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5. Customary norms

5.1 introduction
This chapter describes customary norms and the attached behavior of domestic 
workers and their employers. Customary norms are norms that regulate day-to-
day behavior and are not prescribed by a secular or supernatural authority. They 
are enforced by social pressure or local leaders and regularly influence other 
norms. Because they are used or referred to in everyday behavior, they are closely 
connected to the political and economic structure of a community. ‘The way 
things are done’ often becomes ‘the way things should be done’. In a developing 
economy, the way things are done changes, leading customary norms to change.288 
Therefore, to describe customary law, often a term is used which has been intro-
duced by Ehrlich: living law.289 

This chapter describes such customary norms and compares them to customary 
norms pertaining to domestic workers in Europe over the last several centuries, as 
they can be deduced from a summary by Rollins of research on domestic work-
ers.290 Section 5.2 shows how domestic workers and employers in both Saudi 
Arabia and the Emirates, make statements about the normative position of do-
mestic workers, which very much resemble the three phases in the development 
in Europe as described by Rollins and summarized in chapter 3. Section 5.3 digs 
deeper into the question of how parties try to maneuver strategically, using the 
tools provided by the different normative models. As the data show, Rollins’ first 
and third phase are referred to as normative models, while the second phase is 
only acted out by employers, but never normatively referred to. Yet while strategic 
maneuvering does take place, some interviewees seemed adamantly convinced of 
the correctness of one model. In such instances, if the other party is convinced of 
another model, type one conflicts, due to preliminary disagreement on norms 
may occur. The data for this particular chapter have been derived entirely from in-
terviews with domestic workers and employers. 

5.2 Characteristics of the three phases
Both in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and in the United Arab Emirates, there are 
striking overlaps in the way domestic workers and their employers describe their 
respective positions and the way Rollins sets out the three phases (chapter 3); the 
phase of the patriarchal status model, the intermediate phase and the contractual 
phase. 

288 Clark (2007) P 375, 379 & 380.
289 Oomen (2005) P201.
290 Rollins (1985) Chapter 1. 
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Patriarchal status model in the Gulf
The characteristics of the status model as described by Rollins are that (i) the do-
mestic worker is seen as part of the employer’s family; (ii) within which the patri-
arch is the ultimate decision maker and discipliner who accepts no interference 
from another authority, such as the government; (iii) the domestic worker is con-
sidered to need guidance on proper behavior and protection the way children need 
this; and (iv) payments should be seen as (voluntarily given) pocket money instead 
of (obligated) wages, as the status model lacks the notion of interdependent and 
individual rights and duties, but instead defines interdependency in terms of 
proper roles one must play.

The first characteristic of the status model as described by Rollins is that the do-
mestic worker is seen as part of the employer’s family. This aspect is common in the 
discourse of interviewed domestic workers and employers. In both the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, calling the man of the house ‘Baba’ is 
quite common and the woman is often called ‘Ummi, which is Arabic for ‘my moth-
er’, or ‘Mama’. Some domestic workers are called ‘aunty’, but when describing the 
domestic workers out of earshot, they are regularly referred to as ‘children’ or ‘girls’. 

More than half of the interviewed employers stated that the domestic worker was 
either part of the family, or part of the family with a somewhat different position. 
Only a small minority considered it a working relationship. In the questionnaire, 
58% of domestic workers stated that they were part of the family, 15% said they were 
part of the family with a somewhat different position and 26% claimed to be work-
ers. Yet in the interviews, neither the employers nor the employees turned out to be 
entirely consistent on this topic, as will be further discussed in section 5.3. 

The second characteristic is that the patriarch is the ultimate decision maker 
and the discipliner who accepts no interference from another authority, such as 
the government. Inside the home, he is the state.291 In both Saudi Arabia and the 
Emirates, this is an argument regularly used by employers and by government of-
ficials to explain why the domestic workers cannot be regulated through a labor 
law. Many interviewed employers claimed to consider it absolutely forbidden for 
the ‘competing power’ of the government to interfere in domestic matters: “It’s 
something from our house and it’s not for somebody from outside to judge. Also, 
the government, they have nothing to do with us. The labor law cannot cover 
them; the rules cannot go in the house.” According to a somewhat smaller group, 
the government is also not allowed to draft rules concerning physical violence. 

