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10. Unfreedom

10.1 introduction
This chapter is the first one of part IV, concerning the dynamics in the household; 
the power relation between the domestic workers and her employer and all related 
conflicts. Power has been researched because a power imbalance can lead to con-
flicts as it allows for one party to behave contrary to the norms of both parties with-
out anyone interfering. As stated in chapter 7, the employer is the more powerful 
party who can therefore use the enlarged maneuvering space that legal pluralism 
provides him with. Part IV digs deeper into the question why the employer is 
more powerful and discusses the consequences hereof. Chapters 10 and 11 there-
fore concern research sub-question number three: which party is able, in a non-
externally adjudicated conflict, to enforce its own norms or preferred outcome and 
what influences this power relation? Chapter 11 hereafter describes the total free-
dom the employer has to expel the domestic worker instantly. He does so regular-
ly because of the complicated position the domestic worker finds herself in at the 
margins of the family; the employer needs this freedom to expel because the aris-
ing conflicts can be severe. This chapter 10 describes by contrast the severely lim-
ited freedom of the domestic workers to leave her employer and the factors that 
influence this lack of freedom. Even though she needs the same freedom as the 
employer has, she has none. 

The impediments for the domestic worker to leave, or the factors that create the 
employer’s power, can be divided into four types: legal, economic, physical and 
psychological impediments. Section 10.2 briefly describes the sponsorship sys-
tem, a set of government regulations prohibiting migrant workers from changing 
employers.547 Section 10.3 discusses the economic impediments: salary retention, 
debts, needy family members and transaction costs. Section 10.4 concerns physi-
cal impediments, such as the fact that many workers cannot leave the house or the 
country. Section 10.5 describes psychological impediments: the patriarchal sys-
tem, fear, indoctrination and the mental programming that rules cannot be bro-
ken. Section 10.6 briefly discusses the fact that domestic workers do resist the dif-
ferent impediments to their freedom, no matter how limited their possibilities 
are. Section 10.7 discusses if all these impediments to the domestic workers’ free-
dom result in a situation that can rightfully be called modern-day slavery and sec-
tion 10.8 discusses which preconditions for balanced labor relations can be de-
duced from this chapter. 

The data for this particular chapter have been gathered through questionnaires 
filled in by domestic workers who were or had been employed in Saudi Arabia and 
the Emirates. Furthermore, the data stem from interviews with domestic workers, 
employers, diplomats and Emirati and Saudi government officials. 

547 For more information on this sponsorship system, see chapter 7 on formal legal norms. 
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10.2 Legal impediments
The most important impediment for migrant workers is the kefala or sponsorship sys-
tem. As described in chapter 6 on formal legal norms, this system concerns a set of 
visa regulations (both in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates) that tie the worker to one spe-
cific employer. A foreign worker cannot enter the country and work in it without a lo-
cal guarantor, who may be a governmental or private institution or an individual. The 
system does not allow foreign workers to move from one employer to another without 
the approval of the employer/sponsor. The main difficulty for the domestic worker is 
the rule that as soon as the labor contract is no longer in place (for whatever reason), 
the visa automatically becomes invalid and the worker has to leave the country instant-
ly. If labor laws do not offer sufficient protection against arbitrary dismissal or if labor 
laws do not apply (as is the case with the domestic workers), these regulations give im-
mense power to the employer: he can have his workers deported at will.548 Moreover, 
the worker can only leave the country with the employer’s signature.

There are different rules in each country that add to the powerful position of the em-
ployer. In both countries, it is illegal to employ anyone for whom one is not the spon-
sor. It is not possible to transfer sponsorship to another employer even with the coop-
eration of the employer, within a certain time frame that depends on the country 
concerned and the educational level of the worker. In the Emirates, ex-pats can be 
sponsors only to a limited extent and in Saudi Arabia to a very limited extent.549 
Previously, transfer of sponsorship was only possible in the Emirates after the worker 
had returned home for a year (later, half a year). Exemption from the rules is given in 
the Emirates if the employer has not paid any salary for several months, but - as de-
scribed in chapter 8 - domestic workers have no access to labor courts and the Sharia 
courts usually ask the domestic workers to deliver evidence that something did not 
happen - in this particular case, that the salary has not been paid550- an impossible task. 
The most peculiar aspect of the sponsorship system is the fact that in both countries, 
the employer/sponsor is responsible for renewal of visas and work permits of his em-
ployees. If he fails to do so, this makes the worker illegal. In other words, the employer 
has full power over the matter of whether the status of his domestic workers residency 
in the host country is, and remains, legal. A domestic worker cannot renew her own 
papers, even if she can afford to.551

Many foreign workers are upset about the sponsorship system. For example, one 
interviewed domestic worker said: “Let them give us our freedom! They have to stop 
the sponsorship system. It gives so much power to the sponsor. If you think you go 
home on holidays and you do one little thing that your sponsor does not like then he 
will not let you go. 

