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11. Otherness and Expulsion

11.1 introduction
This chapter is the second one of part IV, concerning the power relation between 
the domestic worker and her employer. This power relation has been researched 
because a power imbalance can lead to conflicts as it allows for one party to behave 
contrary to the norms of both parties without anyone interfering. The previous 
chapter discussed the limited freedom of domestic workers to leave their employ-
ment. This chapter describes how employers to the contrary have every freedom 
to instantly end the labor relation. They do so regularly by means of different sorts 
of accusations. Their reasons hereto are connected to the fact that domestic work-
ers find themselves in an ambivalent position in their employers’ houses. They 
are part of the family, yet they are not family. They are women who are very close 
physically and yet not close at all mentally. This leads to specific conflicts related 
to different forms of otherness.

Section 2 discusses three types of otherness: (i) the domestic worker as a foreign 
woman, (ii) the domestic worker as the other woman next to the - often jealous - 
wife and (iii) the domestic worker as a woman who is different from a man and 
therefore both fascinating and threatening. In this section about gender and gen-
der-related conflicts, the male and female employers are sometimes referred to as 
the husband and the wife because these terms have emotional connotations that 
make the problems more easily understandable than the term ‘employer’.

These three types of otherness can lead to conflicts that, due to the closeness of 
the domestic worker, can become extremely violent: psychological, physical and sex-
ual violence occur regularly. The employer in these cases has the freedom to instant-
ly remove the domestic worker from his family, something he often does by means 
of accusations. Section 4 describes these accusations that are generally presumed to 
be true by the Saudi and Emirati authorities. Section 5 discusses that the accusations 
seem to have the function of instantly expelling the marginal other. 

This chapter is based on interviews with domestic workers, employers, diplo-
mats, lawyers and two psychologists. The issues are rather sensitive and the rele-
vant answers were usually given only after the interview had been going on for a 
long time or in a second or third meeting. Some information was gathered from 
people who had been told about this research and its purposes, but who at the mo-
ment of the relevant answers seemed to have forgotten about it. For instance, 
some men were interviewed, thereafter invited me for dinner and only there start-
ed to explain about their sexual relations with domestic workers. The question-
naires provided no information for this chapter.

The next three sections will show how the otherness of the domestic workers 
takes three forms in practice, all of which seem to be stronger in the Gulf than in 
many other societies.
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11.2 Otherness
As explained in chapter 3, domestic workers are often perceived as ‘the other’ due 
to their position at the margins of the family. Both in Saudi Arabia and the 
Emirates, almost all of the interviewed employers stated their concerns that the 
workers would bring strangers into the house. Several employers also stated their 
concerns about gossip; this strange foreign woman enters the household where 
she learns all the secrets of the family. This is a large responsibility to carry in a 
culture where ‘shame’ and ‘face’ are such essential features.583 She knows a lot and 
her level of loyalty can be too low. One interviewed employer for instance stated: 
“The maids, they know the secrets of the house. That is also why they cannot go 
out, they will tell the neighbors.” Many domestic workers reported the same: 
“Some employers don’t want us to talk to each other. They are afraid we are going 
to say bad things about their family.” 

To manage this complicated situation, domestic workers are regularly kept away 
from the family. In richer families in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates, the same pat-
tern takes place; if possible, the domestic worker is kept physically apart as much as 
possible. Because dirt is contagious, it must be kept away, as in the Arabic saying: 
“If you stand near a blacksmith you will get covered in soot, but if you stand near a 
perfume seller you will carry an aroma of scent with you.”584 To deal with the fact 
that this dirty outsider may turn out to be very attractive, they are commonly por-
trayed as lusty sexual devils.585 One Saudi interviewee stated, wording the opinion of 
many: “and the problem is, they are sexually very easy going. The Africans are not 
so easy, it’s more the Asians. They don’t have to be in love for this. Too many are 
pregnant and they leave the child or orphan here. You have to look after the maids 
all the time to protect your own sons. They want to be done, especially the Muslims. 
They pray and they think that then they are forgiven.” This sexually charged dynam-
ic might lead to untenable situations that cause employers to want to get rid of the 
domestic worker instantly or domestic workers to want to leave instantly. 

This is problematic, however, because, though they are portrayed as unreliable, 
they are at the same time indispensible. In particular, female employers in Saudi 
Arabia and the Emirates complained that they were entirely dependent on their do-
mestic workers and that they run the risk of her leaving. As one interviewed employ-
er stated: “And you think they go and pick up your children, but they just disappear 
in thin air and you don’t hear about it until the police bring your children home.” 

The data in this research show that this otherness of the domestic workers, a 
common phenomenon, actually takes the shape of three different forms of other-
ness. These three forms are all more severe in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates than 
what can be expected in many other countries. 

583 More on the culture of shame in chapter 5 that discusses the position of domestic worker as part of the family. 
584 Sasson (2004) P196-197.
585 Schama (1988) P460.
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11.3 The foreign woman
Domestic workers are almost always migrant workers, usually from a quite different 
culture.586 The workers and their employers therefore suffer from severe intercul-
tural communication problems. Many women who arrive on the Arabian Peninsula 
speak Arabic poorly or not at all. But even when the workers are fluent in this lan-
guage however, many misunderstandings occur. For instance, under Islam, one is 
religiously obliged to wash after having sexual intercourse, before one can pray 
again. Because showing one’s hair to a man is regularly viewed as a sexual invita-
tion, showing wet hair is sometimes interpreted as a very explicit sexual invitation. 

Hair is also in other instances a problem; many Indonesian domestic workers, 
in particular, have a habit of gathering hair for different reasons. One such reason 
is the innocent superstition (as they themselves usually see it) that if they lose 
their hair on the Arabian Peninsula, they will not be able to return to their home 
country. Therefore, they gather their hair in little bags to bring home. Others be-
lieve that hair must be gathered during menstruation, to be burnt later as cleaning 
ritual. However, Arabic employers, many of whom are staunch believers in super-
natural forces and occultism, may feel threatened by this custom as they think it 
involves the hair of the employer, to be used for voodoo-like practices. Several 
Saudi and a few Emirati interviewees explained how ‘magic’ can be used to steal 
the love of a man - their husbands or sons - and that hair is a common tool for oc-
cultism (more in the next section).

