either. The government attempts to implement laws, but it is 
not always capable or interested thereto. An interviewed government official at a 
labor conference in Abu Dhabi admitted: “The labor inspectors thought that in-
spection meant checking the licenses. Now they do more than that: making sure 
that companies respect the rules, and respect the necessity for workers to be work-
ing according to the laws and the rules.” Some laws, according to governmental 
interviewees, are not meant to be implemented; they are only meant as a hint to-
wards what is considered proper behavior.73 

To maintain harmony between the different Emirates, they were given the con-
stitutional right to opt for joining the federal judicial system or to maintain their 
own independent system. Except for Dubai and Ras Al Khaima who maintain 
their own judicial systems, the other Emirates have joined the federal system. Its 
courts are organized to form two main divisions, civil and criminal, and are gener-
ally divided in three stages of litigation. Dubai and Ras Al Khaima initially organ-
ized their courts on two stages, but later Dubai expanded by the establishment of 
the Dubai Court of Cassation.74 The jurisdiction of the federal third division, 
namely the Sharia courts, which initially was to review matters of personal status, 
was expanded in certain Emirates such as Abu Dhabi to include serious criminal 
cases, labor, and other commercial matters. In Dubai, the Emirates Labor Law is 
being applied by special labor courts, which are to be consulted if a mediation at-
tempt by the Ministry of Labor has failed.75 As domestic workers are excluded 
from the Labor Law (see chapter 7), they have no access to the courts administered 
to apply it (see chapter 8). The Emirates government has, in an attempt to better 
regulate the position of domestic workers, introduced a standard contract. The re-
sults hereof will be described in chapter 6 on contractual norms.

The judges in the different courts used to be mainly foreigners. For the application 
of Sharia, scholars have been invited into the country, mainly from Sudan, Egypt, and 
Pakistan. For the application of Western-oriented laws, retired Western judges have 
been invited.76 The different systems seem to operate rather separated. All these judg-
es, however, fall under the regulations of the sponsorship system (see chapter 7), 
which undermines their independence. Currently, more Emiratis are appointed as 
judges, but they are generally young and inexperienced. Recently, the first female 
judges have been appointed. Although the attempts to set up a proper functioning le-
gal system are evident, not all courts and not all judges reach the standards of the in-
habitants of the Emirates, as will be further described in chapter 9.

73 For instance a governmental interviewee stated that during the first years of the law concerned, the obligation to 
wear seatbelts while driving was only intended to promote, not to enforce such.
74 http://gulf-law.com/uae_judicial.html.
75 As explained by an interviewee from the Ministry of Labor.
76 As explained by several interviewees. As the labor courts never treat cases of domestic workers, these have not 
been researched and it is unknown what the nationalities of these judges are. 
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2.2 The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
Although Islam began in Saudi Arabia, shortly after the prophet Mohammed 
passed away, the political center of the Muslim community was transferred to cit-
ies like Damascus, Baghdad, Cairo and Istanbul. In the nineteenth century, the 
Arabian Peninsula, although officially part of the Ottoman Empire, was largely 
ruled by local Emirs and Sheiks, who were the leaders of sedentary and nomadic 
tribes. As the Ottoman Empire collapsed in the First World War, the Arabian 
Peninsula became part of the British Empire’s sphere of influence. With the fi-
nancial and military support of this country, Ibn Saud united or conquered several 
regions of the Peninsula, which he united in 1932 in the current Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia.77 

Ibn Saud and his descendants adhered to the political agreement established in 
1744 between religious leader Al-Wahhab and political leader Mohammed Ibn 
Saoud, forefather of King Ibn Saud. Al-Wahhab’s goal was to create an ideal soci-
ety that would be, as much as possible, similar to life during the time of the 
Prophet Mohammed.78 The agreement divided power between the Saud family 
and religious scholars, most prominently the Al-Sheikh family. Mainstream 
Wahhabi79 religious leaders (especially after their near annihilation in 1818 and 
the civil war in the second half of the nineteenth century) preach that absolute 
obedience to the political leader is a religious duty that prevents sedition (fitna) 
within the Muslim community.80 This pragmatism has repeatedly led ‘radical’ 
Wahhabis, who demanded an uncompromising implementation of Wahhabi ten-
ets, to oppose the religious establishment. 