548 AlKitbi at Abu Dhabi Dialogue, Jan. 2008. Likewise, report 22, P35.
549 Al Tamimi (2006) P7.2.
550 Several interviewed domestic workers, diplomats, caseworkers and even a judge stated that domestic workers 
are asked to prove they did not receive payment, did not steal, did not have a boyfriend or did not abuse the children. 
551 Compare Anthias (2000).
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You cannot do anything about it!” Nowadays, the criticism is more widely shared: 
“Reactions first were very fierce when I called the sponsorship system a system of 
slavery, but now there are more people calling it like this. This is a major turn.”552 
Several international organizations are pressing for the abolition of this system, 
including the WTO, ILO and EU. Finally, there is a growing awareness within 
both countries that the system is an obstacle to a properly functioning labor 
market,553 which could be related to the fact that many Saudi and Emirati govern-
ment officials have studied in the United States, the free trade defender. Yet there 
are several factors making abolition of the sponsorship system difficult, as de-
scribed in chapter 6, section 3. 

10.3 Economic impediments
Many domestic workers cannot leave their employer for financial reasons. This 
can be due to the employer’s failure to pay the salary every month, debts made be-
fore departure, the financial needs of family members, transaction costs, or the 
lack of employment possibilities in the home country. 

Salary retention
A common way to pressure domestic workers into staying is by postponing salary pay-
ments, sometimes for several years. An interviewed diplomat stated: “Often they do 
not start paying your salary until you have been working two months. Then if they 
want to get rid of you, they just do not pay these last two months; they accuse you of 
something and make sure you are deported.” The ILO writes: “There is a tendency by 
some employers to withhold workers’ wages, mostly in small companies. It goes far 
beyond even the ‘customary’ withholds of six to eight weeks for purposes of security 
and is essentially done to keep workers from running away. All these companies, in-
cluding the largest, are using their workers as a source of interest free credit as well as 
cheap labor.”554 

Several domestic workers interviewed for this research confirmed that their em-
ployer used salary retention to force them to stay, or to behave a certain way. For in-
stance, when a severely abused domestic worker was asked why she had not left ear-
lier, she replied: “Because of the salary; they said they would pay everything in the end, 
so I had to stay.” To the question, “If they had paid you every month, would you have 
run away?” she replied, “Yes, of course.” Several interviewed domestic workers pro-
vided similar accounts: “When I left I had to train the new maid and they told me, do 
not tell anything to her because if you do, we will cut your salary in half.” A similar 
trick, according to interviewees, is used in households with more than one domestic 
worker: if one domestic worker wants to go on holiday to see her children, the others 
are not permitted to leave and will not receive their salaries until the first has returned. 

552 Dr Awadh at Abu Dhabi Dialogue, Jan. 2008.
553 Al Salman at Abu Dhabi Dialogue, Jan. 2008 and for instance Arab News 6-7-2008.
554 Report 5.
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This way, the household avoids having to pay large amounts of money to the agen-
cy for a new worker.

Interviewed employers justified this behavior by claiming that the withheld 
money is kept safe until the worker goes home, so she cannot spend the money on 
“unimportant things” or “something haram.555” When the employers were asked if 
they would agree to their own employer retaining salary payments for so long, no 
one agreed. The domestic workers are regularly perceived by these employers the 
way that people in the West view their children when they help them save money 
(as described in chapter 3). The government in the Emirates is now working on a 
system to have all employers transfer salaries to laborers through bank accounts, 
to make sure monthly payments are made. However, domestic workers do not fall 
under these rules as they are not considered to be workers (see chapter 6). 

Debts
A second economic reason why domestic workers cannot leave their employer is 
debts incurred in the home country before departure. Many workers in the GCC 
countries have large debts upon arrival. Research commissioned by the ILO ex-
plained this situation: 

For Bangladesh, initial analysis of the cost of overseas migration shows 
high costs and wide variation. The average cost for men was around $1.400 
and for women around half this amount. (…) Country-wise, the Emirates 
emerges on average as the most costly destination, followed by Kuwait. The 
high costs of recruitment are associated with the high level of indebtedness 
of many workers before leaving their country of origin, which in some cas-
es can result in failure of the migration project, if the income generated is 
insufficient to repay these debts. Rates of interest charged by moneylend-
ers are generally of the order of 10% per month, meaning that the outstand-
ing debt can rapidly escalate if repayment is not achieved quickly. 556

Yet interviews and questionnaires for this study revealed that most domestic 
workers (or at least the Indonesians and Filipinas old enough not to need false 
IDs) have some debt, but less than that of other groups of laborers.557 The initia-
tives of the governments of certain countries of origin to reduce the placement 
fees thus seem to have their effects. Although there is officially no placement fee in 
either Manila or Jakarta, the average Indonesian or Filipina domestic worker in this 
research has paid about two months salary, an amount that most have borrowed from 
friends or family members. Only in exceptional cases, the debts are as high as $900. 