In Saudi Arabia, there is an issue that contributes to the foreignness of the do-
mestic worker: the fear and dislike of others, taught by Wahhabi scholars587 at 
schools and in mosques. As a Saudi interviewee stated: “We have been taught in 
school that Christians are Kuffar, that they are very dangerous. That is why we can-
not look them in the eye, we cannot shake their hands and we certainly cannot 
laugh at them!” These teachings about ‘others’ reflect the Wahhabi worldview: a 
world divided into the believers and preservers of the true faith and the infidels. A 
defensive tone underlies the message about the ‘other’ projected in the demoniza-
tion of the different. The defensive tone and projections of fear are reinforced by 
the various punishments for deviancy spelled out in textbooks in great detail. As a 
Saudi woman observed: “The mind of each of us has been programmed since 
school age that values and good deeds are ours only and that others lack them.” 
Such teachings undermine the trust and confidence Saudis have in their domestic 
workers, as several interviewees stated. 

These teachings may have a purpose. Non-Wahhabis, especially ones who re-
side within the household, can pose a threat to the power of the Wahhabi estab-
lishment by spreading information about all sorts of different worldviews such as 
Christianity or democracy. 

586 See section 2.4 for a list of countries of origin.
587 More on Wahhabi scholars in chapters 2 and 9.
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In that light, it is no surprise that the former Grand Mufti Bin Baz has provided 
the following fatwa: “It is not permissible to employ a non-Muslim servant, male 
or female, nor a non-Muslim driver, nor a non-Muslim laborer in the Arabian 
gulf, because the Prophet, peace be upon him, ordered the removal of all Jews and 
Christians from it and he ordered that none should remain in it except Muslims 
(…) This is because bringing male and female disbelievers is a danger to the 
Muslims, their beliefs, their morals and the upbringing of their children, so it 
should be forbidden.”588 

So the Wahhabi teachings on the dangers of foreigners add to the otherness of do-
mestic workers. Furthermore, as the average educational level is low and independ-
ent critical thought is not stimulated in schools, many employers believe urban leg-
ends. This is especially the case among interviewed female employers. Other 
interviewees denied that these are urban legends and insist that it was indeed their 
own cousin who was: “chopped up in pieces by the domestic worker while the hus-
band went out for cigarettes. And the domestic worker said the woman had left with 
another man. But the husband didn’t trust it and he went to search and found her 
chopped up in thousand pieces in the storage.” Further questions about such ex-
treme stories, such as asking about the specific punishment the domestic worker 
was given and whether evidence of her guilt existed, are always averted. One inter-
viewee stated that there is a book with stories on domestic workers who used super-
natural powers and occultism to kill their employers or the children, a book which 
he claimed is very popular among Saudi Arabian women. 

Thus, the fear of the other in Saudi Arabia seems to be very strong, stronger than 
in the Emirates. This is compensated for by a different, fierce fear of the other in the 
Emirates caused by the fact that the original population has now been reduced to 
10%.589 One interviewed domestic worker commented on how she had been humili-
ated by her Dubai employer: “I think it’s fear. There are too many foreigners. They 
are afraid of all the changes and they are afraid the workers will not want to go 
home.” Another problem in both countries which possibly adds to the fear for for-
eigners, is unemployment among citizens, especially among young Saudis. 

11.4 The other woman
The second type of otherness concerning the domestic worker comes from the 
fact that, in the eyes of the female employer or wife, she is ‘the other woman’ to 
whom the male employer or husband may be attracted. The wife can be either 
content or dissatisfied with that, though the latter seems to be the most common. 
Although this form of otherness exists worldwide, it could maybe have larger ef-
fects in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates, as men in both countries are permitted to 
marry up to four wives. 

588 Prokop in Aarts (2005) P71.
589 See chapter 2.
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Whereas Western women are sometimes confronted with their husbands having 
a mistress, Saudi and Emirati women can be confronted with their husbands mar-
rying the mistress. The situation with the domestic worker is even more compli-
cated. She can be the mistress of the employer (either forced or voluntarily) while 
living in the same household as her employer and his wife.590 

Just the thought of that possibility makes many female employers behave differ-
ently - or even horribly - towards their domestic workers.591 Several Saudi and 
Emirati interviewees complained about domestic workers wanting to steal their 
husbands. For instance, one stated: “The problem is that many men think they 
have the right to an affair, they think they have a right to the maid. But it also hap-
pens the other way around: the maid saying she has the right to the man, that she 
is the concubine, that therefore it is not Haram, not forbidden, but Halal. It can 
also happen that the master marries the maid.” 

Both women know that the female employer is not the ultimate authority in the 
household. Though the husband usually plays a small role in the details of day-to-
day life, his position is pivotal because he decides how much freedom his wife has. 
Several female interviewees confirmed this: “No matter what we do, our future is 
linked to one prerequisite: the degree of kindness in the man who rules us.”592 From 
an early age, they learn to manipulate rather than to confront. They learn that they 
are born to be pretty and not much else. The female employer therefore feels very 
threatened as soon as she is not the prettiest thing in the house anymore.

Almost all interviewed domestic workers talk about their female employers be-
ing extremely jealous, even of their husbands saying a kind word to this other 
woman. One of them accounted: “If I was in the kitchen and the man would walk 
in there, she would go crazy! The male employer was very nice, he never asked for 
anything. She was very jealous.” Another reported: “The female employer was 
very jealous and very temperamental. I ran away to the consulate when she threw 
hot porridge over my legs.” This domestic worker admitted later in the interview 
that she had not protested when the male employer had entered her bedroom at 
night, adding, “The man was nice to me.” 

One domestic worker could not stop talking about the misery of coming be-
tween her male and female employer: “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 any-
thing to offer my body! Then he took another woman home and he had sex with 
her in the living room. He said that if I’d tell the madam, he would kill me! He told 
me that he wants a divorce. Why he tells me that? It’s not my business! I said Baba 
please stop and I cry but he says it’s not your business. Baba says my wife doesn’t 
give me any care, doesn’t understand me, but that’s not my business! They must 
divorce; it’s too horrible.” 

