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Ethiopian 
women on their 
way to church in 
Sana’a, Yemen

In pre-revolutionary Yemen it was 
relatively common to allocate domes-
tic tasks to people of lower social sta-
tus but only elite families in the cities 
had permanent servants. They were 
mostly coming from rural areas and 
stayed with the family till they married 
or died. In addition, slavery was legiti-
mate in Yemen until the early 1960s, 
yet only families of high social status, 
and particularly those living in the coastal areas, made use of slaves. 
With the overthrow of the Imamate in 1962 and the development of a 
nation-state, slavery was abolished. The equality of all citizens was em-
phasized and laid down in the constitution. Since then economic class 
has gradually become more important than social background. One of 
the reasons for this monetarism of the economy was that larger num-
bers of Yemenis of different social backgrounds migrated to Saudi Ara-
bia and the Gulf States in the early 1970s, where the sudden increase of 
the oil prices resulted in a high demand for (unskilled) labour. This led 
to a growth of the Yemeni economy and enriched people regardless 
of their social status. A new middle class emerged of people actively 
involved in trading, business, and the professions. While the impover-

ishment of rural areas forced people to 
migrate to the cities, returned migrants 
often decided to settle in cities as well. 
In particular, families of qabilis (tribes-
men) became part of the new middle 
classes having changed from a rural to 
an urban lifestyle.

The emergence of this new middle 
class in the cities has had a major im-
pact on women’s lives. For a number of 

Yemeni women migration to the city meant a decrease in workload as 
they lost their agricultural tasks and their work became restricted to do-
mestic work and childcare. Yet, other women experienced an increase 
in workload. In many cases domestic tasks could no longer be divided 
between adult women living in the same household—with the young-
er ones doing the heavier tasks—but falling instead on the shoulders 
of one woman. In addition, because of the increased school enrolment 
of girls in urban areas, daughters were no longer automatically avail-
able for household chores. Moreover, in the past thirty years a growing 
number of urban women engaged in voluntary work or took up profes-
sional work in education, health care, administration, and other em-
ployment sectors. For these women combining their activities in and 

outside the home became a challenge for which employing 
domestic workers offered a solution. Employing domestic 
labour was and is only affordable for the middle and upper 
classes. Upper class families live in villas and multi-storey 
houses that require a lot of housework, and often have an 
active social life visiting relatives and friends and receiving 
guests at home. Because employing domestic workers facili-
tates a particular lifestyle, it has increasingly become a sign 
of social status. Employing migrant women as domestics is 
an even stronger sign of social status.

Despite the increased demand for paid domestic labour 
and the deterioration of the economy, few Yemeni women 
are employed as domestics. In addition to the historically 
low status of service professions, practices of gender segre-
gation affect Yemeni women’s willingness to work as domes-
tics in the houses of unrelated men. But Yemeni families are 
also not in favour of employing Yemeni domestics. “Yemeni 
domestics are not clean” was one of the main reasons given 
in response to my query. This statement does not only refer 
to the fact that Yemeni women do not know how to clean, 
as they are often not acquainted with modern cleaning ma-
terials, but also to their social background. It refers to the 
old status hierarchy in which people carrying out service 
professions were of lower social background and were for 
this reason stigmatized as “dirty.” In addition, in the old hi-
erarchical system of social stratification status differentials 
between people were very clear and well-established. With 
the social and economic upheavals that have taken place in 
Yemen since the 1970s, such as the official abolishment of 
slavery and the enrichment of people of various social status 
groups, social boundaries between people of different social 
classes are less clear. The new middle classes are afraid of a 
blurring of class boundaries and therefore prefer not to em-
ploy Yemeni women. Instead, migrant women of different 
racial, religious, and national backgrounds are employed.1

While the presence of Asian women working as 
domestics in the rich countries of the Arabian 
Peninsula is a well-known phenomenon, it is 
less known that also in Yemen a similar trend 

has occurred. The majority of these women 
come from Somalia and Ethiopia, but there are 
Asian women as well. Why are migrant women 
employed as domestics? And which role does 

religion play in their employment?

Migrant Domestics 
and Religious 
Closeness in Yemen

M a r i n a  d e  R e g t

Society & the State



I S I M  R E V I E W  2 0  /  A U T U M N   2 0 0 7 	 5 1

Society & the State

Distance and closeness
The worldwide employment of migrant women as domestic work-

ers is not accidental. In many countries there is a shift from employing 
local domestic workers to migrant domestic workers. Increasing levels 
of education and consequent access to higher skilled jobs has made 
domestic labour an unattractive option for local women of lower social 
classes, and resulted in an increasing demand for migrant women as 
domestics. Moreover, the fact that these migrant women often lack citi-
zenship rights and are therefore easier to manipulate is a key factor for 
their being in demand. As Anderson states: “Racist stereotypes inter-
sect with issues of citizenship, and result in a rac-
ist hierarchy which uses skin colour, religion, and 
nationality to construct some women as being 
more suitable for domestic work than others.”2 
Given that paid domestic labour takes place in the 
private sphere of the employer, which is the pub-
lic sphere for the domestic, boundaries have then 
to be strictly drawn. Physical boundaries are thus 
used to underline inequality. In many cases do-
mestic workers do not eat together with their em-
ployers and are not allowed to enter certain places 
in the house. When they live with their employers, 
domestics sleep in rooms in the basement, on the 
roof, or on the compound. By employing domes-
tic workers who are different from themselves 
with respect to class, ethnicity, and nationality, 
employers emphasize those social boundaries. The threatening close-
ness that is an intrinsic element of paid domestic labour is then easier 
resolved. Domestic service “can only operate smoothly when servants 
and employers are considered different from each other.”3

Accordingly, in Yemen there is a clear hierarchy between domestic 
workers, and this hierarchy coincides to some extent with the class 
position of the employer. Asian women, such as Filipinas, Indian, and 
Indonesian women, are employed by the upper classes for cleaning, 
cooking, child care, and elderly care. Ethiopian women are mainly em-
ployed by the upper middle and middle classes, to also do cleaning, 
cooking, and care-taking jobs. Both Asian and Ethiopian women often 
live with their employers. Somali women are the predominant group of 
domestic workers employed by middle class families. Somali women 
never cook but always do cleaning jobs and they rarely live with the 
families of their employers. Yemeni women occupy the bottom of the 
ladder. They are employed as cleaners and for particular tasks such as 
baking bread or cleaning water pipes. 