555 In this context: forbidden, bad.
556 Report 6.
557 And not as large as it seems to have been; compare Heyzer (2006) P xxi.
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As long as this amount has not been paid back, they cannot leave. The situation for 
workers from other countries, such as Sri Lanka, is more difficult. One interviewed 
domestic worker from this country for instance stated: 

Some women, they pay so much to the agency. If they run away from a bad em-
ployer, they cannot even go to the embassy. They have to work illegally first, to 
make enough money to pay their debts and all and then they can go to the em-
bassy. They sell their land, they borrow for high interest rates and then if the 
salary is not paid, the debts just get larger and larger. In our country things are 
so bad; it’s all corrupted. Agencies, the government, you have to pay so much 
everywhere. We married quite young; we borrowed 55,000 rupees558 from 
friends to come here. I had to work so hard, but because we had to pay our 
friends, we could not leave. Then after six months, when we had paid them all 
back, we left. My hands were totally damaged from all the work by then.

Needy Family
Even if a domestic worker has an employer who does not use his position of power 
to stop her from leaving and if she has not paid a placement fee, there are usually 
other economic impediments. One of the items on the questionnaire was, “If you 
would want to go home now (for example, because you are really homesick), 
would you be able to go back home?” Thirty-four percent said yes, 7% said this was 
impossible because of debts, 9% said it was impossible because there was no 
money for a ticket home and 50% said this was impossible because there were 
family members depending on them.559

Several interviewed domestic workers stated that they had children and that they 
had to work in the Gulf after their husbands ran off. One domestic worker helped 
three cousins through college: “I cannot go home. This means my cousins will not 
have a future anymore.” Some claimed to have worked for family members for a long 
time, and were now finally able to save some money for their own retirement. They do 
not want to ask for money from their children because these will need all their money 
for the next generation. The pressure from family members to send money home is 
intense: “There are strong pressures from the families of migrant women workers 
abroad to remit their earnings home, in order to support unemployed and underem-
ployed male relatives, young children and the elderly, as well as to build up family se-
curity, assets and status.”560 Sometimes this pressure is so strong that migrant 
workers end contact with their families to gain some freedom; two interviewees 
admitted to having disappeared from their families for this reason.

558 $435.
559 Silvey (2006) rightfully states that the needs of a family are a matter of perception. On P25 she states that 
“transnational migration came to be viewed as necessary only after women’s migration and higher levels of 
consumption became a widespread possibility.” Nevertheless, now that this perception is established, family 
members who perceive themselves and are perceived as needy, form an obstacle for domestic workers to go home. 
560 Andrees in Kuptsch (2006) P67.



Transaction costs
Several interviewed domestic workers do not leave their employers because the 
process of getting another employer is too costly. This is what is known as transac-
tion costs: money actually spent as well as the money that could have been earned in 
the time spent searching for new employment. Workers usually need time and 
money to leave the house of the employer, wait for clearance to be able to leave the 
country (one interviewee had been in the embassy’s shelter for three years with no 
income), fly to their home country (employers usually do not pay return tickets 
upon absconding), approach a recruiter, possibly pay for new (false) IDs, wait for 
placement (two or three months), fly back to the Middle East, and possibly not be 
paid during the first two months by their new employer. This makes changing em-
ployers so costly that many domestic workers, upon absconding, decide to find em-
ployment directly on the black market. Others pay their former employer to get him 
to sign a release. This No Objection Certificate is needed to move to another employ-
er without leaving the country and without making all the travel expenses. 

An interviewed domestic worker explained how the high transaction costs put her 
and her husband in a Catch-22 situation: “For a transfer we have to pay 8000 
Riyal.561 My husband is trying to get the money together now. If we do not find a new 
sponsor who wants to pay this amount, we must go home, but then we need money 
for the ticket. Either way we need money.” Thereupon she burst out crying and add-
ed, “Please help me!” Because this problem of high transaction costs is known to 
domestic workers, they are ready to suffer a considerable amount of abuse to avoid 
incurring these costs. Alcid likewise writes about domestic workers in Hong Kong: 
“Fighting for their rights from the viewpoint of the worker, is not without risks and 
sacrifices, because they spend the equivalent of two to three months wages to find 
work again in Hong Kong. Workers are terrified to lose their jobs, so they are pre-
pared to suffer considerable indignity and often inhuman working hours and condi-
tions in order to keep them. Thus it is only in the most extreme circumstances that 
they will lodge an official complaint.”562  To avoid the high transaction costs, one 
could suggest that a worker finds employment in the home country. However, for 
most domestic workers who decide to leave their employers, the only alternative is 
to return to the Middle East on a new contract. In their home countries, unemploy-
ment is usually very high, which is the reason they signed a contract in the first 
place: “If I go back now, there is no food to eat, no nothing. I have to sign a new 
agreement immediately; I have to come back here.” An interviewee from Ethiopia, 
when asked if the food crisis had had any effect on the supply of domestic workers, 
responded: “Yes, very much so. It’s much worse than 15 years ago. We just have no 
choice now. So they can do whatever they want, they can really dehumanize us.” 