590 On the Arabian Peninsula, in polygamous marriages every woman is supposed to have her own house. 
591 Compare Patterson (1982) P175.
592 Sasson (2004) P162.
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A few domestic workers reported about female employers cutting their hair off to 
make them look like boys, beating them for saying a word to the male employer, 
or even beating them for being thin. One Saudi interviewee reported the same: “I 
have a friend called Nada. She hates the maid, she admits that sometimes she hits 
the maid, just because the maid is skinny and Nada is not. Nada is really fat, like 
most Saudi women nowadays.” However, other women seem to be pleased with 
the fact that the domestic worker can serve the needs of the men in their house. 
Two interviewed domestic workers who reported having been raped claimed that 
their female employers knew about it. One even said that it was the female em-
ployer who had removed the key from her room, so that she could no longer keep 
the male employer outside at night. 

11.5 The woman
Third but foremost, the domestic worker is the ‘other’ simply because she is a 
woman who is both strange and attractive to the men in the household where she 
is employed. This may lead to a variety of situations. 

Love and care
First, a love affair is possible. Despite the negative press about domestic workers 
being sexually harassed, some of them simply do fall in love and this may be mu-
tual. For example, the following is an excerpt from an interview with a male 
employer: 

There used to be this girl from Indonesia with us and I liked her. She had 
a nice face: white and clean. So one day I was just passing by all the time, 
passing the room where she was working. And she asked, ‘Abdullah, what 
do you want?’ And I said ‘What do you think?’ So that was my first time. 
[She didn’t refuse?] No, she liked me. But afterwards I felt really bad you 
know, I was so scared; if my father would find out, what would he do to me! 
So for some days I didn’t look at her. And she asked me: ‘Abdullah, aren’t 
you hungry for me?’ [So it happened only once?] No, a couple of times, but 
every time after some weeks. [Weren’t you afraid she would get pregnant?] No, 
but I didn’t… she was still a virgin afterwards. I would never take that from 
her, that would have destroyed her life!

As an interviewed diplomat from a country of origin stated, an important factor is 
that many domestic workers, far from home, are lonely and long for some person-
al care and attention. An interviewed Saudi employer concurred: “They will have 
relations with the boys in the house or with the driver. That’s why many families 
prefer to have a maid and a driver who are married to each other. Many who do 
have relations are happy with that. You have to understand: they are lonely, so they 
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are not refusing.” Such a situation becomes problematic when the domestic work-
er becomes pregnant or when she understands that the employer (or his son) will 
never marry her, despite her hopes or beliefs that this would happen, as in the fol-
lowing interview with an employer: 

We had a maid from the Philippines and she was in love with my brother. 
After he got married, she cried for days and then she ran away. [Do you 
think something has happened between them?] Yes, I don’t have real evidence 
or something, but he was going to the roof a lot, you know, where her room 
was. And when I asked, he always said he had to adjust the satellite. Well, 
let’s just say it needed a lot of adjustments! [But he married somebody else. Do 
you know anybody who married the domestic worker?] No! Of course their par-
ents will never ever allow them to marry the maid! [Because they don’t even 
allow them to marry somebody from a lower tribe?] Exactly!593

But as soon as a domestic worker who has fallen in love runs away, pregnant or not, 
she has practically no choice but to accuse the employer of sexual abuse because oth-
erwise, the black market is the only place to go: embassies’ safe houses are overfull 
and refuse to help women who suffer from nothing but a broken heart.594 Moreover, 
because extramarital sex is heavily punished in both countries, the worker cannot 
possibly admit to the Saudi or Emirati authorities that the sexual intercourse was 
consensual. Any domestic worker who is pregnant and not engaged, will accuse her 
employer of rape to save her life. The problem is that because the authorities realize 
this, they no longer believe the women who actually have been abused. 

Prostitution
Other domestic workers enter into sexual relations with one or more men in the 
house for financial reasons. Many interviewed domestic workers reported having 
been offered money in exchange for sex, but because of the stigma attached, no 
one admitted to having accepted it. Nevertheless, it is clear that this does happen. 
One interviewee arrived at the safe house of her embassy with a large amount of 
gold on her wrists. She claimed to have run away because her life had become “too 
complicated” but refused to say anything else. Several Emirati and Saudi inter-
viewees stated that they understood the reasons for prostitution: “They can make 
as much money in an evening as they normally make in a month. Of course some 
of them say yes.” However, the majority of interviewed employers, especially older 
and female ones, were fierce in their rejection of prostitution and as elsewhere in 
the world, the blame falls on the female accepting (and usually needing) the mon-
ey, not on the man who pays her.

593 Other interviews revealed that marriages with domestic workers do occur, although very rarely. It seems to be 
least common in the center of Saudi Arabia where this interview took place.
594 See chapter 8.
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As Levitt and Dubner colorfully describe it,595 sex is a matter of supply and de-
mand. In sexually restrictive societies, the demand for sex is high and the price 
paid to prostitutes rises. Furthermore, depending on the usual income of women, 
when payments rise, the supply of prostitutes rises with it. In the Emirates - but 
even more so in Saudi Arabia - the demand for sex is high because the availability of 
‘casual sex’ or ‘friends with benefits’ is very low. Prostitution is widely visible in the 
streets and hotels of Dubai. In Saudi Arabia it remains more hidden, but all younger 
interviewees who were asked about it, admitted that prostitutes were available every-
where. In Saudi Arabia, as several interviewees reported, Saudi women can be so 
poor that they become prostitutes - a very dangerous profession in light of the threat 
of being stoned to death. In the Emirates, prostitution seems to be an occupation 
entirely consisting of female migrant workers.596 Prices differ greatly depending on 
the nationality of the prostitute, with differences comparable to the salary differenc-
es between domestic workers of different nationalities.597 

Harassment, rape and sex slavery
Last but not least, domestic workers are regularly forced into sexual relations. As 
one of many interviewed domestic workers explained: “In the beginning he just 
tried, but this year he got what he wanted. He is very big you know, so what could 
I do? He raped me. I didn’t tell his wife because my friends told me his wife will 
side with her husband no matter what. I had tried to contact the embassy before 
and I planned to run away, but then this incident happened. I threatened him I 
would tell his wife, but I didn’t because it was no use. He came to the house when 
he knew all the others were out and he raped me.”