291 Compare Sasson (2004) P29: “The authority of a Saudi male is unlimited; his wife and children survive only if 
he desires. In our homes, he is the state.” 
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It is important to note that the non-interference demanded from the government 
concerns not only domestic workers, but all family members: “Even if there is a 
problem with my father like if he would beat me, even then, they have nothing to 
do with it; it’s our house.”292 

The third characteristic is that a domestic worker, because she is subordinated 
to a child-like status, needs guidance and protection. Several employers made 
statements like: “They are alone here, without family; we need to advise them, to 
guide them,” or “They need to be protected, like I protect my own.” This guidance 
seems to encompass all aspects of life: religion, education about how to handle 
money, smoking, boyfriends and all other contacts with people outside the house. 
The reason given by interviewed employers for this oversight is twofold. First, be-
cause the domestic worker is considered (in some respects) a child, she needs edu-
cation and protection. In addition, being considered part of the family means she 
could bring shame on the entire household through her indiscretions. 

Another characteristic of the patriarchal status model is that payments should be 
seen as (voluntary) pocket money instead of (obligated) wages, because one cannot 
speak of interdependent rights and duties, but rather of proper roles one has to play. 
In both Saudi Arabia and the Emirates, interviewed employers regularly stated as 
much. A highly ranked Emirati echoed several other employers: “It’s not a labor re-
lation; the girls are working in our houses. Therefore you cannot speak of salary.” 
The same was said by European men when they were requested by feminists to pay 
their wives salary for household work: Why should a housewife receive any pay-
ment, if she gets everything she needs? In this same line of reasoning, in the patri-
archal relation salary is not considered a right of the domestic worker.

According to interviewees at the Filipino embassy in Riyadh, at the Indonesian 
embassy in Abu Dhabi, at several NGOs and at the National Society for Human 
Rights, non-payment or underpayment is the number one problem for domestic 
workers. Most of the interviewed runaways did not receive salary, sometimes not 
for several years. However, some interviewed employers claimed to offer gifts in-
stead of a salary, worth more than that salary. This type of employer considered 
gifts to be more appropriate than payment for household work. 

292 Early Anglo-American Law was the same in this respect. Levit (2006) P180: “The notion of women as property 
also meant that men could never be guilty of raping their wives because men could treat their possessions, or 
‘chattel’ in nearly any way they wanted. Indeed, the doctrine of ‘chastisement’ allowed husbands to beat their wives, 
in ‘moderation’ to make them obey. (...) When feminists challenged the laws on chastisement during the 
Reconstruction era, judges invoked the public-private distinction, reasoning that the legal system should not 
interfere in cases of wife beating, to protect the privacy of the marriage relationship and to promote domestic 
harmony.” 
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Intermediate phase
The main characteristics of the labor position of the domestic worker during the 
European phase of industrialization, here referred to as the intermediate phase 
are – as can be deduced from the work as Rollins - as follows: (i) work demands 
increased heavily to meet the standards of the new gentility; (ii) as the phenome-
non of domestic work spread, often neither the domestic worker nor the employer 
were acquainted with domestic work; (iii) hierarchical distance between the do-
mestic worker and the employer grew, sometimes immensely, as employers of the 
new middle class used their domestics to help define their new class identity; and 
(iv) humiliation in certain families deteriorated into dehumanization. 

The first characteristic of the labor position of the domestic worker during the 
European phase of industrialization is that work demands increased significantly. 
This happens in many families in Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates as 
well: the standards of the gentility place a heavy burden on many domestic work-
ers. In Saudi Arabia and, more noticeably, in Dubai, cleanliness is an important 
virtue.293 Interviewed domestic workers stated that many employers ordered them 
to clean the entire house every day: “The children have to look clean, the cars have 
to be spotless, the pavement in front of the house needs to be swept and the win-
dows must shine.” Almost all domestic workers complained of the workload, with 
workdays varying from a rare eight hours to a sleep-depriving twenty hours.294 