561 Ten months salary for her, or about seven months for him.
562 Alcid in Heyzer (1994) P175.
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10.4 Physical impediments
Many interviewed domestic workers explained that they could not leave their 
employer because they could not leave the house. There are three ways to keep a 
domestic worker inside: an employer can lock all the doors; he can make sure 
that she does not know where to go outside; and he can stop her from leaving 
the country by keeping her passport, which in many cases leaves her with no-
where to go. 

Keeping her in the house
The first possibility to prevent the domestic worker from leaving is simply to lock 
the door, which is what certain employers do. An interviewed diplomat in Abu 
Dhabi stated, “I think about 90% cannot leave the house without difficulty. The 
walls are too high; they have to climb on the garbage to get out.” This seems to be 
an incorrect estimate; while doing door-to-door interviews in Sharjah, several do-
mestic workers opened the door and these workers were all physically capable of 
leaving whenever they wanted. Yet confinement does occur. A runaway domestic 
worker stated: “And then one time he raped me. Immediately after this, I ran off. 
I took a taxi to the embassy. I could not get out first. He kept me locked in the 
house. However, there was a hammer, so I smashed a window and I ran.” Another 
interviewee said: “The doors were locked all the time. I had to jump out the win-
dow, but it was very high. So I yell at this man in the street, so he put some old 
tires under the window so I would jump and he catch me.”

A problem is that a vicious circle seems to occur here at two levels, individually 
and societally. If an employer has a small conflict with a domestic worker, he can 
get worried that she is going to run away. To prevent her from doing so, he starts 
to lock the doors, which can be a reason for the domestic worker to try to run away. 
Several interviewed domestic workers explained how doors were locked after sal-
ary conflicts began. Also at the societal level, if employers hear from friends and 
family that their workers have run away, it gives some of them a reason to intro-
duce stricter rules, which again can be a reason to run away. One domestic work-
er, who only had to work four hours per day, ran away because she was locked in 
her room the remaining 20 hours: “What was I supposed to do all that time! The 
workload was not really a problem, but I was just looking at the walls all the time.” 
Interviewed employers from their side confirmed that runaways in their social 
surroundings sometimes lead to stricter rules in their own house.

An important aspect of this problem is that prohibiting wives and daughters in 
an employer’s own family from going outside is not unusual either, especially in 
Saudi Arabia: “Since the man is born, he is taught that sisters, wives and daugh-
ters are private property. (…) It is very common, for example, not allowing foreign 
domestic workers from leaving the house at any time. Some Saudi women are ac-
tually locked in by their husbands in their houses. There are many cases which are 
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witnessed where university professors have locked their wives in their apartments 
and houses until they come back from work.”563 Saudi female interviewees con-
firmed that this still occurs. 

Keeping her in the dark
A second technique to keep the domestic worker in the household against her will 
is by keeping her completely in the dark as to where she is. Many domestic work-
ers arrive at the airport and are taken straight to the house of the employer in a car 
with darkened windows. They have no idea where they are or where the embassy 
or police station is. Some of them cannot read at all. Most cannot read the Arabic 
street signs. Many would not know how to read a map if they were given one. 
Embassies, according to interviewed diplomats, regularly receive telephone calls 
from domestic workers in distress who do not know where they are. They are 
asked to describe what they can see from the window or what they can see outside 
when they take out the garbage: “Can you see a mosque? What’s the color of the 
mosque?” Then (if it concerns a better staffed and organized embassy) a car is 
sent to try to find her. Therefore, certain embassies now (claim to) require the 
agency or employer who requests stamps for passports, to not only give the name 
and address of the employer, but also a map where the household can be found. 

Keeping her in the country 
A third way to prevent a domestic worker from leaving is by taking her identity papers. 
All interviewed employers kept the papers of their domestic workers. Only one kept 
them in a place where the domestic worker could easily reach them as well. Most rea-
soned that it was safer this way, but the question is for whom; no one ever mentioned 
passports being stolen or lost. Some interviewed domestic workers did not mind their 
employers keeping their identity papers. They gave the same answer on the question-
naires as the employers: “It is safe this way.” However, a majority of the interviewed 
domestic workers was upset about it: “They say they do not give me my Iqama564 if I 
do not give them my passport. However, it just feels so wrong, it feels like they take 
not just my papers but part of my identity and certainly my freedom!” Likewise, a rep-
resentative from an NGO stated at a conference in the Emirates: “Passports, pa-
pers are basic rights, a basic dignity; we cannot take that away when a worker 
crosses a border.” However, this issue is not primarily a matter of emotions. Both 
in the Emirates and in Saudi Arabia, anyone walking around in the streets without 
a passport or Iqama risks being stopped by the police to be deported. As an inter-
viewed domestic worker in the Emirates explained: “But when we were in the 
Agency, they gave us a copy of the contract, but now the employers took it, with 
our passport. 