Some men are perfectly aware of the fact that they are forcing the domestic 
worker because they apply physical abuse at the same time. However, other men 
do not seem to realize that for instance the uncomfortable smiles and silences of 
a young Indonesian woman mean no. Some of the culturally prescribed ways in 
which women typically respond to difficult situations - with silence, an uncom-
fortable laugh, or attempts to maintain friendly interactions - can be interpreted as 
consent or encouragement.598 Thus, the intercultural differences between silent 
women and fervent men create a considerable problem. Furthermore, a lack of 
violence is often misinterpreted, as it is elsewhere in the world; many believe rape 
does not occur unless the offender uses violent physical force or a weapon. The 
typical rape, however, involves no weapons and little or no physical force. 

595 Levitt (2009) chapter 1.
596 Which probably is related to the fact that poor Emirati women are very rare, while poor Saudi women are quite 
numerous.
597 See chapter 6.
598 Levit (2006) P69.
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Many believe that rape does not happen unless the victim physically resists her at-
tacker, when in fact victims often suffer physical paralysis and mental disassocia-
tion, which cause silence and passivity and prevent them from resisting.599 

An interviewed Saudi psychologist stated this as follows: “If a man tries to have 
sex with the domestic worker, her reaction can vary enormously: ‘Yes, I want this 
too’ or ‘I have been abused all my life, so I guess this is normal’ or ‘This man is so 
big and scary so how on earth can I say no?’ Yet on the outside to the average 
Saudi all these reactions will look the same; there is no fierce rejection, which will 
be interpreted as a ‘yes.’ The problem here is a lack of education in what this ab-
sence of fierce rejection can mean; the concept of being paralyzed by fear is un-
known to them.” Secondly, male employers do not seem to realize that due to the 
immense power the employer holds over the worker (as explained in the previous 
chapter), domestic workers are usually not in a position to refuse. Whereas in the 
West there is a minimal awareness that sexual relations should generally be avoid-
ed in power relations, none of the male interviewees in Saudi Arabia and the 
Emirates seemed to have thought this over before they were asked about it.

Furthermore, although many believe that victims promptly report a rape to po-
lice or other local authorities, most victims around the world never report the sex-
ual violence they suffer. In many communities, to report a rape is actually to risk 
punishment, as the victim herself may be punished for admitting to having had 
sexual intercourse outside of marriage. Formal and informal punishment of rape 
victims ranges from public disgrace and social ostracism, to actual imprisonment 
for fornication or prostitution, to becoming the victim of a so-called ‘honor killing’ 
by the family members who believe the only way to cleanse the family name of the 
stain of illicit sexual intercourse is the murder of the rape victim. Despite the mas-
sive social and public health crisis that it represents worldwide, sexual violence 
continues to be shrouded in shame. Victims continue to be blamed and despised 
within their own communities and the law continues to struggle to offer victims 
justice.600

Seclusion and mystification
The sexual use and abuse of domestic workers has been commonplace through-
out history and all over the world,601 yet on the Arabian Peninsula - and especially 
in Saudi Arabia - the situation is worse. Research shows that an excess of males in 
the overall population encourages prostitution and sexual abuse, both outside and 
within the servant class.602 Both in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates the large major-
ity (60 to 70%) of the population is male, as most migrant workers are male (work-
ing in production and construction).

599 Clark (2007) P1265.
600 Clark (2007) P1265.
601 Rollins (1985) P 24 & 29 and compare Patterson (1982) P173-175 for abuse of female slaves.
602 Rollins (1985) P43.
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Furthermore, the (30 to 40%) minority of women is barely visible, due to the rules 
of khulwa or seclusion. For most Muslims, unrelated men and women cannot be 
together in private quarters, but they can be together in public spaces as long as 
they are respectful and keep decent manners. For Wahhabis, if a man and a wom-
an are not related they should not be together, no matter what. Therefore, in con-
servative Saudi Arabia, women live largely segregated from men. This seclusion 
has become more severe over the last decades because many families now have 
enough financial resources to keep their women entirely in seclusion and to build 
large walls around their houses. As one interviewee explained: “In the old days 
you had to go to the market; now your husband makes you send the driver.” 
Another factor is that, due to economic changes, families have diminished from 
extended families to core families. The number of women with whom the average 
man interacts is therefore extremely low. According to another interviewee, “70% 
to 90% of men have never been exposed to women other than their direct family.” 
As another interviewee explained: “Women are in a very secret place, the men are 
elsewhere, we don’t mingle at all. At least, in the upper classes we do, but the low-
er and middle class no, there they don’t mingle at all. So men and women are both 
incapable of communicating with the other sex.”

The effect hereof is, according to several interviewees, a form of mystification of 
“the woman.” For instance, to the question of where he could meet girls, one in-
terviewee responded: “I don’t know. You don’t. If you want a good wife, you can 
ask a friend about his sisters. But a girl who would want to talk to me, I would nev-
er marry her.” No matter how much he wanted to talk to and was interested in 
girls, he could not understand that maybe girls felt the same and were interested 
in boys. If this was the case, she had to be a bad person. Many male respondents 
thought alike: the woman was not considered to be similar to or have feelings sim-
ilar to those of men. She is perceived as entirely different and incomprehensible, 
which can lead to violence. As an interviewed Saudi psychologist explained: “There 
is more sexual violence in uneducated and in religiously strict families because 
there is less mingling. They don’t learn to communicate.”