As in the Emirates, Saudi Arabia’s economy, politics, and society changed im-
mensely upon the discovery of oil in 1938. Saudi Arabia is currently one of the 
largest producers in the world. It is pivotal in the market because this country is 
relatively flexible in its oil production, through which it can influence the stability 
of prices. This makes Saudi Arabia of strategic importance to the oil-hungry 
United States. Adding complexity to that relationship is the fact that Saudi Arabia’s 
largest oil fields are located in the part of the country where the Shi’a minority 
lives. The Shi’a are discriminated against by the Sunni majority and receive sup-
port from neighboring Iran, a nation in conflict with the United States.81 

77 Abukhalil (2004) chapter 2.
78 Referred to as the Salafiyyah movement, or Salafism, meaning those who follow the early predecessors. See, 
among others, Nasr (2004) P102.
79 Wahhabis never refer to themselves as such and always use the terms Salafis or Ahl al-Tawhid.
80 Steinberg in Aarts (2005) P11 & 17: “Sixty years of a tyrannical imam are better than one night without him.”
81  More on the Shi’a in Bradley (2005) chapter 4.
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Economy & labor force
In contrast to the Emirates, Saudi Arabia has been less successful in diversifying its 
economy; the oil revenues still account for 75% of Saudi Arabia’s budget revenues82 
that are redistributed throughout society and that, in turn, create vertical lines of loy-
alty. What Westerners perceive as corruption (buying loyalty) is the basis of the so-
cietal system. This purchase of loyalty and influence has led to protests from busi-
nessmen who are outside the inner circles, but nevertheless have enough power to 
be heard. The government is now trying to copy the economic policies of the 
Emirates and in 2005, significant reforms of the legal system were announced, so 
far - according to interviewees - with little results other than new buildings. 

A problem that confronts Saudi Arabia (like many oil states, including the 
Emirates) is Dutch disease: the country’s currency rises due to the sale of oil,83 which 
makes other products from that same country too expensive to be exported. This 
then blocks other sectors of the economy from properly developing. This is less of a 
problem in the Emirates, by contrast, where the population is small enough to be 
taken care of by the government. In Saudi Arabia, however, a large portion of the 
population remains very poor. Approximately 60% of the population is below the 
age of twenty and more than 100,000 young Saudis enter the job market every year, 
where unemployment estimates range between 10% and 30%.84 This includes 
young people who have received excellent educations in the United States or Great 
Britain, but who lack the proper tribal ties to rise in society.85 Sociological research 
has shown that most crimes worldwide are committed by persons aged 15 to 25 and 
youth booms have contributed throughout history to the rise of revolutions.86 
Therefore, this army of young people, educated with relatively radical teachings87 
and largely unemployed, is worrisome for the stability of the country.88 

The number of expatriates in Saudi Arabia is relatively smaller than in the 
Emirates. The Saudi Ministry of Labor estimated in 2003 that there were approxi-
mately seven million foreigners in Saudi Arabia, making up a little less than one-
third of the kingdom’s total population of 23 million,89 although these estimates 
on both the population and the amount of foreigners varies widely.90 Western 
workers largely reside in compounds, meant to keep the reality of tribal and seg-
regated Saudi Arabia out, while shielding society from the perceived threat of 
Western ‘decadence’. They have become highly secured since the bombings of 
2003.91 Non-Western expatriates live both in- and outside work camps. 

82 Abukhalil (2004) p137.
83 Or natural gas, in the Dutch case.
84 Prokop in Aarts (2005) P77.
85 Al-Rasheed (2002) P113.
86 Levitt (2009) chapter 2.
87 More radical than their parents were raised: Kop in Aarts (2005) P61.
88 Likewise Bradley (2005) chapter 5.
89 http://www.migrationinformation.org/USfocus/display.cfm?ID=264 September 2010.
90 See among many others : http://countrystudies.us/saudi-arabia/19.htm September 2010.
91 Bradley (2005) chapter 6.
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Government
After the Second World War, the British Empire lost power and influence within 
Saudi Arabia (as in the Emirates). At the same time, the United States grew in in-
fluence, mainly due to its involvement in the oil exploitation through Aramco.92 
Saudi Arabia moved to the center of the world’s attention in 1973, due to the oil 
embargo. Following this, Saudi Arabia’s oil wealth grew at an unprecedented rate. 
However, about 40% of the state’s resources were and are spent on the royal fam-
ily, who generally do not adhere to the conservative Wahhabi teachings that they 
prescribe to the rest of the country. The royal family members throws extravagant 
parties, and are by practically all interviewees considered to be entirely above the 
law, a statement supported by a variety of detailed stories concerning princes kill-
ing without punishment, and an apparent brothel near researcher’s apartment, 
which could not be shut down as it was owned by a prince.

