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“Fit for the Family: A Case Study of Domestic Work in Shreveport, Louisiana”

I. Abstract

            This study examines the institutions of domestic work and the Family in Shreveport, Louisiana. The fieldwork consisted of interviews with both employers and employees, and all of my informants except one employer were female. This paper examines the relationships between white employers and black employees, how the family structures and family ideologies are affected by the institution of domestic work, and how dominant constructions of race, class, and gender are both apparent and hidden. Family ideologies of employers are most important and create the basis and justification for employing domestic workers, as well as the unique employer-employee relationships that often exist. These unique relationships are often characterized by the following: employers and their families often identify their employees as part of the Family (and employees sometimes agree); the pay and benefits systems are often indicative of these defined relationships; and employing or being employed within the Family through the field of domestic work reinforces the systems and histories of inequality that envelop this institution. 

II. Introduction and Background

           “You thought you was more because you was a woman, and especially a white woman, you had this kind of angel feeling that you were untouchable… But coming to the 
realization of the thing, her freedom is shackled in chains to mine, and she realizes for the first time that she is not free until I am free
.”


Domestic work is widely studied in the fields of sociology, women’s and gender studies, history, and migration and global studies. Scholars are fascinated by this occupation because of the varying degrees of subordination by which it is often characterized: first by the gendering of the work, then by the class and race stratification that has followed. Literature on domestic work covers gender, class, race, and ethnic relations on the micro-level, such as the relationships between employers and employees (Rollins, 1985; Romero, 1994; Kousha, 1999) and on the macro-level such as the migratory work on the global scale (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1999; Cerrutti, 2001). 


Domestic work involves doing reproductive labor, “the labor needed to sustain the productive labor force” (Parrenas, 2000, p.561). This paper addresses the relationships within the institution of paid domestic work, but the ideas stem from the common assumption “that women ‘naturally’ possess the personalities to best carry out the content of this work” (Uttal, 1999, p.760). So even with historical shifts that have emancipated some women from what Phyllis Palmer (1946) names “dirty work,” the gendering of this type of work has remained. 


Much of the literature on domestic work examines the economic structures which surround the work. This research makes a connection between micro and macro levels by looking at the Family and how it is achieved according to the dominant ideals society teaches about the meaning of Family. What should be first understood about my subjects and their homes is that hiring and keeping household help is a norm in Shreveport, Louisiana for many white middle to upper class families, and it is often a typical way of life for many African American working to middle class women. The hiring of domestic workers both represents and is a way to attain the ideals of the former group of families. The black and white divide is exemplary of the racialization of domestic work (as the work is gender, class, and race-based worldwide) (Romero, 1992, p.15), however there are some characteristics of domestic work that are specific to the American South which the literature discusses.


As the literature repeatedly suggests there is privilege in not having to take part in a double-day, which entails doing both the productive and reproductive labor for the support of a household (Romero, p.18). Some female employers I have interviewed work outside the home (only one is currently single), yet most do not work. In my interviews I have explored what these women do with the time they would be cleaning the house or caring for their children; what it means to be a homemaker to women who do not perform homemaking duties (and if they do perform some duties, which are they and how they are perceived and separated from others); and how this affects their Family and what the meaning Family is. I have chosen to capitalize “Family” in the style of Barrie Thorne (1992) when I attempt to deconstruct its meaning on an institutional level.


Other ideas that are explored in this paper which come out of interviews with both employers and employees are: what positions as domestic workers entail versus what is dominantly considered as homemaking entails; the meanings of and differences in the jobs hired out; aspects of the relationships between employees or employers; educational and job opportunities for both employers and employees; and the pay and benefits systems within the field of domestic work. The ways in which people think about these things are representative of common perceptions of the meanings of race, class, and gender (among other things) in our society.

III. Theoretical Review


Three main groups of theory have served as the background for my field research and analysis. First is work on the gendering and racialization of domestic work that takes a broader economic approach to the work rather than focusing on one institution like the Family; second is literature on the Family and family ideologies (namely those from a Feminist perspective); third are theories on power relations and hierarchical structures which examine hidden meanings in social relationships. The literature on gender and economics sets the framework for this entire study. The Family is the institution where I am examining the effects of those macro level social and economic structures. And the theories on power and hegemony help to analyze what is underlying these relationships, namely how they are reinforced and normalized.


Angela Davis (1981) discusses how the Industrial Revolution was the beginning of the separation between public and private spheres. She explains that during colonial times women were well rounded workers inside and outside the home; when the Industrial Revolution and mass production began, there was less need for women’s homemade products, and the structural separation between home and public occurred (Davis, p.228-9). With the high value of commodities in a working capitalist system, women’s work was thus devalued and rendered invisible. Further touching on the historical shifts of this century, Hondagneu-Sotelo (1994) says that “Income and occupational polarization, growth in management and the professions, and the mass entrance of women into the formal sector have stimulated demand for the services of paid domestic workers (p.50). 