In the Emirates, the khulwa rules are applied less strictly to Emirati women, but 
as domestic workers are usually not permitted to leave the house and as they form 
such a large part of the female population, the streets are filled there mainly with 
men as well.603 This low visibility of women creates sexual tension with the few 
women who are seen. As an interviewed Saudi government official admitted, he 
had been completely accustomed to women while travelling in Europe and the 
United States, but now that he was back in his own country, just the sight of a fe-
male face (my face, unfortunately) made him lose all concentration and 
self-discipline. 

603 apart from the specific locations where Western tourists or prostitutes can be found.
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Because of this sexual tension, even women who are permitted to leave the house, 
prefer to stay inside, which creates a vicious circle: because there are few women 
visible and available, men become sex-oriented. Because they are sex-oriented, the 
situation is less safe for women in the streets and therefore there are fewer wom-
en available. The domestic workers, however, are permanently indoors; they are 
permanently visible and available to the men in the house. Some enjoy it, some 
use it and some hate it. Whatever their position, there is no chance of going else-
where. As such they share their problems with many women in Saudi Arabia who 
are not permitted to leave the house. As a Saudi expert on domestic violence stat-
ed: “And many brothers touch their sisters because she is the only woman around. 
“There is a lot of sexual abuse, a lot!” She concluded: “Sexual violence is cultural, 
when considering how families live here; very closed. Inside the house one is not 
protected.”

Opening up society
In the United Arab Emirates, sexual abuse of domestic workers seems to be less 
common.604 Several interviewees in the Emirates explained that having a sexual re-
lationship with the domestic worker used to be entirely common: “If you didn’t do 
her, your friends said you were an idiot.” Another one confirmed, “Well, about ten 
years ago, when our society wasn’t so open as it is now, the houses were closed, the 
families were closed. And all of a sudden there was this strange woman in the house 
and some of them were really pretty. And for them, they were away from house, two 
years, three years, so they were lonely. And they have needs, like we have needs. It’s 
natural. At that time, I think about 70% to 80% had an affair with the maid.” 

However, more recently this particular problem seems to be diminishing be-
cause Emirati men have so many other alternatives available: the bars are full of 
prostitutes and willing tourists. This could be related to the impression of inter-
viewed diplomats of countries of origin, that sexual abuse of domestic workers in 
the Emirates is diminishing. To a lesser extent, prostitution seems to be on the 
rise as well in Saudi Arabia (as described above). Whereas the higher strata of so-
ciety have had access to prostitutes in countries like Malaysia and Thailand for 
decades, the number of hidden prostitutes - even in extremely conservative Riyadh 
- seems to be rising rapidly, and visiting them is said to be frequent and accepted 
as normal among men. 

The intention here is not to praise prostitution, especially in light of the fact that 
many prostitutes are likely to be pressured into this activity. However, it is possi-
ble that prostitution takes pressure off domestic workers by providing an alterna-
tive for men. Yet to the contrary it could also deteriorate the situation, as prostitu-
tion seems to have a very negative influence on the male perception of women in 
general and foreign women in particular. 

604 Sabban (2005) P30.
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Many Saudi and Emirati men visit brothels in their own country or in the Far East. 
Most of these men consider any woman who is not a Muslim a prostitute includ-
ing their domestic worker.605 Further research on the relation between the availa-
bility of prostitutes and sexual abuse of domestic workers would be helpful. 

Patriarchy
In addition to the mystification, another problem is that both societies are very 
patriarchal,606 to the point that sexual abuse is almost always blamed on the abused 
woman. For instance, one interviewee stated: “One friend got his maid pregnant. 
[So what did he do?] He got her the abortion pill. You cannot buy that here, but there 
are ways to get it. They bring it in from Egypt or Lebanon. [But it’s dangerous because 
if the police find out, you can go to jail.] “Yes, she can go to jail.” Likewise, a Saudi fe-
male interviewee stated that she would never tell anyone about sexual abuse: “They 
will destroy me, you know. After that, I will be trash for everyone. The only one who 
will want to marry me is some old ugly guy with one eye only and even he will treat 
me like trash because I am a prostitute because I have let myself get raped.” 

Sexual violence is connected to patriarchy because patriarchy legitimizes vio-
lence against women as a form of necessary discipline. Rape and battery are often 
seen as individual acts of sick or angry men rather than acts of patriarchy, but gen-
der violence serves other more normalized ends, such as male control and domi-
nation.607 Men resort to sexual violence not only out of a need of sex, but also be-
cause it works as a control mechanism. Thus, although patriarchy itself might be 
a deteriorating factor (both Saudi Arabia and the Emirates are still very patriarchal 
societies), a factor that might make matters even worse is that patriarchy is under 
pressure in both countries.608 The fact that certain Saudi and Emirati men resort 
to sexual or other forms of violence against women could be related to the fact that 
these women no longer obey the way they used to. The fact that they no longer 
obey may have to do with social changes in economy that calls for smarter, higher 
educated workers, regardless of gender. In other words, sexual violence may (tem-
porarily?) increase due to economic changes, although this hypothesis needs fur-
ther comparative research, particularly from scholars trained in gender studies. 

Sexual abuse and wasta
Intimate violence occurs across all races, classes, ethnicities, sexual orientations 
and religions.609 The interviews for this research with domestic workers who 
claimed to have been raped, also suggest that sexual abuse is not limited to partic-
ular social groups or classes. 

605 Compare Sasson (2004) P136-137.
606 See Levit (2006) P23 for the relation between patriarchal society and oppression of women.
607 Johnson (1984) P29 & 46.
608 See also chapters 2 and 3.
609 Levit (2006) P194.
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However, what is striking is the large number of domestic workers who claim to 
have been abused by an employer who was - or claimed to be - either a police of-
ficer or a high-ranking army officer. The possibility should not be disregarded that 
police officers are more sexually violent than others; however, a more likely expla-
nation seems to be that police officers expect not to be punished because those 
who would arrest them are their colleagues. As explained in chapter 9, the legal 
systems of both countries work on wasta, connections, not on rules equally ap-
plied to all. 