In 1979, the religious and political tensions became visible to the outside world 
when the mosque in Mecca was occupied by a group of conservatives.93 The upris-
ing was reportedly ended by French troops (who converted to Islam for the occa-
sion) who flooded the mosques and electrocuted the insurgents.94 Tensions be-
tween modernization and tradition, apparent in the battle between the powerful 
and the oppressed, became visible again during the 1990 Gulf War when the 
Ulema questioned the legitimacy of the rulers who welcomed American troops. 
This questioning led to reforms that had been promised for a long time.95 Since 
the attacks of September 2001, in which fifteen out of the nineteen hijackers were 
originally from Saudi Arabia, both internal forces and the United States have been 
pressing for reforms. The Wahhabi teachings, which were useful to the ruling 
family in consolidating power, are now under attack. The Sauds96 are looking for 
new legitimacy, no longer able to rely solely on their massive stockpile of 
weapons. 

As with the United Arab Emirates, the rentier state theory is essential for under-
standing the Saudi governmental system. However, in Saudi Arabia, the concept 
of segmented clientelism97 needs to be added: the royal family is not one power 
block, but is divided into clusters of princes who all have their own circle of sup-
porters or networks of cronies. 

92 The Arab American Oil Company, predecessor of state owned Saudi Aramco, currently the largest oil 
corporation in the world. 
93 Steinberg in Aarts (2005) P28-29.
94 Fisk (2005) P1114.
95 Al-Rasheed (2002).
96 ‘Saudis’ refers to the people of Saudi Arabia, whereas ‘Sauds’ refers to the ruling family Al Saud.
97 Hertog in Aarts (2005).
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The King must unite and keep peace between (i) the different members of the vast 
royal family, who mainly want wealth and power; (ii) the religious fundamental-
ists, who demand wealth, power and a return to the past; (iii) the prominent, well-
educated middle class that cries out for release from the stifling old traditions to 
gain more wealth and power; and (iv) the Bedouin tribes, who navigate between 
their romanticized nomadic way of life and the lure of the cities, but who strongly 
oppose increasing wealth and power for anyone not from their tribes.98 

The relationship between the United States and Saudi Arabia has grown in-
creasingly complex and co-dependent in recent years.99 The United States’ econo-
my needs Saudi Arabia’s oil and the royal family of the Sauds relies on American 
military support. For instance, in 1975, a private American firm (Vinnell, allegedly 
a cover for the CIA) was hired by the Pentagon to train the Saudi National Guard. 
Approximately one hundred thousand men swore to protect the royal family. 
Twenty-seven years later, Vinnell is still well entrenched in Saudi Arabia. This 
give-and-take relationship has made navigating the post-September 11 political 
waters difficult. Despite a lack of cooperation in the bombing campaign of 
Afghanistan and the investigation into September 11, Saudi Arabia remains the 
United States’ chief ally in the Gulf. In response to the Saudi obstruction, United 
States senators have used strong rhetoric against the Sauds, calling the regime 
corrupt. Some have accused it of sponsoring terror, or at least doing nothing to 
abate it.100 At the same time, others, both inside and outside Saudi Arabia, accuse 
the United States of actually causing the problems relating to Al Qaida. They be-
lieve Al Qaida should be perceived as a militant wing of the Saudi Arabian opposi-
tion to the regime which is considered illegitimate and unbearable and which is 
kept in power by the Americans.101 

Society and culture
Many values and traditions from the Najd, the part of the country from which the 
ruling family stems, became the national standard upon the founding of the cur-
rent Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 1932. Similarly, the Wahhabi interpretation of 
Islam became the state religion. An important concept in Wahhabism is khulwa; 
even more than in the Emirates, the importance of gender segregation is stressed 
in Saudi Arabia. Women are not permitted to be in a place with a man who is not 
a mahram (an unmarriageable male, being a father, brother, son, or husband). 
This leads to the exclusion of women from the larger parts of public life. Although 
most are permitted to go shopping without a male guardian, they are not permit-
ted to enter any government building. 