Keeping a house clean in a desert country is not an easy task. Because younger 
employers have never done any cleaning themselves, they do not seem to realize 
the magnitude of the task. This brings us to the second characteristic: as the phe-
nomenon of domestic work spreads, often neither the domestic worker nor the 
employer are acquainted with domestic work. This applies to a large part of the 
households in the Emirates and Saudi Arabia; many employers are new to having 
a domestic worker in their household. The standards of living in both Saudi Arabia 
and the Emirates have risen at an unprecedented pace. Most families now have a 
domestic worker, but not many had one a generation ago. In Dubai, all houses 
have a ‘maid-room’, but cities can now be built at a speed that exceeds the time 
needed to educate an entire population on phenomena that are new to them. The 
Emirates, in particular, used to be quite egalitarian,295 and the new differences in 
hierarchy lack the decorum that is elsewhere utilized to make power differences 
more acceptable, or more bearable. For instance, the principle of noblesse oblige296 
that has developed in Europe as a correction mechanism to large power differenc-
es, seems to be unknown to most Saudi and Emirati employers. 

293 Compare Holton (2007) P176.
294 Compare Anderson (2000) P141.
295 With small differences in wealth, there are usually smaller differences in power.
296 Privilege creates responsibility.
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Based on the theory of sociologist Elias, a possible explanation hereto is the fact 
that such forms of internalized self-restraint have not yet, but are likely to develop 
soon, as society both in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates used to be small scale, but 
with an unprecedented speed, now form increasingly complex networks of social 
connections.297 

An ambassador of a labor-sending country stated: “You have to keep in mind 
that Saudi Arabia only recently was a very tribal society with slavery. Their own 
lower class was treated badly and they are the ones who are treating the workers 
the worst now. They have money now and they have no idea how to deal with 
that.” Yet being less used to a labor relationship seems to be an issue on the side 
of workers as well. Visits to shelters and interviews there, revealed that runaway 
domestic workers in the safe houses are comparatively young and in their first 
contract, whereas domestic workers are generally older and go back to the Middle 
East for repeated contracts. Although further research is needed here and other 
explanations could be formulated, it might be an indication that first time domes-
tic workers, especially the ones who have grown up in pre-industrial extended 
families, are as little used to labor relations as their employers and are therefore 
more prone to end up in a conflict and run away. 

The third characteristic of the European industrialization phase is that the hier-
archical distance between domestic worker and employer increased, sometimes 
significantly, as employers of the new middle class used domestics to help define 
their new class identity. In the Emirates and Saudi Arabia, many middle-class em-
ployers use their domestic workers to position themselves in the social hierarchy. 
Positions in the social hierarchy have become so important that some families 
hire a domestic worker even though this might be neither necessary nor economi-
cally feasible.298 In these instances wage conflicts might occur, but this appears to 
be for a different reason than in the families with patriarchal behavioral patterns. 

In the hierarchy, employers seem to copy not only Saudi and Emirati upper 
class behavior, but also that of the former colonial powers. They use French and 
English instead of Arabic; the female employer is regularly referred to as ‘Madam’. 
The men, including young boys, are called ‘Sir’. This appears to express a larger 
distance than the previously discussed ‘Ummi’ and ‘Baba’. In Saudi Arabia and 
the Emirates, skin color299 is another important determining factor in the social 
hierarchy. This is a common phenomenon: for centuries and throughout the 
world, it has been the general pattern that darker-skinned people are considered 
to be of lower status than lighter-skinned people. In the labor relationship of the 
domestic workers, this means that, in general, darker-skinned domestic workers 
would serve the lighter-skinned mistress.300 

297 Elias (2001).
298 Likewise in Yemen: Regt (2008).
299 Holton (2007) P156 describes the wish in the Emirates to have lighter skin many decades ago.
300 Rollins (1985) P7 and still visible in films and TV series.
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This might create tension when employees are fair-skinned and working for a 
somewhat darker employer. If lighter-skinned workers are Christian (like many 
Filipinas), according to interviewed domestic workers, this was sometimes used 
by their employers to bolster their superiority; Islam is deemed to be a higher 
stage in the development of religions.301 

In Saudi Arabia and the Emirates, as elsewhere, domestic workers are by many em-
ployers considered to have very low morals, inadequate performance and a lack of sub-
servience. Many interviewed employers stated that their domestic workers were un-
educated, young, in need of guidance, vulgar and ignorant. But it can get worse than 
that: they are sometimes considered less than human.302 This brings us to the fourth 
characteristic, humiliation, which might deteriorate into dehumanization through ex-
treme forms of otherness (more on perceived otherness in chapter 11). 