Denial
The common occurrence of sexual abuse of domestic workers is generally denied 
in both the Emirates and Saudi Arabia. UNDP states: “Domestic violence is not a 
purely Arab phenomenon. It is found and condemned in many areas of the world. 
Nevertheless, what is disturbing is the persistent denial in some Arab countries 
that it exists.”610 However, this denial is not in any way particular to the Middle 
East. For instance, in the United States, stranger assaults comprise the minority 
of rape cases, although the common discourse is that acquaintance rape is an ex-
ception.611 Just as these women prefer not to think about the fact that every ac-
quaintance is a possible rapist, Saudi women prefer not to think about the fact that 
their husbands may be raping domestic workers. As long as the denial continues 
though, effective measures are not likely to be taken. 

11.6 Expulsion

11.6.1 Accusations of occultism
Both in the Emirates and in Saudi Arabia, the belief in the occult is widespread. 
According to interviewed Saudis and Emiratis, it concerns “the unaccepted use of 
invisible forces to achieve something.” A prayer for health to (the invisible force) 
God or Allah is not considered ‘magic’ and therefore forbidden, as calling on God or 
Allah is accepted. However, the use of other invisible forces, such as ginnies612 to 
achieve either good or evil is not permitted under Sharia law. Occultism, under this 
definition, includes what is usually referred to as shamanism or (aspects of) witch-
craft. Many interviewees stated that Westerners are wrong to deny the existence of 
the occult or to deny the fact that they believe in it. Several made statements like, 
“You also believe in magic; it’s in the Bible you know, when Moses changed his stick 
into a snake.” They furthermore emphasized that, unlike Westerners, Arabs do not 
make a distinction between good and bad occultism. For instance, another inter-
viewee said: “We all know that there is three kinds of creatures; people, angels and 
ginnies. 

610 Report 10, P116.
611 Stapleton in Agosín (2002) P220.
612 Spirits or ghosts.
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And people who do witchcraft, they communicate with ginnies. But they are bad, so 
that’s why you cannot talk of black magic, as you do in the West, because all magic 
is bad. Islam forbids this.”

Occultism is, by the interviewees in both Saudi Arabia and the Emirates, consid-
ered to be practiced mainly by women. In these two highly patriarchal societies, 
women are supposed to obey the men in their family, and several male interview-
ees stated that occultism must be at play when a man falls in love so deeply that a 
woman controls him. This goes against what is considered the natural state of 
things and therefore the supernatural must be involved. These two countries are 
not exceptional: throughout the world and throughout history, women have pri-
marily been accused of doing ‘magic’ and of being witches,613 accusations that are 
strongly attached to the otherness of the woman, which creates both desire and 
fear. For instance, the English verb enchanting, can mean both bewitching and 
enthralling; charming can mean to cast a spell or to delight. Throughout Europe, 
women were accused of being witches until the Enlightenment in the eighteenth 
century, when people started to think about the world more scientifically. The un-
changeability of the newly discovered laws of nature made the concept of witch-
craft unlikely. This process of disenchantment, seems to be currently taking place 
in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates, possibly due to the spread of education in natu-
ral sciences, although more research is necessary on this subject.

As shown in the previous section, the otherness of the domestic worker is inti-
mately connected to her femininity: she is the foreign woman, the other woman 
and the woman. She is both attractive and dangerous. Even more than other wom-
en, domestic workers undermine the ‘natural’ order of society when they make a 
man fall in love with them. Therefore, it is not surprising that domestic workers 
and female slaves have always regularly been accused of doing magic.614 

Interestingly enough, several Saudi and Emirati men stated that a woman’s hair 
is her most precious jewel; on other occasions, interviewees explained that hair is 
the most common tool used to practice occultism.615 Many Indonesians in particu-
lar admitted to gathering their hair, although not to practice occultism on anyone 
else: “We believe that you have to gather it during menstruation, otherwise it 
brings bad luck; the evil spirit will follow you. My grandmother tells me this as 
well.” The Filipina domestic workers generally do not gather hair and know noth-
ing about practicing occultism with it. For instance, one interviewee who was ac-
cused of theft accounted, “And then they take this hair band and they pulled it 
from my hair, I don’t know why. And they took the hair from it and put it in a tis-
sue. And then when they finish my bag they say to take off all my clothes to see 
but I have nothing! And they wanted the police there but the police refuse, they say 
it’s haram. 

613 Zimbardo (2008) P9 and Crow (1968).
614 Patterson: P62-64.
615 Compare Holton (2007) P238. 
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And then they made me take off my clothes and they took pictures of me without a 
dress. It was very… they harass me really. Why do you think they take my hair?”

Most employers believe that domestic workers of particular nationalities prac-
tice occultism. For instance, an interviewed employer explained: “In Indonesia 
they all believe in this magic thing. They do magic at home to make the employer 
like them. The employers think it is magic against them. Magic is a big problem 
here, it is absolutely not allowed.” Many employers confirmed the widespread idea 
that Indonesians practice occultism with bad intentions. Moroccan women (do-
mestic workers or others) are generally accused of using super natural powers 
only to steal husbands. One exception was the following account from a Saudi in-
terviewee: “If the worker is good, she will stay with a family for ten years or more. 
But some stay just a few months and then my mum says “Khalas, time for you to 
go home.” Like for example a girl from Morocco. She had health problems, epi-
lepsy. But this was not because of a disease, she would get it when talking about 
ginnies, about ghosts. So I told my mum I was scared of her and that I didn’t want 
to eat her food anymore and my mother sent her home.”