98 Compare Sasson (2004) P20.
99 Abukhalil (2004) chapter 1.
100 Briody (2003).
101 Steinberg in Aarts (2005) P21. Fisk (2005) P840 even states that the American government appoints Ministers 
in the Saudi government.
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Many men still prefer their wives, sisters, and daughters not to leave the house at 
all or to do so as little as possible. Society becomes visibly different as one is dis-
tanced from the center of Wahhabism around Riyadh. On the east and west coasts 
of Saudi Arabia, women play a more prominent role in public life. Religious police 
have little or no presence and bookstores sell more foreign literature,102 while 
there also seems to be more direct interaction between foreigners and Saudi’s. 

Laws and legislatures
Although Wahhabism does not officially belong to any of the four schools of 
Sunni Islamic jurisprudence as it considers itself to be above them,103 it largely 
supports the legal teachings of Ibn Hanbal (780-856), who is considered by some 
to be the prototype of the fundamentalist legal scholar. Ibn Hanbal stressed the 
importance of following the exact letter of the Quran and he rejected individual le-
gal reasoning (such as analogy), philosophy, theology, and forbidden new things 
(bid’a).104 This concept of bid’a is important in Saudi Arabia, where it is often used 
to stop unwanted developments. If the government actually wants a certain inno-
vation, however, it will negotiate a fatwa (a legal authoritative opinion) with the re-
ligious establishment. 

Throughout most Muslim countries, there is nowadays a de facto acceptance 
that the workings of Sharia should be limited to status, family, and inheritance 
law (to which banking and penal law are added in some countries). Governments 
have been allowed to write secular laws concerning public administration, taxes 
and (less regularly) penal law. Opposition to such laws arose in the fourteenth cen-
tury from Ibn Taimiya, who stated that politics should take place entirely accord-
ing to the Sharia. His work has had a great influence, especially within the Hanbali 
school of law followed in Saudi Arabia.105 Wahhabism from the eighteenth century 
onwards built on his teachings, as well as on those of Salafism, the radical ideol-
ogy of resistance as formulated by Sayyid Qutb, whose Egyptian followers were 
welcomed in Saudi Arabia. 

Because the essence of all these movements is that the government should be 
subject entirely to the principles of Islam, they can only properly be understood as 
movements against the establishment. This is particularly true within the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, where the Saud family is eager to gain legislative and 
judiciary power. There the religious leaders oppose the growing power of the 
Sauds’ with references to the teachings of the aforementioned conservative schol-
ars. The Ulema are closely connected to the Imams (see chapter 9), who have a 
considerable influence on public opinion through their preaching, both in the 
mosques and on television. Yet the Ulema are losing power to the Sauds. 

102 In the center of the country, the religious police seize all books, CDs and DVDs regarded as un-Islamic, see below. 
103 Abukhalil (2004) p101.
104 Al-Zubaida (2005) P81.
105 Al-Zubaida (2003) P93
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This can be deduced from many small signs, such as the fact that for a long time 
the Quran - as interpreted by the Ulema - was considered to be the constitution,106 
while it now has been supplemented by the Sauds’ Basic Law.107

Compared to the Ulema, the Mutawwa religious leaders were initially more fo-
cused on the daily rituals of Islam. In recent years, they have transformed into 
what ex-pats refer to as the ‘religious police’. The Mutawwa, headed by the 
Committee for the Propagation of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice (CPVPV), are 
important to the implementation of certain aspects of Sharia. The Mutawwa pres-
ently consist of more than 3,500 officers in addition to thousands of volunteers, 
often accompanied by police escorts. They have the power to arrest unrelated 
males and females caught socializing. They can detain anyone engaged in homo-
sexual behavior or prostitution, and can enforce Islamic dress codes and store clo-
sures during prayer times. The Mutawwa enforce Muslim dietary laws, prohibit 
the consumption or sale of alcoholic beverages and pork, and seize banned con-
sumer products and media regarded as un-Islamic. (These latter include CDs or 
DVDs of various Western musical groups, television shows, and films.) 

The Mutawwa have been criticized and ridiculed for the use of flogging to pun-
ish violators, banning Valentine’s Day gifts and being staffed by ex-convicts, 
whose only job qualification is that they memorized the Quran to reduce their sen-
tences. Perhaps the most serious and widely criticized incident associated with the 
Mutawwa occurred in 2002, when they prevented schoolgirls from escaping a 
burning school in Mecca. They based this deadly interdiction on the fact that the 
girls were not wearing headscarves and abayas (black robes), and were not accom-
panied by a male guardian. Fifteen girls died and fifty were injured as a result.108 
Apart from the work of the Mutawwa, the implementation of law in Saudi Arabia 
is very poor. Furthermore, while most judges are Saudi’s and therefore do not fall 
under the sponsorship system, many lawyers are foreign. More information her-
eon will be provided in chapter 9. 