Answers that were frequently given to the question of what domestic workers 
would like to see changed in the behavior of their employers included, “They must 
treat the worker as a human being, not like an animal,” or “They talk to me like I 
am a dog.” The behavior that leads to remarks such as these is not only humilia-
tion, but also a denial of basic human needs like eating and urinating. In one in-
stance, a domestic worker was not permitted to use the bathrooms; her employer 
unlocked the door three times a day, so she could pee in the garden. Several do-
mestic workers made statements like, “And they never think about the fact that I 
also have to eat and drink, that I also have to go to the toilet sometimes.” Several 
interviewed domestic workers reported having been locked in the bathroom with-
out food when the employers left the house for a few days. 

Contractual relations in the Gulf
Characteristics of this contractual relation thus are the following: (i) the rights and 
duties of the employer and domestic worker are interdependent; (ii) if one does 
not adhere to the agreed terms, the other may end the contract; and (iii) the es-
sence of the agreement is the work and therefore the personality of the domestic 
worker is less important, leading to (iv) less interference, but also less protection. 

Characteristics of such contractual relations involving domestic workers are rec-
ognizable in both the United Arab Emirates and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, al-
though to a somewhat lesser extent than the characteristics of the other two phases. 
What exists on a larger scale, both in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates, is the freelanc-
er. This term is used by domestic workers when referring to someone who does not 
work in one household, but who works for several different households every week. 
Like social scientists, freelancers refer to live-in domestic workers as ‘contract work-
ers’, because the live-ins are deemed to be bound for two years by a written contract, 
whereas the freelancers are free to leave the employer. 

301 Compare Prokop in Aarts (2005) P57-81. 
302 For references to the dehumanization of domestic workers in The Netherlands, see Jansen (2008) P147.
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Yet it is the freelancer whose labor relation is more contractual, whereas the posi-
tion of the live-ins is more status-based and patriarchal. This confusion in termi-
nology is related to the fact that laymen usually regard the freelancer as not having 
a labor agreement, because she does not sign a contract. According to jurists, how-
ever, her oral agreement to work constitutes a labor agreement, which is legally 
defined as an oral contract.

Because these freelancers are not dependent on one employer for their income, 
they usually have the freedom to quit if they do not like how they are being treated. 
This freedom certainly has advantages, although there are also disadvantages: the 
workers have to arrange for their own housing, food, transportation, and medical 
care. To some domestic workers, this is enough reason not to become a freelancer: 
“I don’t want to be a freelancer. Too much headache you know, with transporta-
tion and the house and all. I am good where I am.” Some interviewed domestic 
workers ran away and became freelancers, but they gave this up when they faced 
problems they considered too large to deal with themselves. They later returned to 
the Middle East as live-ins again. In addition to not wanting to freelance, many do-
mestic workers simply would not be able to work as a freelancer. Freelancing re-
quires a level of independence, language skills and knowledge of the country in 
which they work that many lack. 

Another situation where the traits of the contractual labor relation seem to be 
stronger is within the large households of the upper classes. Although here the free-
dom to leave is restricted, the labor relationship is certainly more impersonal. Most 
palaces have been designed to minimize the contact between domestic workers and 
employers. The personality of the worker matters little, because the emphasis is 
placed on the work the employer is paying for; the house must be clean and the food 
must be cooked. Yet live-in domestic workers will probably never have a fully con-
tractual labor relation. Their workplaces are the private domain of the household, in 
which patriarchal thinking influences the behavior of the persons in it.