563 Stated by a professor at a Saudi University. 
564 Residency permit.
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They do not even let us have the labor card! So when the police catch us here, ah! 
Especially now, they become really strict, you know. If you do not have the labor 
card, they will bring you to the police station.” Therefore, without papers, domes-
tic workers cannot leave the house.

According to interviewed government officials, neither in Saudi Arabia565 nor in 
the Emirates566 are employers currently permitted to retain identity papers, al-
though no law has been found that confirms this. However, there are two prob-
lems with these rules. The first problem is that in the Emirates few employers and 
in Saudi Arabia, very few employers, know that (according to these government 
officials) this is not permitted. Even members of the Commission for Human 
Rights in Riyadh did not know about this law, nor did any interviewed diplomat. 
The domestic workers do not know about the law either. To the question: “Do you 
know that the employer is not allowed to take your passport?” 26 replied that they 
knew and 24 replied that they did not know. When the question was later changed 
to “Do you know if the employer is allowed to take your passport?” 16 workers re-
plied that he is allowed and only 4 said that he is not. 

When the Deputy Minister of Labor of Saudi Arabia was asked why all employ-
ers retain the passports of their non-Western employees, he answered that the 
problem is that the workers know nothing about their rights. He said it is the duty 
of the governments of the countries of origin to educate them upon departure to 
the Middle East. When told that none of the employers interviewed for this re-
search knew about the rule either, he answered: “It’s not our responsibility to 
make sure that they know.” In the Emirates, this situation is only slightly better; 
there is some governmental communication about the retention of passports, but 
it is rather limited. Furthermore, when domestic workers arrive in Saudi Arabia, 
customs officers immediately hand over their identity papers to the employers. In 
the Emirates, the agencies process the papers and then hand them over to the em-
ployers. Several agents visited for the purpose of this research, stated that if I was 
to hire a domestic worker, I should not let her keep her own passport (more on 
this part of the research in chapter 4). Furthermore, if the domestic worker runs 
away after abuse by the employer and the authorities arrive to collect her passport, 
many employers simply refuse to give up the papers and the authorities do not 
force him to do so.567 In other words, no one clarifies to employers that this is not 
permitted. On the contrary, employers are encouraged from all sides to retain the 
passports.

565 Council of Ministers Decision no 166 dated 12/7/1421 H (2000), which I have not been able to find anywhere, 
although I have searched and asked extensively; it may be non-existent.
566 It seems to be written solely in the Labor Law, which does not apply to domestic workers.
567 Report 18, P5.
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10.5 Psychological Impediments
The fourth type of impediment for domestic workers to leave the house is psycho-
logical. There are three such impediments: the patriarchal system, fear and men-
tal programming about the symbolic power of the contract. 

Patriarchy
As explained in chapter 3, many domestic workers think in patriarchal terms, not 
in terms of the contractual system. In the former, everyone has a position in a hi-
erarchy with rights and duties attached to it, but these rights and duties are not 
dependent upon the rights and duties of others. As an interviewee in Jakarta ex-
plained: “And the people from Java have learnt that they always have to obey the 
master, whether the master is good to them or not.”

Fear and indoctrination
Adding to the lack of knowledge about the outside world (as discussed in section 10.4) 
is the fear of the outside world. To the question of whether being locked in the house 
bothered her, one interviewee responded: “No, I was scared to be in another country. 
Not being allowed to go out did not bother me because it was scary outside.” Certain 
employers seem to actively contribute to this fear, as several domestic workers ex-
plained how their employers had warned them about the risks of being raped, abduct-
ed, abused, or instantly deported upon going outside. One domestic worker was so 
afraid of the outside world that while waiting for an embassy’s car, she hid in the gar-
bage bin. Another interviewee stated about her employer, “She told me I am a slave. 
She told me if you run away I will call the police to shoot you, to kill you.” 

Several interviewees also stated that the agencies actively use such stories to in-
doctrinate the domestic workers: “They tell them, ‘You have to obey. And if some-
thing happens that you do not like, you just have to think, this is my fate; other-
wise, something bad will happen to you.’” Another domestic worker explained 
how her employer brought her to the agency. She was seriously harassed there, af-
ter which the employer came to pick her up again. He said that if she was disobe-
dient again, he would bring her back to the agency permanently. 