There is comparatively little information available on laws and courts in Saudi 
Arabia, possibly because members of the legal-religious elite are generally - as re-
searcher also found out during this research - not keen on granting anybody the 
right to interview them or access to courts and other legal institutions. Yet there is 
a Saudi Labor Law that just like its Emirati counterpart, explicitly excludes domes-
tic workers from its protection (see chapter 7). The attached Labor Courts there-
fore rarely deal with cases involving domestic workers (see chapter 8). The Saudi 
government has written a draft law concerning the position of domestic workers, 
but that has been pending for years now. Instruments of the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) are generally not applied to domestic workers in Saudi Arabia 

106 Abukhalil (2004) p86.
107 See http://www.mideastinfo.com/documents/Saudi_Arabia_Basic_Law.htm for an English translation of the 
Basic Law. 
108 Kop in Aarts (2005) P64.
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either. One ILO interviewee complained that so little can be achieved in this coun-
try that one wonders why it is a member state to the ILO. He explicitly stated that 
this thought did not apply equally to the Emirates, while that country does not al-
low for trade unions either, and the ILO tripartite structure presumes some form 
of representation of laborers in its states members.109 

2.3 Labor migration 
In the twenty-first century, international labor migration, or the movement of peo-
ple across borders for employment, is at the top of the policy agenda of many 
countries, including countries of origin, transit, and destination. The (ILO) esti-
mates that there are more than 80 million migrant workers. Ample positive ef-
fects of labor migration can be shown for both the sending and receiving coun-
tries, but there are also some serious downsides. On the upside, the sending 
countries augment foreign exchange reserves through remittances that positively 
affect the country’s balance of payments, reduce poverty and unemployment, in-
crease national per capita income, and develop an industry that services the re-
cruitment process (recruitment agencies, travel agencies, health clinics, and other 
related business ventures). Furthermore, because many women who migrate 
send money home, status and power of women augment, whereupon sending 
countries emancipate. In some cases, workers acquire new skills, which can be 
utilized upon their return for the development of their home countries. Migration 
also leads to an increase in income tax collection. Consumer markets enlarge and 
migrant workers and their families spend their savings on home improvements, 
machines and equipment, consumer durables, gifts, donations, jewelry, expensive 
food items such as meat and fish, and children’s education.110 

The downsides of labor migration for sending countries can include growing 
corruption to draw from the remittances, failure to provide employment at home, 
brain drain, increased dependence on receiving countries, disrupted families and 
- in cases of abuse - emotional and physical trauma, alienation, loss of self-esteem, 
and the effects of these on other family members. For receiving countries, the pos-
itive aspects of labor migration include the fulfillment of vacancies (particularly 
the unwanted low-skill jobs), economic growth, possibilities for women to develop 
careers without the need for government-provided care centers for children and 
the elderly and savings in human resource development. The downsides for re-
ceiving countries include growing racial and political tensions and, often but not 
necessarily, growth of the hidden economy.111 

109 Much more on Saudi Arabia can be read in among others Aarts (2005), Abukhalil (2004), Bradley (2005) and 
Rasheed (2003) and (2007).  
110 Licuanan in Heyzer (1994) P104.
111 Licuanan in Heyzer (1994) P112-113.
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Due to social and political struggles, many receiving countries have closed their 
doors to permanent migration (or at least that of lower educated workers),112 and 
switched to temporary contract migration to meet the labor shortage in certain 
types of occupations.113 Labor-sending countries are not in a position to object, nor 
can they make any strong demands concerning labor conditions or salaries, as 
they compete with other countries for jobs for their nationals. They often offer 
lower wages while still trying to protect the overseas migrants in terms of wages 
and conditions of service. 

Migration to the Gulf
An important flow of migrant labor was created by the growing oil production and 
derived industries of the Middle East, starting in the 1950s and rapidly expanding 
since the 1970s. The difference from the flow to the West (which regularly consti-
tuted a brain drain as also higher educated workers - if possible - often left perma-
nently for the West), was that the Gulf States from the beginning wanted tempo-
rary workers only - particularly construction workers and, to a lesser extent, service 
workers. Another difference is that the governments of the sending countries 
were (and still are) encouraging this kind of labor export because of grown aware-
ness of the remittances transferred by migrant workers. 