5.3 Strategic maneuvering between models
As discussed in chapter 3, the economies of Saudi Arabia and the Emirates are de-
veloping at an unprecedented speed. According to Durkheim, such developments 
lead to a phenomenon he refers to as anomie; a situation in which social or moral 
norms are confused, unclear, or simply absent due to rapid economic changes.303 
When this theory is placed within the theory of legal pluralism, the result is that 
legal pluralism and the possibilities for strategic maneuvering enlarge when a so-
ciety’s economy transforms. In the discourse of domestic workers and their em-
ployers such strategic maneuvering between the patriarchal status model and the 
contractual model is clearly visible. Yet Rollins’ second phase (during industriali-
zation in Europe), is never used as normative tool. 

303 Durkheim (1897). 
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Therefore, this dissertation suggests that the second phase is not a model in itself, 
but an intermediate phase. A closer look furthermore reveals that the contractual 
model can be subdivided into different types of contracts that have contradicting 
normative consequences. Domestic workers and their employers not only use the 
two models as normative tools in their strategic maneuvering, but also several 
subtypes of contracts to support their claims.

The patriarchal status model
The first model to which both employers and domestic workers refer is the patriar-
chal status model, regularly referred to as a status contract, although it only margin-
ally resembles the modern concept of a contract, as discussed in chapter 3. A status 
contract is an agreement through which one party takes a position in an existing hi-
erarchy - in this case, the patriarchal family structure. The status contract, like a mar-
riage, makes a person part of an (extended) household. Thereafter, it is not the con-
tent of the contract but the patriarchal relationship that regulates their relations.304 

Many of the employers interviewed for this research used the status model to jus-
tify paternalistic behavior and the right to set behavioral rules that have little to do 
with the tasks expected, but which instead resemble a parent-child relationship. 
Participation in the family structure demands a high level of loyalty towards the fam-
ily, so emphasizing a domestic worker’s position in the family reduces the risk of 
family secrets being revealed to outsiders. Furthermore, employers used this particu-
lar [line of reasoning] to justify their demand for love and care. Domestic workers are 
not only supposed to dress and feed the children, but are also usually expected to of-
fer emotional involvement as well: “Take care of the children like they are your own.” 
This discourse is used by domestic workers when they demand care and protection. 

The status model is also used to reject the claim of domestic workers to certain 
rights. Most commonly, it is used to justify why a labor law cannot be applied to do-
mestic workers. Particular rights are denied through this model, such as the domes-
tic workers’ right to proper contact with their own families305 or contractual agree-
ments concerning household tasks: “I told them I didn’t want to serve at all their 
parties. I told her they are not my employers, all these people. So I said, ‘This is not 
in the contract, Madam.’ She says, ‘Why you always refer to the contract! You are in 
our family now.’” 

Contractual models
A second model referred to by the interviewed domestic workers is the contractual 
model, though a closer look reveals that it is actually several subtypes of the model 
which are used as normative tool. 

304 Maine (1913).
305 Compare Anderson (2000).
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The first subtype, the labor contract, is here defined as a contract between two par-
ties in which one (the employer) accepts the obligation to pay a salary, while the 
other (the employee) accepts the obligation to perform tasks under the instruction 
of the employer. The rights and duties of both parties are regarded as interdepend-
ent. These terms of this relationship are used by domestic workers mainly when 
demanding timely payment of their full salaries. It was also used to reject pater-
nalism or (overly strong) demands for emotional involvement: “I applied for a job, 
not a family.” Furthermore, it was used to reject sexual advances. For instance, 
one domestic worker said, “My employer said: you are so beautiful. I told him that 
I offer my service, that doesn’t include my body! I didn’t sign anything to offer my 
body!”

A second subtype of the contractual model, referred to mostly by employers, is 
the servitude contract. The servitude contract (as defined for this analysis) is a la-
bor contract in which the employer has paid an amount of money in advance, 
causing the employee to lose the right to leave prematurely. The payments made 
to the agency - and all other expenses - are relabeled as debts of the domestic work-
er to the employer, which must be paid back by fulfilling the obligations of the 
contract for the full two years. Domestic workers are sometimes forced to pay this 
money back even when the labor relation is terminated prematurely by the em-
ployer. For instance, one domestic worker related how her employer had to go 
back to India for family reasons. By withholding her passport, he forced her to pay 
back part of the costs he had incurred. The fact that she was not the one who had 
received that money in the first place did not matter to him. 