Second-wave Feminist scholars have been on the forefront in drawing attention to women’s roles which are too often overlooked in capitalist economies. Nicholson (1985), Barret (1979), and Hartmann (1981) all take on Marxist theories for the lack of inclusion of gender in the picture because of the typical historical construction of women’s place in the household. Linda Nicholson critiques Marx for separating the spheres of economic from other social spheres, especially that of gender. Specifically, conflict theories have not always acknowledged women as a working part of capitalist systems as women have not always been a part of the laboring public sphere. This devalues the work of women within the household and of housekeeping work in general and ignores the reproductive labor that is accomplished and necessary for sustaining anything and anyone in the productive labor force. As Rayna Rapp (1992) says, this also limits process in effect limits access to resources for some:


As the concept is developed by Karl Marx, the process of capital accumulation generates 


and constantly deepens relations between two categories of people: those who are both


available and forced to work for wages because they own no means of production, and 


those who control those means of production (Rapp, p.52).


As far as unpaid domestic work goes, “As housework is wageless, it keeps workers dependent on others for access to commodities bought with wages. It makes them extremely vulnerable to the work conditions of their man” (Rapp, 54). Feminists also warn that interconnecting systems of capitalism and patriarchy are not only perpetuated by males. They have brought to the forefront an awareness of the ways in which oppression in these systems play out between women, especially across races. Domestic work is a prime place to examine these concepts: 


The belief that women are uniquely suited for domestic service and nurturing has 
supported sex segregation in and of occupations and the confinement of women to 
generally low-paid jobs that resemble their wife-and-mother roles… In short, the 
ideology of the Family has reinforced the economic exploitation of all women” 
(Thorne, 1992, p.7)

The ideology of the Family is one that is deemed traditional, giving it a characteristic of correctness and normality which should be achieved or re-achieved by everyone. Judith Stacey (1992) explains that what has commonly been “sentimentalized as ‘traditional’” is that which is “Ruled by an increasingly absent patriarchal landlord, the modern, middle-class family, a woman’s domain…” (p. 94). Some of the women I talked to described their Family as “traditional,” using this term; for others it was readily apparent this was the case; still others’ lives were not shaped in such a way. The first part of my analysis will continue this discussion.


The literature on power relations supports the analyses on intersections of race, class, and gender. Class perspectives on race, for example, “emphasize the role of the capitalist class in racial exploitation” (Kendall, 2002, p.262). Along with gender, this concept frames the institution of domestic work and often masks the ways in which power is held above others. Theories which look at power structures examine the factors which are readily apparent and also the factors which are defined by less obvious hegemonic processes. Judith Rollins (1985) explains power relations between master and servant: “It’s core was in the tradition of patriarchal domination, a type of domination the essence of which was the respect of tradition (a belief on the part of both master and servant in the rightness of the relationship ) and the personal bond between the two parties” (p.28). In a social context which does not openly acknowledge a system of patriarchy which encompasses race, class, and gender, looking past what is on the surface is necessary. This approach allows us to look at power not only as it is held by those of a higher social or economic status, but also how it is consented to by those who are simultaneously constrained by it. More detail of these theories and their relationship to this research are explained as they are presented later in the paper alongside my findings.

IV. Methods


This topic hits very close to home for me. First, I grew up in households where domestic workers were employed and second, I conducted the field research in my hometown. Most interesting to note is the fact that before I was made aware of sociological studies on domestic work, I had never considered it in this context so meticulously before. I grew up in a place where employing a domestic worker is common and normalized, so it makes some sense that I had never looked at it through a sociological lens. Generally, I understood certain things which are obvious now: that the workers are namely black women; that they work for their employees for long periods of time; and that in many cases (to me personally) having domestic workers seemed superfluous.



The beginning of my field research consisted of two pilot interviews, both of which were extremely conducive to further developing my research focus and an understanding of the situations I might come across. One interview was with my stepmother, and the other with her employee of seventeen years. At the time, I also did a short complementary interview with my half-sister who is fourteen. 


After deciding to focus on the Family, I refined my research questions and returned to Shreveport to conduct interviews with seven white female employers, three black female employees, and one white male employer. I chose to interview mainly women because it is women who are hired to do the work and it is women who are in charge of hiring workers in their homes. The one male employer I interviewed is single, lives alone, and employs a woman who worked for him and his ex-wife before they divorced.


Of the four employees I interviewed, I also spoke with their employers. I did not, however, have access to all of the employees of the employers I interviewed. Of the interviews I did after refining my research direction, I previously knew five of the employers, some of whom I knew much better than others (one, in fact, was my mother). And besides the first pilot interview with my stepmother’s employee, I had never met any of the employees. All of the interviews done after the approval of my IRB proposal were tape recorded with the written consent of individuals. The three pilot interviews were tape recorded with verbal consent. Pseudonyms are used throughout the paper to assure confidentiality. In the case of my mother, I refer to her specifically as my mother when a situation involves me or in the case of a situation which I can speak to personally; all other times I use a pseudonym.