Likewise, upon my own arrival in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the hotel staff in-
formed me that I could only use the (very expensive) hotel’s taxi service, because with 
any other taxi I would run the risk of being raped. Stories of women being raped when 
leaving the house “without permission” are frequently told: “Did you hear about this 
Bluetooth film going around of the Mutawwa568 having sex with a woman in exchange 
for not arresting her?” “Did you hear about this domestic worker who was taken by se-
curity forces to what was supposed to be a safe house and then raped by forty-three 
men?” The truth of these stories could not be determined, but even if they are not (all) 
true, they have the effect of making it scary for women to leave the house. 

568 Religious police.

chapter 10



243

These threats and stories, according to two interviewed diplomats, become more ef-
fective when a domestic worker is under emotional stress from solitude, exhaustion 
or sleep deprivation. 

Other factors that could be at play here are paralysis, learned helplessness and 
Stockholm syndrome. Some rape victims become paralyzed with fear and are un-
able to display physical resistance.569 Walker theorizes that women subjected to 
continual abuse may learn to be helpless and stop trying to leave. They acquire 
survival skills within the relationship but develop an inability to see escape alter-
natives. Walker’s later works characterize this syndrome of learned helplessness 
as a type of post-traumatic stress disorder.570 Likewise, victims of Stockholm syn-
drome develop a strong emotional tie with their captors and do not leave.

Fictive rules and contracts
Another way to tie domestic workers to their employers is the contract. The reason 
this is discussed in the section on psychological rather than legal impediments, is 
that there is no enforcement of the official contracts and agents or employers reg-
ularly refer to stipulations that are not in the contract at all. The stated contractual 
rights are not delivered or protected, yet many domestic workers see the contract 
as the primary impediment to leaving; they feel they have a duty to stay with their 
employer for two years, regardless of whether their rights are respected and re-
gardless of the fact that no authority enforces the stipulations of their contract.571 

Both sociologists and anthropologists have noted the peculiarity of people fol-
lowing rules simply because they are rules. In Milgram’s obedience paradigm, test 
subjects were asked to apply electric shocks to (what they did not know were) ac-
tors. Obviously, they wanted to withdraw from the experiment, but the experi-
menter continued to insist that they go on. He reminded them of the contract and 
of the agreement to participate fully, and they were told to follow the rules, upon 
which most of the subjects applied (or thought they applied) deadly shocks.572 

Many explanations of why people in such situations follow rules focus on situa-
tions where those who do so are not victims themselves. Johnson states, “It is im-
portant to note how rarely it occurs to people to simply change the rules. (…) If we 
try to explain patterns of social behavior only in terms of individual people’s per-
sonalities and motives (…) then we ignore how behavior is shaped by the paths of 
least resistance found in the systems people participate in.”573 Yet he discusses 
how men follow the rules of patriarchal society in which women are the primary 
victims. 

569 Levit (2006) P183.
570 Levit (2006) P191.
571 So by the definition of Kelsen, it is not law. More on Kelsen in among others Brouwer (2004) chapter 1.
572 Zimbardo (2008) P270-273.
573 Johnson (1997) P35.
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Others discuss how Nazi soldiers followed the rules when harming others, not 
only as the path of least resistance, but also as a way of rejecting responsibility for 
their own actions, much like Milgram’s obedience paradigm.

In the case of the domestic workers, however, the persons blindly following the 
rules are not the actors but the victims. Some interviewees who were victims of 
rape (both Indonesian and Filipina) said to have stayed with their employer “be-
cause of the contract.” An illiterate (Indonesian) domestic worker who was ill and 
in serious pain stayed: “I had to wait until the contract was over.” How can this be 
explained? Moreover, there is a difference between Indonesian and Filipina do-
mestic workers concerning this issue. The Filipinas, when asked why they could 
not go home, gave diverse answers, such as: “I already talked to them about that 
when my son got sick; I could not go” and “I know they have paid money at the 
agency for me and for my ticket, so it’s too much hard for them to release my pa-
pers.” Very few referred to the contract. Indonesians, on the other hand, almost all 
referred to the contract. 

There are two possible explanations for this phenomenon. One is the possibility 
that, as one interviewee stated, the agencies indoctrinate them that leaving prior to fin-
ishing the contract is impossible, and Indonesian agencies maybe do so more than 
Filipino agencies. The other explanation is offered by symbolic anthropology: the con-
tract for domestic workers from a patriarchal society has some sort of supernatural 
force, and as there seems to be a stronger belief in Indonesian society in occultism 
(see chapter 11), this may also be an explanation. Further research is needed here.