A third subtype is the service contract. In their contact with the agencies, both 
the employers and the domestic workers use the discourse of the service contract, 
here defined as a contract in which one party must organize or arrange a certain 
task or service for the other party. The person who actually performs the task is of 
little or no importance, as long as the task is performed properly. The employer 
can claim to have acquired two different services: one is the ‘delivery of a good do-
mestic worker’ against payment; the other is ‘cleaning and caretaking for two 
years’. Most agencies offer the option to exchange the domestic worker for anoth-
er one within three months if she does not comply with justified expectations. 
Several employers do so, even though this is incompatible with the status contract 
discourse, which states that the domestic worker has become part of the family. 
The domestic worker uses the discourse of the service contract when claiming to 
have rights towards the agency, primarily the agency in the country of origin: the 
agent was supposed to find her a good employer in exchange for a certain amount 
of money. This discourse is used when the employer does not provide the domes-
tic worker with what she believes she is entitled to. This often concerns salary pay-
ments, but it also regularly concerns matters that (according to Western law) are 
cases of criminal law. For instance, one domestic worker who had been raped by 
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her employer told me she was planning to sue her agency back home: “They 
promised me a good employer, but he wasn’t.” Sometimes the domestic workers 
contact the agency in the country of destination, as they (correctly or incorrectly) 
understand this to be the representative of the agency in the country of origin. The 
domestic worker uses the discourse of the service contract and the right to a ‘good 
employer’ toward this agency when she is unhappy with her employer and has de-
cided to stop working entirely, within the three-month probationary period. 

A fourth subtype of the contractual model, used only by certain employers, not 
by domestic workers, is the purchase contract. This is a contract in which one per-
son acquires ownership over an object from another person. The object can - apart 
from goods - be a person, or the labor of a person. Several researchers note that 
the payments made when hiring a domestic worker create a feeling of owner-
ship.306 This discourse has become politically incorrect since the abolition of slav-
ery, but is still used by employers mainly when addressing third parties.307 This is 
due to the fact that ownership creates (almost) absolute rights over the object that 
has been purchased, rights that can be upheld against all other individuals, includ-
ing those with whom one does not have any contract. Therefore it is used towards 
people other than the domestic worker or the agency. As several interviewees in 
shelters explained, when domestic workers run away to a shelter, employers fre-
quently search for them and say things like: “Give me back my maid. I have paid 
a lot of money for her.” 

Another reason why this discourse is used by employers is that Islam states that 
it is not permissible to have sex with a domestic worker, but it is permissible to do 
so with a slave or concubine. The discourse is thus used to claim a right to sexual 
intercourse that cannot be claimed under the employment, service, or servitude 
contracts. A domestic worker told Human Rights Watch308 that her employer said: 
“I want to tell you how I got you from the agency. I bought you for 10,000 Riyals,” 
upon which he raped her. Likewise, a website publishing fatwas309 received a letter 
from a man saying that he needed someone “for comfort and support and to fulfill 
my jobs.” He made an agreement with a woman that she would be his slave: “So 
it gives me the rights to touch her and look at her.”310 This discourse seems to be 
more common in Saudi Arabia than in the Emirates. In Saudi Arabia some people 
offer their domestic worker for sale on TV through SMS services, an interviewed 
agent stated domestic workers to be slaves and far more interviewees stated that 
certain employers regard domestic workers as property. 

306 Among others, Guzman (2003).
307 and by certain agencies, as explained in chapter 6.
308 Report 18, P42.
309 Religious opinions.
310 http://www.islamqa.com/en/ref/26067 March 2010.
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Five contradicting normative tools
In the preceding analysis of the discourse of the employers and the domestic 
workers, two different models with several subtypes can thus be recognized. They 
are often incompatible and are referred to depending on the situation, to whom 
one is talking and what one is trying to achieve. Because the employer is in a more 
powerful position than the domestic worker, he has numerous options for strate-
gic maneuvering. When demanding loyalty and care, he can treat the agreement 
as a status agreement. When telling the domestic worker she does not have the 
right to leave the house before the end of the contract, he can refer to the servitude 
agreement. When he is tired of her, he can take her to the agency to replace her, 
referring to the service agreement. Legal pluralism and the attached maneuvering 
space caused by the rapidly changing economy, is theoretically in the interest of 
both parties, as they both have more normative tools. In practice not in the inter-
est of the party with less power, which in this case is the domestic worker; she can-
not enforce her preferred argumentative tools, while the employer can.

