Maid to order —Rafia Zakaria 
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Regardless of the reverent lip service given to the rights of the poor, the treatment of these women at the hands of their employers illustrates the larger reality that in both countries being poor is synonymous with being immoral, undeserving of compassion and given to thievery

“From 12:00 pm to 2:30 am my employer beat me with an electric cable...my employer said, ‘you have only two choices: either you work without a salary or you die here, if you die, I will tell the police that you committed suicide.’”

This is the testimony of Mina, a domestic worker from Indonesia who was interviewed by a Human Rights Watch team investigating the conditions of female domestics in Saudi Arabia. Their report As if I am not human: abuses against domestic workers in Saudi Arabia tells the harrowing story of a system of exploitation that leaves scores of female workers unprotected and helpless at the hands of their employers.

According to the report, approximately 1.5 million female domestic workers work in Saudi Arabia and are responsible for sending back billions of dollars in remittances to their native countries of Indonesia, Thailand and the Philippines. Hailed as heroes for their ability to turn the fortunes of their poverty stricken families, the report details how these women face egregious abuses, starvation, physical, sexual and verbal abuse at the hands of their Saudi employers to purchase a better life for their families back home.

Instrumental in their subjugation is the Saudi system of sponsorship or “kafala” that gives employers blanket rights to control the entry, transfer of employment and even exit of the individual worker. To make matters worse, domestic workers are excluded from labour control laws in Saudi Arabia that mandate protections such as access to labour courts and a day off every week. The kafala requirement for an exit visa signed by the employer means that women have few means of escape even in situations of extreme physical abuse.

Among the abuses reported by the women interviewed for the report (and no statistical data of the frequency of abuse is actually available) included “beatings, deliberate burnings with hot irons, threats, insults, forcible head-shaving, rape, attempted rape and other forms of sexual harassment.” Many women also reported severe exhaustion from lack of rest, food deprivation, and underpayment of wages as other abuses regularly endured.

Furthermore the existence of laws such as Zina and Hudood made it veritably impossible for these women to seek legal assistance since they feared that they would themselves be imprisoned as a result of their complaints.

While the Government of Pakistan has imposed a ban on the sponsorship of Pakistani maids to Saudi Arabia, reports by some human rights organisations indicate that Pakistani domestic workers continue to be trafficked to Saudi Arabia.

According to one report by the Ansar Burney Trust, sixteen-year-old Isma Mahmood was deported from Saudi Arabia in shackles after being raped by a Saudi man. Isma had been living in Saudi Arabia with her parents who had been trafficked to the country nearly twenty years ago. According to her testimony, the man kidnapped her and offered her money to sleep with him when she refused; he raped her and told her that the Saudi sponsor that had brought them all to the country would have her and her family expelled. When the sponsor learned of the incident, Isma and her family faced further harassment and were forced to withdraw the police report that they filed against the rapist.

The global movement of labour, now including domestic labour, has become a formidable force in the world economy. Developing nations like Pakistan, with staggering economies of their own, rely on remittances by foreign workers, both men and women to keep poverty stricken families afloat in times of rising unemployment, inflation and political unrest.

As the report indicates, there is little reporting, registration and monitoring of domestic employers, and the complete power that they hold over their maids creates a situation where obtaining a good employer that treats the maids well is a matter of chance rather than accountability and oversight.

The under-reporting issue is troubling in local contexts also. Here in Pakistan, no statistics exist on the contribution of female domestics working in homes who expectedly consist of a major portion of the informal economy of the country. Unsurprisingly, there are also no laws or labour regulations that mandate wages, offer recourse or even protect these women from harassment or bodily harm.

Another less discussed aspect that influences the ill treatment of domestic workers is the culturally enshrined condescension toward the women working in low-income jobs that exists not simply in Saudi Arabia but also in Pakistan and other parts of South Asia and the Middle East. Generally speaking, domestic workers or kamwalis are considered loose women of compromised moral character whose function in life is to cheat, steal and generally make life miserable for the naïve Pakistani housewife.

There is little question or introspection on the issue of the vulnerability of these women who, in an admittedly misogynistic society, enter the homes of others with little legal or social recourse for help if they face any sort of violation. Regardless of the level of income or education of the household in question, “keeping the maid in check” is considered a requisite for insuring that the power relation of the rich over the poor (and the pure housewife over the impure maid) is maintained and due deference is insured toward their male, female and even child masters.

In both Pakistan and Saudi Arabia the lack of cultural condemnation of abuse of maids who work in household points to the operative belief in both societies that wealth and privilege entitle the rich to subjugate and mistreat the poor. Regardless of the reverent lip service given to the rights of the poor, the treatment of these women at the hands of their employers illustrates the larger reality that in both countries being poor is synonymous with being immoral, undeserving of compassion and given to thievery.

Thus, smug in the belief that wealth also affords moral superiority, the Begums of Pakistan and the Sheikhas of Saudi Arabia will continue to lament their lazy maids and the onerous hassle of finding good help without ever considering the humanity of women who due to a fluke accident of birth are forced to resign themselves to a life of servitude.
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