Threats and violence
Sometimes violence is used to keep domestic workers obedient and inside. The 
most serious victim of violence interviewed for this research was the publicly 
known Nour Miyati. Whenever she asked for her salary, which was long overdue, 
her female employer smashed her fingers with heavy things, like an iron. The 
male employer once grabbed her by the hair and threw her against a wall. Nour 
needed medical aid but was not permitted to leave the house; she was locked up in 
her room after finishing her work. It was not until her fingers and toes started to 
smell bad from gangrene that they let her go. By then, amputation was the only 
solution left. Yet Nour was not the only one. Several interviewed domestic workers 
had stitches, bruises or burn marks. Domestic violence occurs all over the world 
and in all parts of society, but the problem in the Emirates and Saudi Arabia is that 
the perpetrators are usually not punished. This makes it easy for employers to use 
violence to make their employees (or women or children) obedient. Other inter-
viewees stated that they received threats that if their behavior did not improve or 
if they ran away, the employers would go to the police to (falsely) report theft. In 
light of the fact that these accusations are usually treated by the police as true (see 
chapter 11), such threats are very effective. 
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10.6 Resistance
Obviously, not all domestic workers accept their situations. Some have the means 
to enforce their own norms as well. In continental Europe, domestic workers who 
did not agree with their employers could vote with their feet: they left. As ex-
plained in this chapter, however, for many workers it is impossible to leave the 
house, so they use another pressure method to resist the employer: they some-
times simply stop working. Some domestic workers have been given the explicit 
advice at the pre-departure courses: ‘If you are unhappy with the employer, stop 
working as soon as possible.” They can drive their employers crazy by doing so. 
One interviewed employer explained: “They will play all sorts of tricks to get their 
way. They will stop working, they lock themselves into their room, they stop eat-
ing, they cry all the time. They just do not want to be responsible. (….). They know 
they cannot go to the embassy if there is no reason, so they just force the employer 
to bring her to the airport.” Patterson writes that these types of resistance were 
normal for slaves as well: “He might react psychologically, play the slave, act 
dumb, exasperate. He might lie or steal. He might run away. He might injure or 
kill others, including his own master.”574 Several anthropologists have studied the 
forms of resistance of domestic workers. See, for instance, Moukarbel on Sri 
Lankan domestic workers in Lebanon and their everyday forms of resistance.575

10.7 Slavery?
In the international press, the position of domestic workers is regularly described 
as modern-day slavery. As stated in chapter 3, the diminished civil citizenship of 
women has been referred to by Marilyn French as a form of slavery. As described 
in chapter 7 on contractual rights, certain agencies explicitly state that the domes-
tic worker will be the employer’s slave for two years. Moreover, several interviewed 
domestic workers report having been told that they were slaves: “They told me I’m 
a slave, that I do not have any right.” Furthermore, the term used in the Gulf for 
domestic workers, Khaddamah, was used in the past for female slaves.576 Slavery 
was, as elsewhere, a widely used practice. In the seventh century, high-class 
Chinese families bought African slaves through the market in Zanzibar, which 
was dominated by the Arabs from the eighth century on.577 On the Arabian 
Peninsula, slavery was officially abolished under international pressure in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century by order of the respective rulers. Consequently, 
a switch has been made to paid, foreign domestic workers.578 

574 Patterson (1982) P172.
575 Moukarbel (2009).
576 Strobl (2009) P165.
577 Wolf (1990) P42.
578 Several interviewed employers stated that they hired domestic workers since the seventies, when slavery was 
becoming rare but when quickly rising prices of oil allowed increasing numbers of Arabs to attain domestic help.
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When analyzing the current position of these paid foreign domestic workers, is it 
correct to say that they are ‘modern-day slaves’ for a period of two years? Of course, 
it depends on the definition of slavery. The United Nations, which has formulated 
the most commonly used definition of slavery, has played an important role in the 
near extinction of legal property in persons, but the organisation has not succeeded 
– as discussed in chapter 3 - in eliminating the type of slavery that existed before the 
concept of property came into being: a power relationship in which one person has 
extreme control over another. Patterson states the following about what slavery is:

Relations of inequality or domination, which exist whenever one person has 
more power than another, range on a continuum from those of marginal 
asymmetry to those in which one person is capable of exercising, with impu-
nity, total power over another. (….) Slavery is one of the most extreme forms 
of the relation of domination, approaching the limits of total power from the 
viewpoint of the master and the total powerlessness from the viewpoint of 
the slave. Yet it differs from other forms of extreme domination in very spe-
cial ways. If we are to understand how slavery is distinctive, we must first 
clarify the concept of power. The power relation has three facets. The first is 
social and involves the use or threat of violence in the control of one person 
by another. The second is the psychological facet of influence, the capacity to 
persuade another person to change the way he perceives his interests and his 
circumstances. And third is the cultural facet of authority, the means of 
transforming force into right and obedience to duty.579 