The data furthermore show that there are two normative models co-existing 
with several subtypes, to which both domestic worker and employer can refer to 
support their claims. Yet the intermediate phase, as explained in chapter 3, is not 
a model in itself. 

5.4 Conflicts due to incompatible expectations
The previous section should not be interpreted to mean that both domestic worker 
and employer are endlessly opportunistic in their choice of model, in their choice 
of normative tool. There does seem to be some level of preliminary belief on what 
is the ‘right’ model. Although no hard conclusions can be drawn, the data seem to 
suggest this, because the persons who more strongly refer to the states based pa-
triarchal model, tend to be older employers or more inexperienced domestic work-
ers from rural areas. As such, the results furthermore suggest311 that conflicts can 
arise if the domestic worker is expecting a labor relation, or a normative model, 
that the employer is not offering. In other words, while legal pluralism enables 
strategic maneuvering, it may also create conflicts in cases of preliminary disa-
greement on norms.

To people entirely used to thinking in the patriarchal status model, the concept 
of rights turned out to be difficult to grasp. This was evident when talking about 
enforcement. When asked what human rights are, both employers and employees 
gave answers such as: “Human rights means to have respect.” When asked if one 
could go to a judge to demand respect, they replied negatively. 

311 It was very difficult to find families in which both the employer and the employee could be interviewed. In most 
cases, domestic workers talked about the behavior and discourse of their employer, whereas employers from other 
families talked about the behavior and discourse of their domestic workers. Therefore, I state that the results 
suggest that a mismatch makes conflicts likely. Only extensive interviews with both parties in the same family 
could prove this. 
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Similarly, an interviewed employer said: “Many domestic workers do have rights; 
they are treated kindly.” When asked if they could do anything if they were not 
treated kindly, he responded that they could not. Likewise, for anyone accustomed 
to contractual relations, it is hard to grasp how a domestic worker thinking in the 
patriarchal status model does not see the need for reciprocity in behavior. Several 
interviewed domestic workers claimed to have completed their full contractual pe-
riod despite severe abuse, because they felt it was the role they had to play. A bad 
master was, as they said, just a matter of shame and of fate.312 

Many interviewed domestic workers entirely rejected the status model and the 
thought of being part of the family. One Filipina in Dubai powerfully summarized 
this view: “I applied for a job, not for a family!” Others specifically focused their 
criticism on the aspect of guidance: “We ask if we can have the day off. But they 
will not allow this. Because they say maybe we will do a problem outside. But if we 
have problems, it is our problems, not their problems.” This type of domestic 
worker usually came from a town instead of a village and comparing Indonesia to 
the Philippines, they were more likely to have come from Manila. 

Other domestic workers who did not receive this status-based position explicitly 
asked for it. They wrote on the questionnaires: “They must treat the housemaid as 
his real family!” This type of worker was more likely to come from the country-
side, especially the Indonesian countryside, where the patriarchal system still reg-
ulates entire villages313 and some women did not even understand the Bahasa 
word for contract.314

The troubles resulting from this mismatch of expectations should not be under-
estimated: “Part of being a domestic worker was acting like the person the em-
ployer wanted her domestic to be. The better the performance, the greater the 
probability of the domestic worker receiving more than the minimum in material 
and emotional rewards. And like employers, domestics have definite preferences.”315 
But even within one family different models are often expected; the grandmother 
regularly demands a patriarchal status-based labor relation. Her daughter (who 
probably never worked) more likely behaves like a nouveau riche, whereas the 
granddaughter, who teaches computer skills, is fully accustomed to the contrac-
tual relation. In such families, one can see the grandmother share the kitchen 
with the domestic worker, whereas the mother says demeaning things about her 
from the sofa and the daughter explains the respective rights and duties at 
Starbucks. 