This hierarchy raises additional questions about the role that religion 
plays in the preferences of employers for domestic workers of a partic-
ular background. Asian and Ethiopian women, who are predominantly 
Christian,4 are higher valued than Somali and Yemeni women who are 
Muslim. Does this mean that being Muslim is a negative factor in paid 
domestic labour in Yemen, and if so, how can this be explained?

Religious closeness
When I asked Yemeni employers if religion played a role in their pref-

erence for certain domestics, many of them stated that this was not 
the case: “It doesn’t matter if she is Christian or Muslim or whatever, 
as long as she is God-fearing” was an answer I often received. A small 
number of employers expressed a preference for Muslim domestics: “I 
feel more at ease when I work together with a Muslim woman. I un-
derstand her and she understands me. I feel better that way.” A third 
group of employers preferred Christian women as domestics: “Chris-
tian women are honest, you can trust them, but Muslim women are 
unreliable, they come and go when they want.” Hana, an upper class 
woman in Hodeidah, told me that her mother used to employ a Mus-
lim Ethiopian domestic worker. But the young woman never wanted to 
accept orders and was very stubborn. “She did not want to be called 
“shaghghala” (houseworker) and at a certain moment, when we were 
talking about the washing machine that was not working (shaghghal), 
she started to shout and threatened to run away. She felt insulted be-
cause she thought that we were talking about her.” Muslim women who 
are similar to their employers with regard to social and cultural back-
ground, educational level, and descent do not accept the hierarchical 
relationship with their employers, a reluctance which may be related 
to the emphasis placed on equality in Islam. “She should not think that 
she is better than me” often expressed Muslim domestic workers’ sen-

timents. In response, they use different strategies to undermine this 
hierarchy, such as coming late to work, not showing up, and avoiding 
certain tasks. As a consequence they are stereotyped as “unreliable,” 
“unclean,” and “lazy.” Somali women in particular are stigmatized in this 
way, which is also related to the fact that they are refugees and there-
fore seen as a threat and an intrusion.5 

The intricate ways in which employers prefer domestics that are “re-
ligiously close but socially distant” manifests itself in the increasing 
employment of Indonesian women by upper class families. Indonesian 
women are attractive as domestic workers because they are not part of 

the local community and therefore do not chal-
lenge social boundaries, while being religiously 
close. “They have the same religion as Yemenis 
and that is why there is a demand for them,” Fadl, 
a recruitment agent of mixed Yemeni-Indonesian 
background, told me. He is regularly approached 
by upper class families looking for Indonesian do-
mestic workers.

As Muslim women of a different nationality and 
ethnicity but coming from a country with which 
Yemenis historically had close contacts,6 Indone-
sian women are attractive domestic workers. In-
donesian women are employed as live-in domes-
tic workers and as cooks, nannies, and caretakers 
of the sick and the elderly. They have replaced 
Filipinas, who not only have become too expen-

sive because of the high inflation rates in Yemen but who are also seen 
as too assertive and too “open-minded,” a complaint which points to 
a stronger emphasis on conservative (Muslim) values among certain 
families. In addition, Indonesian women have a weak legal position and 
do not claim citizenship status, which implies that they are easier to 
control. 

Employers’ preferences have therefore less to do with the religious 
background of the domestic worker as with the extent to which they 
can maintain distance and assert control and authority over their do-
mestics. Employers who explicitly prefer non-Mus-
lim domestic workers do so to create distance, yet 
employers who prefer Muslim domestics do not 
do so to reduce distance. Instead, they are com-
promising some of the features of distance for 
various reasons. The fact that Indonesian women 
are cheaper than Filipinas is, for example, for some 
employers, a reason to employ them, while other 
employers prefer Indonesian women because per-
sonal care of the elderly or of children is involved. 
Religious closeness becomes then more impor-
tant. Protecting the reputation of the family may 
be another reason to employ Muslim domestics, 
and in doing so avoid discussions about possible 
“inappropriate” behaviour of male relatives or of 
domestics. Employers prefer to employ domestic 
workers who are socially, culturally, and religiously 
distant, but they might feel a need to compromise 
this preference and opt for an intricate balance of 
closeness and distance.

[E]mployers prefer 

domestics that are 

“religiously close 

but socially distant” 

…
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4.	The majority of Filipinas in Yemen are 

Catholic, most Indian domestics are Hindu, 

and the majority of Ethiopian domestics are 

Ethiopian Orthodox. Almost all Indonesian 

women are Muslim. 

5.	Yemen is the only country on the Arabian 

Peninsula that has ratified the 1951 UN 

Convention relating to the Status of 

Refugees and its 1967 Protocol. There are 

approximately 80,000 Somali refugees 

registered in Yemen but their actual number 

is much higher.

6.	Yemeni merchants from the Hadramawt 
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previous centuries. 
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