Accusations of occultism as tool
Many employers actually fear the (perceived?) occultism of their domestic work-
ers, but often the accusation is nothing but a tool to have her removed from the 
household instantly. Magic accusations are often used to expel women who are 
perceived as creating problems. This is clear in the example of a South African 
woman who worked in Saudi Arabia. She wrote a report on the large-scale corrup-
tion and theft in a hospital, upon which she was accused of practicing magic on 
the hospital equipment. An interviewee close to the accused explained: “They just 
wanted to scare us, to make us shut up.” A diplomat of a labor-providing country 
stated: “They just accuse them because they don’t want to pay the salary or be-
cause of jealousy or something like that. By accusing them of occultism, they can 
refuse to pay, they can deny accusations, they can send them away. When they tor-
ture the maid, they accuse her of magic to legalize the torture so they get no pros-
ecution.” Human Rights Watch found the same pattern and writes of “spurious 
countercharges of theft or witchcraft from their employers in efforts to mask 
mistreatment.”616

According to Douglas, accusations of magic and witchcraft are common against 
those at the margins and those whose position in the hierarchy is unclear: “Here 
are people living in the interstices of the power structure, felt to be a threat to 
those with better defined status. Since they are credited with dangerous uncon-
trollable powers, an excuse is given for suppressing them, they can be charged 
with witchcraft and violently dispatched without formality or delay.”617 

616 Report 18, P6.
617 Douglas (1966) P102.
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The connection between an accusation of magic and its ability to have a marginal 
person expelled resounds in the Arabic language: the Arabic word for excommu-
nication is Takfir, which means calling someone a Kafir. This word can mean a 
non-believer, but it also means a disloyal person or even a communist. Through 
takfir or accusations in general, people are removed from a community regardless 
of the truth of the accusation. More interesting for the analysis of the accusations 
is therefore not what has happened before, but what happens afterwards. 

The advantage of magic accusations compared to other accusations is that the 
evidentiary rules concerning this crime are non-existent.618 As an interviewed law-
yer stated about a new case: “The employer raped the lady, then the wife comes 
here with the ‘proof’ that the maid was doing magic.” The interviewee then showed 
a picture of two small plastic bags, one empty and one containing some unknown 
substance. A Saudi employer stated, “I also was a spiritual healer. I know it hap-
pens sometimes, but the problem is, magic is invisible, so you cannot be 100% 
sure. You cannot have real evidence.” Another explained, “If somebody gets sick 
and a domestic worker is accused of having caused this by doing magic, finding 
ropes with knots therein may be evidence enough for a conviction. When the 
ropes are unknotted and the patient feels somewhat better, the conviction is guar-
anteed.” No Saudi or Emirati who believed in magic seemed to know the meaning 
of the placebo effect (which, I agree, could be called magic). Not only the eviden-
tiary rules, but also the rules concerning appropriate punishment are being disre-
garded. An interviewee stated: “Evidence is the problem; nobody can prove the 
magic. Some women they get sentenced to 10,000 lashes plus jail time. The 
Qur’an talks about 80 lashes or 100 lashes when it comes to alcohol abuse or extra 
marital sex, but 10,000? This is ridiculous.” 

The economics of occultism
Another problem is that certain people make money on magic. As one attentive 
interviewee noted: “Magic is a big problem. It has become like an industry here in 
Saudi Arabia. They have TV shows in which they discover the magic tools from 
domestic workers at people’s houses.” Many private practitioners also seem to be 
earning money on magic accusations: “If there is somebody in the family with 
some health problem, they go to the doctor. If he cannot find anything, than after 
that they go to a religious person. He may say it’s magic. Then they go to the house 
and search if they find little things; like pieces of clothing of the person concerned 
with ropes around them. They untie the rope. If the pain goes away then, that’s the 
proof that the magic was intended to harm and then people are sent to jail.” [Are 
these religious persons paid to do this?] “Yes, they are very expensive.” 

618 Likewise stated in a Human Rights Watch letter to the King of Saudi Arabia, 12-02-2008: http://www.hrw.org/
en/news/2008/02/12/letter-hrh-king-abdullah-bin-abd-al-aziz-al-saud-witchcraft-case.
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Another interviewee stated: “Going to magicians is also a waste of money and a 
loss to the woman who seeks them.” A third one said: “This book on witchcraft is 
a real bestseller, you know.” This magic industry certainly is disadvantageous to 
domestic workers if magic is an accusation usually made against marginal wom-
en, because that is what domestic workers are. 

11.6.2 Other accusations 
Magic accusations are not the only accusations cast against domestic workers. The 
most common ones are theft, extramarital relations and the abuse of children. As 
with the magic accusations, not much evidence is generally demanded, as de-
scribed in chapter 9. Deportation usually follows swiftly, but even a conviction 
without evidence is quite normal. An interview with an Emirati judge was particu-
larly enlightening in this respect. When asked about cases he had judged involv-
ing domestic workers, he disregarded the possibility that their rights had been vio-
lated, by stating that all cases involving domestic workers concerned theft, 
boyfriends or violence towards the children. When questioned on the kind of evi-
dence provided in such cases, he looked puzzled. His explanation was that em-
ployers have no reason to lie. Therefore, if an employer accuses a domestic work-
er, the accusation simply must be true. 

According to an interviewee who had spent time in Dubai’s detention center, 
many domestic workers there claimed to have been falsely accused. One illiterate 
Ethiopian was accused of stealing a computer, although she had no clue what to 
do with a computer. Another took care of a baby who hurt himself while playing, 
according to the domestic worker; she was accused of sexual abuse. In none of 
these cases did the police try to gather evidence. 

There are several reasons for such accusations that apply, mutatis mutandis, to 
the magic accusations but which are more applicable to these three other types of 
accusations. First, the accusation might be true, or it might be believed to be true. 
There usually exists an enormous distrust between the employer and the domestic 
worker, which makes the employer suspect theft as soon as something disappears 
from the household. One domestic worker related how she had been accused of 
stealing something from the family while they were on vacation, although she had 
not even been allowed to join them on their trip. Second, the accusation may con-
ceal violations of the rights of the domestic worker. In the famous case of Nour 
Miyati, who developed gangrene in her hands and feet due to daily beatings from 
her employer, Nour was accused of bringing strangers into the house who abused 
the children. No evidence was ever presented. As her lawyer stated, “But the shame 
over the fact that they had beaten her up this bad, was such a threat, that they would 
rather have her lose all her fingers and rot in jail than that anybody would find out.”

Third, the accusation may conceal violations conducted by other family mem-
bers. A Saudi psychiatrist stated that in cases of child abuse, the driver is usually 

Otherness and Expulsion



266

blamed. Fourth, most contracts state that employers have to pay for the return 
ticket at the end of the contractual two-year period. If the domestic worker turns 
out to have committed a crime, however, she will be deported by the government: 
“If you get a big fight, you take her to the deportation center. Normally you pay, 
but if she has been wrong, then they pay.” In other words, employers have a finan-
cial incentive to falsely accuse domestic workers of improprieties. 