According to this definition, domestic workers in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates 
are indeed slaves. The employer holds extreme power over the worker; he (or she) 
can make her work all day and can decide how much and whether she eats or 
sleeps. He is considered to have the right to use a certain level of violence to make 
her obey (chapters 5 and 11) and he can deport her at will (chapters 7 and 10). Many 
domestic workers cannot leave the employer’s sphere of influence either physi-
cally or psychologically, and the situation is described in terms of the employer’s 
rights (based on the contract and payments to the agency) and it is the domestic 
worker’s duty to fully obey him. Because the labour relationship is perceived as a 
private issue in which the government may not interfere (chapter 7), no one pro-
tects the domestic worker from the power of the employer. Therefore, using 
Patterson’s description of slavery, that is what domestic workers are, albeit only 
for the two-year term of a contract. That is exactly what a researched recruitment 
agent in Riyadh stated: “She will be your slave for two years.”

579 Patterson (1982) P1-2.
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The fact that the women themselves sign contracts to become domestic workers 
does not change this situation to one of non-slavery. As pointed out by the histori-
cal precedent of Patterson: 

Poverty was, of course, one of the main reasons for self-sale and we have al-
ready noted that in several advanced societies such as China and Japan, it was 
at times a major source of slaves. In Russia between the seventeenth and 
nineteenth centuries, self-sale as a result of poverty was the most important 
reason for enslavement among the mass of domestic slaves. Richard Hellie 
goes so far as to call Russian (private) slavery a welfare system.580 

For the domestic workers in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates, poverty is the main 
reason why they sign contracts. Some of them are lucky enough to find employ-
ment in a non-abusive family and as they can often sustain their entire families 
back home with their salary, this can indeed be referred to as an international wel-
fare system. Thus, from a sociological point of view, despite the fact that some of 
the domestic workers are treated well, because of the extreme power the employer 
holds over the domestic worker this relation can be labelled slavery according to 
the pre-Roman concept of slavery. Since the invention of the concept of property 
over persons, it is referred to as bonded labour, but an also appropriate term is 
‘power slavery’ as opposed to ‘legal slavery’.

One could counter the argument that it is slavery by stating that parents also hold 
extreme power over their children, whereas children are not referred to as slaves ei-
ther. Yet especially in Saudi Arabia and to a certain extent in the Emirates, it is con-
sidered to be forbidden for the government to interfere in domestic matters, to in-
terfere in the private sphere of the house.581 Interviewed male employers and 
government officials gave statements such as: “It’s something from our house and 
it’s not for somebody from outside to judge” and “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.”582 Therefore especially in Saudi Arabia, where men are allowed to treat the 
members of their family as they deem fit, interviewed female employers regularly 
referred to themselves as slaves as well; not because they are property, but because 
their fathers and husbands have almost unlimited power over them. 

580 Patterson (1982) P130.
581 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.” 
582 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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Here the term ‘slavery’ could be deemed inappropriate as the women are not 
property of their husbands. ‘Bonded labour’ is not appropriate either, as there is 
no labour relation between the two. But the proposed term ‘power slavery’ articu-
lates the point that the women concerned try to make. The power of employers 
over domestic workers is at least as strong, as this chapter has shown. 

10.8 Summary
This chapter discussed the several reasons why it is often impossible and usually 
very difficult for domestic workers in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates to either 
change employers or return home. A paramount legal impediment to the freedom 
of the domestic worker is the sponsorship system. Economic impediments in-
clude salary retention, debts, needy family members and transaction costs. Some 
of these impede the worker’s freedom because of the employer, while other im-
pediments may occur without the employer’s knowledge. Physical impediments 
include the impossibility of leaving the employer because the domestic worker 
cannot leave the house, because she does not know anything about the outside 
world, or because the employer retains her passport. Psychological impediments 
include the patriarchal system, fear, indoctrination and the mental programming 
that the contract cannot be broken under any condition. These impediments to-
gether create a situation in which the employer holds extreme power over the do-
mestic worker. As the relation is not one of property but one of extreme power, it 
is usually referred to as bonded labour. Yet because it is akin to pre-Roman slav-
ery, to slavery as it existed before the invention of the concept of property over per-
sons, the labour relation can also be referred to as power slavery as opposed to prop-
erty slavery. This term has as advantage over the term bonded labour, that is 
clarifies how connected the position of the domestic worker is to the position of 
women and children in these locations where the patriarch is considered to be the 
state within the private sphere of the household. 

Whatever one’s position on the question of whether it is modern-day slavery, it 
is clear that the situation cannot be referred to as a free labor market. The altera-
tion of the sponsorship system, as discussed in chapter 7, will probably create 
somewhat more freedom. Although it will not create a fully free labor market, it 
could create an institutionalized setting that compensates for market failures 
caused by transaction costs, as will be further discussed in chapter 12. 