In the Gulf, as elsewhere, patterns have emerged in the international flow of mi-
grants. Workers from certain villages share their knowledge and contacts, or bring 
their family members directly to the Gulf. In this manner, large flows have come 
into existence to the Gulf from Kerala in India, Mindanao in the Philippines and 
the countryside around Jakarta. Other countries of origin include Bangladesh, 
Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Vietnam, China, Egypt, and Morocco for lower-skilled 
workers. Higher-skilled workers come mainly from (again) India, Lebanon, Egypt, 
Europe, and the United States. 

Some migration flows change over time. While India and Pakistan accounted 
for 95% of the Asian workers in 1975, by 1989 the South East and East Asian 
countries had become the main suppliers and India and Pakistan’s share had de-
creased to less than 25%.114 The world food crisis stimulated new flows from 
Somalia and Kenya. For several of these countries (especially the ones providing 
lower-skilled workers), remittances constitute the largest contributor to their 
Gross National Product, usually larger than development aid. 

112 More on the distinction between lower and higher educated migrant workers and on the global politics of labor 
migration in Guild & Mantu (2011). 
113 Raj-Hashim in Heyzer (1994) P119.
114 Lycklama a Nijeholt in Heyzer (1994) P8-9.
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Causes of labor migration
Three determining factors in labor migration flows are (i) the ‘pull’ of changing 
demographics and labor market needs in many industrialized countries; (ii) the 
‘push’ of pressures from overpopulation, unemployment, poverty, and political 
crises in less developed countries; and (iii) established inter-country networks 
based on family, culture, and history, which continue to fuel established move-
ments for many years after.115

The flows of laborers from South Asia and the Horn of Africa to the GCC coun-
tries116 are immense. To a large extent, the push and pull factors of migration are 
the same here as elsewhere. The main cause is a large difference in welfare; due 
to the oil riches of the Arabs and unemployment in many developing countries, 
millions take their chances. Billions of people worldwide live on less than two dol-
lars a day and with a salary in the Middle East of at least $100 a month, the supply 
is unlimited. Due to modern communication technologies, knowledge of the op-
portunities spread fast. 

Many workers leave mainly for the combination of adventure, the lack of em-
ployment opportunities at home and the desire for personal growth. Another fac-
tor stimulating flows is conflict at home; Lebanese workers are a particular exam-
ple. Women often migrate because of the need to support children, especially if 
the father cannot or will not support them. Some women escape domestic vio-
lence, an unwanted marriage, or the difficulties of being in the position of a di-
vorced woman.117 It is estimated that female migrants make up almost half of mi-
grant workers in the world today.118

2.4 Domestic workers
Female domestic workers are – as stated in chapter 1 - live-ins who perform tasks 
in private households, such as cleaning, cooking, childcare, and care for the eld-
erly, in exchange for food, lodging, and money. In earlier historical periods, there 
was often a life cycle of domestic work: girls who worked as domestic workers dur-
ing their younger years would hire one after marriage. Upon the introduction in 
Western Europe of the minimum wage, domestic workers became too expensive 
for the average household. Furthermore, other jobs became available for women 
and therefore paid domestic work almost vanished from many European coun-
tries. In the 1970s, several scholars therefore predicted the demise of paid domes-
tic work,119 but developments during the last two decades have proved them wrong; 
in both the Northern and the Southern hemispheres, the number of those en-
gaged in paid domestic work has grown rapidly. 

115 Maruah in Kuptsch (2006) P37.
116 Gulf Cooperation Council, consisting of Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, Oman, Saudi Arabia and the Emirates.
117 Report 22, P19.
118 Report 22, P29.
119 Moors (2003).
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In some areas, such as China and India, intra-state migration is still predominant, 
but domestic work in most other countries has become essentially restricted to 
migrant women.120 The late 1970s marked a watershed moment for the feminiza-
tion of the migrant labor force. Since then, approximately 70% of the workers 
leaving from Indonesia for Saudi Arabia, Malaysia, Singapore, Hong Kong, Korea, 
and (for a time) Taiwan, have been women seeking employment as domestic 
workers.121 Whereas in the 1970s women formed about 15% of the migrant labor 
force, in the mid-1990s they constituted in several countries the majority of mi-
grant workers; almost 60% in the Philippines and approximately 80% in Sri 
Lanka and Indonesia. By the late 1990s, there were between 1.3 and 1.5 million 
Asian women working in the Middle East. Now there are more than 2 million do-
mestic workers in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates alone. 