312 On the conditions under which people are likely to make the switch to rights-based thinking, see Merry (2006) 
P215: “If their experience of claiming rights is positive, in that institutional actors support and validate these claims, 
they are more likely to see themselves as rights-bearing subjects and to claim rights in the next crisis.”
313 Very informative on this matter was an organization for women’s rights in Jakarta.
314 Bahasa is the official language of Indonesia. My attentive interpreter explicitly told me whenever an interviewee 
did not seem to understand certain words.
315 Rollins (1985) P140.
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For a domestic worker this situation can be confusing316 and even dangerous when 
the granddaughter is not concerned or just curious if the domestic worker has a boy-
friend, while the grandmother thinks the rules of honor killings should apply.

The situation becomes even more complicated when some individuals insist on 
one model, while other refer to different models at different times. Employers re-
fer to the patriarchal status model when denying a day off (“My wife doesn’t have 
a day off, either”), but refer to the contractual model when enforcing a salary de-
duction (“The contract states she has experience, but I can see from her ironing 
that she doesn’t, so I lowered her salary”). Domestic workers refer to the patriar-
chal model when demanding care and protection, but to the contractual model 
when demanding a weekly day off. So on the one hand, the co-existence of the dif-
ferent models creates maneuvering space in existing conflicts. On the other hand, 
the co-existence sometimes causes (type one) conflicts in cases in which the two 
parties have a preliminary contradicting conviction on what is the appropriate 
model. 

5.5 Summary
This chapter describes customary norms and how they change due to the rapid 
economic changes taking place in both the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates. In the last fifty years, both countries have undergone a 
process of industrialization317 in which production was moved from extended fam-
ily units into companies and factories outside the family. This same transforma-
tion has taken place in Europe, but over a much longer period of time and in a dif-
ferent manner, which makes similarities unlikely. Nevertheless, the similarities 
between Europe and the Gulf in customary norms pertaining to domestic workers 
are striking. 

Rollins318 describes three phases in the development of the position of domestic 
workers in Europe that, if placed in the corpus of sociology of law, can be framed 
as a development from the status model to the contractual model. Domestic work-
ers and employers in both Saudi Arabia and the Emirates make statements about 
the position of domestic workers, which very much resemble these three phases. 
The difference between Europe on the one hand and Saudi Arabia and the 
Emirates on the other is that due to the speed of economic changes, the three 
phases can be recognized concurrently between families, within families, or even 
in the discourse of one employer. At the same time, domestic workers expect or 
demand either a status-based or a contractual relation, depending upon where 
they come from and on the issue at hand. 

316 Compare Heyzer (1994) P71 on contradictory demands leading to anxiety and tension.
317 Clark (2007) P736: Industrialization is a process of economic and social change in which societies increase 
levels of productivity by changing what, where and how they produce. The production takes place in small, medium 
or large enterprises, often centralized in urban areas.
318 Rollins (1985) Chapter 1. 
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The speed of the changes and the coexistence of different normative models can 
be referred to as anomie, as described by Durkheim. 

Yet although both employer and employee maneuver between a status model 
and a contractual model, the intermediate phase is never referred to as normative 
model or ideal to be followed; it is only acted out by certain employers, in the sense 
that it merely describes the actual situation in certain relationships. Therefore an 
adjustment of Rollins’ theory is proposed. Whereas Rollins presented her find-
ings as three phases in the development of labor relations, the results of this re-
search suggest that they are only two normative models: the status model and the 
contractual model. The intermediate phase concerns a labor relation in which hu-
miliation is possible, because the enforcement mechanisms of the status model 
are disappearing, whereas the enforcement mechanisms of the contractual model 
are not yet in place. Rollins’ description of three phases is thus redefined as two 
models with an intermediate phase, in which degradation and dehumanization 
are possible because the safeguards of the status model have disappeared, where-
as the safeguards of the contractual model are not yet in place. 

The data in this research furthermore show that the strategic maneuvering does 
not simply take place between the two models, but also between different sub-
types. Furthermore the data suggest that if parties have a preliminary contradict-
ing conviction on what is the appropriate model, this sometimes causes (type one) 
conflicts; not only are the models used in conflicts, they also cause conflicts. 