As Strobl concurs, there is often no hard evidence (particularly with the theft of 
money) to determine who is most likely telling the truth. However, discerning 
whether the Domestic worker is guilty is irrelevant to the outcome of most cases. 
Under the law, if a sponsor wants to revoke sponsorship of a domestic worker, she 
has no right to contest this. Once the sponsor cancels the sponsorship, deporta-
tion proceedings begin.619 Likewise, Human Rights Watch states that domestic 
workers risk spurious counter-accusations of theft, witchcraft and adultery if they 
try to bring charges of abuse against their employers.620 

One must keep in mind that in Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies, the employer was similarly taken at his word when posing accusations 
against his personnel.621 The types of accusations were even similar. Legitimate 
reasons to send servants away included mischief, wantonness, disobedience, for-
nication, theft, or drunkenness.622 Certainly, some domestic workers do steal. 
They may think they are entitled to steal because the employer is not paying what 
the worker thinks he should.623 They may do so simply because they want to have 
something, or they may do so to take revenge for bad treatment. Yet in light of the 
fact that (i) the police never ask for any evidence of theft; (ii) the employers rarely 
present the police with such evidence; and (iii) domestic workers are very consist-
ent in their stories of being accused of theft when there are other conflicts occur-
ring in the house, it seems safe to conclude that a false accusation of theft is regu-
larly used to get rid of a domestic worker. 

11.7 Summary
Domestic workers find themselves in an unusual position in their employers’ 
houses. They are part of the family, yet they are not family. They are women who 
are very close physically and yet not close at all mentally. This leads to specific con-
flicts related to three different forms of otherness: (i) the foreign woman; (ii) the 
other woman; and (iii) the woman. As a foreign woman within the household, the 
domestic worker has a difficult position. On the one hand, her different way of 
communicating and her strange habits are threatening. On the other hand, she 
can be fascinating and enchanting. 

619 Strobl (2009) P173.
620 Report 18, P4-5.
621 Molenaar (1953) P51.
622 Knegt (2008 a) P21.
623 See previous chapter.
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This otherness as foreigner is especially significant in Saudi Arabia because of the 
Wahhabi teachings. The second form of otherness is the domestic workers as the 
other woman towards the wife. The domestic worker often forms or is perceived 
to form competition for the love of the husband and therefore the target of jeal-
ousy. This type of otherness is widespread in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates. Its 
pervasiveness is possibly related to the possibility of multiple marriages, as many 
women are concerned about having to share their husbands. As third form of oth-
erness, the domestic workers is a woman and husbands or sons sometimes react 
to the domestic worker as they would to any other woman - as a woman who is dif-
ferent from a man and therefore both fascinating and threatening. This type of 
otherness is pervasive in the Emirates but even more so in Saudi Arabia, due to 
the segregation rules. These rules make interactions with women infrequent, 
which leads to a mystique about women and severe sexual tension.

As the husband and wife are at the same time employers with extensive power 
over the domestic worker, the usual conflicts between men and women can dete-
riorate into severe aggression, both physical and sexual. When this occurs (or 
threatens to occur), the ‘other’ is expelled from the family by means of all sorts of 
accusations. A historically common accusation used to expel the other from the 
inner circle is magic. This accusation is still common in Saudi Arabia and, to a 
lesser extent, in the Emirates. In other cases, accusations are made about boy-
friends, theft, or abusive behavior towards the children.

The accusations are usually accepted as legitimate by the authorities without 
any further examination into the facts of the case. This demonstrates the employ-
er’s power to instantly end the work relationship, which stands in stark contrast to 
the domestic worker’s inability to end her employment, as discussed in the previ-
ous chapter. By means of accusations the employer may end the work relationship 
at any time. Thus, the question of whether the accusations are true is, from a so-
ciological point of view, as irrelevant as asking whether the claim of magic is true. 
Whether true or not, the accusations do something, they have an effect in reality: 
they expel the marginal other. At first sight, the crimes of extramarital sex and 
magic do not have much in common. However, this chapter shows that accusa-
tions of sex and magic are very much connected. They resemble practices from 
other places and other times because they perform a specific function relating to 
male desire, the fear of women and the restoration of peaceful family relations. 

This chapter concerned the power relation between the domestic worker and 
her employer, because an imbalance in power can lead to behavior which is con-
trary to the norms of both parties and which is possible because nobody interferes. 
Rape is such a type of conflict; both employer and domestic worker agree that this 
is not allowed. Yet it happens. This chapter describes how the employer indeed 
holds very strong power over the domestic worker; he can have her deported at 
will, while the previous chapter described that she has no freedom to leave. 
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Such power can add to - among others - sexual harassment. Nobody interferes, be-
cause as discussed in chapter 5, customary norms prescribe that the government 
does not regulate what happens behind closed doors, a concept which, as dis-
cussed in chapter 8, is contrary to the Convention on the Elimination of all forms 
of Discrimination Against Women. 

Yet rape not only has to do with power that allows it to happen, but also with the 
otherness of the domestic worker that can cause it. In such instances, the power 
of the employer to instantly remove her from the family prevents further aggrava-
tion of the situation. So the power of the employer over the domestic worker 
should be limited to diminish the possibility of abuse, but this should be done by 
enlargement of the freedom of the domestic worker, not by limiting the freedom 
of the employer to expel her. As described in chapter 6, both the Saudi and the 
Emirati governments propose alteration of the sponsorship system; in the future 
not the individual employer is to be the sponsor, but the Ministry of Labor or sev-
eral large agencies. The data of chapter 10 suggest that such proposals are positive 
as they will enlarge the freedom of the domestic worker by limiting transaction 
costs. The data of this chapter suggest that the proposals are also positive because 
they limit the power of the employer over the domestic worker (he can no longer 
have her deported instantly), while his freedom to have her instantly expelled from 
his family is not limited. 
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