Role and position in society
An emerging phenomenon for women in conditions of rapid economic develop-
ment is that the rising costs of living necessitate their employment as wage work-
ers. With undiminished domestic responsibilities, the result is a double burden of 
work and tasks at home. Due to cultural and societal configurations that prohibit 
both men and women from combining work life and family life without undue 
stress, distortions in economic and social life have occurred to enable women to 
cope with their double burden. One such distortion is the transfer of the domestic 
tasks to other women, often women from the Southern hemisphere.122 

In countries of destination, domestic workers are often referred to as necessary 
but undesirable aliens. Domestic work is considered unskilled work. It is menial, 
has low prestige and is therefore usually performed by women from poor coun-
tries.123 Despite this dismissive mischaracterization, domestic work is socially vital 
work requiring diverse skills.124 Because of their nationality, gender, race, and eco-
nomic status, in many societies these migrant domestic workers form the bottom 
stratum of the social hierarchy, which makes them vulnerable to discrimination. 
Because their workplace is the protected private sphere of the household, they are 
vulnerable to abuse. Their situation has been referred to as modern-day slavery125 
in those situations where they face unlimited work hours, employment in multi-
ple households, forced confinement, verbal abuse, and other forms of maltreat-
ment by employers. 

120 Mourkabel (2009) P93.
121 Anggraeni (2006) Pxi.
122 Lycklama a Nijeholt in Heyzer (1994) P37.
123 Alcid in Heyzer (1994) P169.
124 Lycklama a Nijeholt in Heyzer (1994) P32.
125 See for instance on internet in August 2010 http://gvnet.com/humantrafficking/UnitedArabEmirates.htm, 
http://socyberty.com/issues/modern-day-slavery-in-the-middle-east/ and http://www.migrant-rights.
org/2010/03/02/modern-day-slavery-in-the-uae-unpaid-filipino-maid-beaten-and-starved-for-years/ . 
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Initial entry into an alien society with no knowledge of the language or culture and 
no kinship support is an isolating experience in itself. Other factors such as lack 
of skills, low education levels, inexperience, and the lack of fallback positions (in 
their own national economy), combine to lower the (bargaining) position of do-
mestic workers. These women’s power to negotiate for better conditions is also 
limited by their youth; domestic workers have an average age between 15 and 30 
years. Because they are not qualified for anything other than low-paying house-
hold jobs, they are vulnerable to employment pressures in an employers’ market. 
Even ‘veteran’ domestic workers who migrate for a second time find that their oc-
cupational immobility makes their labor easy to exploit.126

In several countries of origin, such as Egypt, the existence of female migrant do-
mestic workers is largely denied, because it is deemed shameful that the country’s 
women must serve other men. In other countries, such as the Philippines, they 
have been dubbed ‘modern day heroes’ probably in an attempt to enlarge their 
numbers. Partly owing to its peculiar nature, this type of work has been the sub-
ject of many controversies, debates, academic analyses, and policy formulations. 
Yet the abuse of migrant domestic workers has continued over the years.127 

Maid trade
Already in the nineteen eighties, the international labor migration of domestic 
workers had become big business, involving millions of women, billions of dol-
lars, a large number of labor-sending and recruiting countries, and a multiplicity 
of agencies and intermediaries, such as recruitment agencies, banks, airlines, 
medical clinics, insurance companies, currency dealers, remittance services, and 
couriers.128 It is for this reason that scholars and international organizations refer 
to the ‘trade’ in domestic workers, for there is indeed a full-blown economic real-
ity benefitting families, businesses, and entire countries.129 The magnitude of the 
maid trade is difficult to gauge accurately. Many official statistics underreport the 
actual number of workers involved, especially for illegal migrants.

Legal protection
As stated, domestic work is frequently perceived as non-productive work that re-
quires little skill and is provided outside any form of company. Referring hereto, 
many of these workers are not protected by national legislation or the relevant le-
gal institutions of receiving countries.130 

126 Hossein in Heyzer (1994) P200-202.
127 Santos (2005) P4.
128 Heyzer (1994) Pvi.
129 Lycklama a Nijeholt in Heyzer (1994) P32.
130 Santos (2005) P4. See chapter 7 for the lack of labor protection in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates.
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The fact that domestic work is often transient, overseas employment involving 
temporary residency enhances the employer’s power over the domestic worker, 
and makes it difficult or impossible for her to claim her rights. Often, only ex-
treme cases of oppression, violence, and sexual harassment compel workers to re-
sort to action against their employers. They are more dependent upon the employ-
ers’ compassion than on the principles of justice.131

Given the increasing number of female migrant domestic workers seeking work 
over the past ten to fifteen years, and the growing incidence of exploitation and 
abuse many of them face, the International Labour Organization (ILO) decided in 
1989 to focus on the plight of these women by undertaking research studies to un-
derstand the conditions under which they are employed. The studies also consid-
ered the legal position of domestic workers, and the extent to which they were cov-
ered and protected by national laws and regulations. The outcome of the studies 
would determine the actions required to protect migrant domestic workers at the 
national or international level, either through the adoption of appropriate rules of 
conduct, future international labor standards or other appropriate measures. 

All of the studies132 revealed the often harsh conditions under which foreign fe-
male domestic workers are employed. It is clear that they are a particularly vulner-
able group of migrants who face difficulties and hardships unknown to industrial 
or service workers, who are protected by specific standards. As many countries do 
not consider domestic workers to be workers, and as the ILO has never been clear 
on the definition of workers, the ILO instruments are currently often not applied 
to them. Therefore the suggestion was made to improve their position through the 
establishment of a convention for the protection of foreign female domestic work-
ers specifically. The Governing Body has proposed to work at the 2010 International 
Labour Conference on standards for domestic workers through a convention and 
an accompanying recommendation,133 which resulted on the 16th of June 2011 in 
the adoption of the Convention on Domestic Workers.134 

Domestic workers in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates
Like migrants to the Gulf in general, domestic workers migrate to Saudi Arabia 
and the Emirates in large numbers only since the 1970s.135 On average, there is 
one domestic worker for each household in Saudi Arabia. The United Arab 
Emirates report a higher rate of at least one domestic worker for every citizen.136 

131 Hossein in Heyzer (1994) P200-202.
132 Reports 1, 5, 6, 7, 22 and especially 24.
133 http://www.ilo.org/actrav/areas/lang--en/WCMS_DOC_ATR_ARE_DOM_EN/index.htm January 2011.
134 Thus far, no country has ratified the convention. September 2011.
135 Silvey (2006) P23.
136 Strobl (2009) P167 reports one to two. Others estimate this to be one domestic worker per citizen. 
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Of the estimated seven million foreign workers in Saudi Arabia, between 1.4 and 
2 million are domestic workers.137 The estimates for the Emirates range between 
two and five hundred thousand.138 Embassies from labor-sending countries in 
both Saudi Arabia and the Emirates report that abuses against domestic workers 
account for the vast majority of the complaints they receive.139 The women con-
cerned come mainly from the Philippines, Indonesia, Nepal, India, Somalia, 
Ethiopia, and Morocco. Asian women are considered better than African domestic 
workers; they are reported to be relatively cheap, malleable, and willing to perform 
tasks deemed unattractive and menial by local women.140 

The number of runaways is not small. All visited embassies report multiple re-
quests for help on a daily basis. Most safe houses are overly full. For instance, the 
Jeddah deportation center houses 8,000 people in a facility designed for 5,500.141 
Tens of thousands of workers run away each year because of serious breaches of 
their rights, but most Emiratis and Saudis insist that the large majority of domes-
tic workers is perfectly happy. There are runaways, they say, but these women 
mostly want to work on the black market because of the higher salaries paid there, 
or they - for no good reason - just changed their minds and wanted to go home. 
The reality is it hard to determine exactly how many runaways there are, who they 
are or why they run away. Only a combination of multiple research methods at 
many different locations can offer somewhat trustworthy results. Such research 
will remain difficult, however, because many domestic workers can be labeled 
trafficking victims (see chapter 7). One of the main reasons for the difficulties in 
research on trafficking is that this concerns ‘hidden populations’. In the case of 
domestic workers they are not hidden because of the clandestine nature of their 
work as with prostitution, but because the workers remain within the privacy of 
family households where the state is reluctant to intervene.142 Furthermore, the 
runaways do not really have a place to go in case of conflicts (see chapter 8), and 
are therefore difficult to research even after leaving the privacy of the household. 

137 The deputy Minister of Labor stated 1.4, the Saudi Gazette April 15 2006 stated 2. Interviewees from the ILO 
presumed a number close to 2M. 
138 Ali (2010) p95 estimates 450.000, which seems to be a relatively reliable estimate. 
139 Report 18, P2.
140 Dias in Heyzer (1994) P135.
141 Report 18, P104.
142 Jureidini (2010) P155.