My access to informants was limited in two ways because of my positionality. First, physical access was easier to attain with employers because I share a common class and racial identity with them, as well as sharing friendships or acquaintanceships with others. In two cases, employers were suggested to me whom I had already interviewed. And in fact a couple of times, the snowball effect took place during my research and I was given on the spot access to friends or neighbors of employers whom I had never met, or phone numbers of others. I gained access to employees through employers. I did attempt to access employees through other employees but surprisingly employees knew a small number of other domestic workers or at least their knowledge of others’ work situations and their willingness to speak with me was limited. Gaining access to employees through employers meant that every interview I did with employees took place in the homes of their employers, their places of work. In two cases out of four, the employers were not home, and in only one case did this appear to give the employee an exceptional case of freedom in what they verbalized to me (and this woman was exceptionally verbal and outspoken in many ways, not simply about her work situation).


The second way in which my positionality affected my research had to do with the interview processes and the nature of the questions asked (limitations which occurred after I had gained physical access to my subjects). First, my position as a college student gave me the go-ahead for some: on both sides, my subjects were willing to talk to me because this research was for a college project and degree, something many sympathize with because they have either been in college or have children who have been or will be. Yet this did not affect some in such a positive way. In fact, some women regarded my motives with suspicion. Employers were occasionally unwilling to share details with me because they feared I would reveal their private business. Others may have withheld information without saying verbally that they were unwilling to speak on a subject; in other words, answers to some questions were short and/or vague. Again, because the interviews with employees took place in the homes of their employers, and in two cases when the employers were somewhere in the house, this inevitably affected the information I was given and the questions I was willing to ask in these circumstances. Short or vague answers may have also simply reflected a personality trait or a lack of things to say. Judging these instances is a challenging aspect of this research and it is my hope that the literature that I have reviewed sufficiently backs up the analysis.


Some employers were more open with me and more thoughtful of the questions I asked. This was more apparent with those employers who made greater distinctions about the public and private divides in their homes, their role in their homes and Family, and their employee’s roles in their homes and families. Those employers who were less open and/or more fearful of revealing certain things to me about their relationship with their employee were more often those who seemed to realize less about the meanings of their employee’s jobs. These were also the women who were more suspicious of my motives, more defensive, and less open to contemplating their answers to the questions I asked. In other words, some informants more than others perceived their situations as completely normalized and some acknowledged an outside context. This is not to say that in the cases of my interviews with those who were more open and talkative about subjects that there are no underlying issues or that when certain words were not spoken that there was a lack of things to assess. In fact, what I have mentioned in the above paragraph on my methods encompasses many complexities which I will be attempting to explore and analyze in this paper. 

V. Analysis of the Field Research and Supporting Literature

A. Family Structure and Meaning: Women’s Roles


Women’s roles, as we know, have changed throughout U.S. history. More women work for necessity or because they choose to have a career outside of what is commonly constructed as their role in the home. This section explores what family life is like for my informants now versus what it was like when they were younger, as well as their views on education and work.  It is crucial to understand the intersections of micro level institutions like the Family and macro level institutions like education and paid work which affect everyone in our society. It is then that we can understand the relationships between individuals and how they are representatives of socioeconomic situations at large.






1) Now and Then


As was mentioned in the Introduction, the ideology of the Family is my focus in this research on domestic work. On the surface, the reasons women work as domestic workers are to sustain their family, and the reasons they are hired are to improve the family lives of their employers. Though today employers are from a range of different backgrounds and statuses, the group I have researched is a fairly typical one in this community. In this section I discuss perceptions of change in family life. 


Family structures are changing constantly, with marriage, divorce, raising children, children leaving home, etc. It seems that throughout all of this, having a domestic worker allows some sense of stability, some sense of calm amidst the chaos of today. Barrie Thorne (1992) says, “Households have always varied in composition, even in the 1950s and early 1960s, when the ideology of the Family was at its peak” (p.9). Though family structures varied, we can look at accounts of life in the fifties to obtain knowledge of changes that have taken place since and begin to analyze why and what affects this has on the research at hand. One employer, Susan, describes a personal childhood memory and the changes which have taken place since then:

 
[In the fifties] The dads went to work, the mothers stayed at home with the children, and 
the children played in the neighborhood together, and we had domestic help that came in 
once a week and, um, helped with us, at first just on Saturdays, come and cooked, and 
watched us and later it was, when my mother went back to work it was, um, there was 
someone there in the afternoons, you know, a black maid, per se, who watched us in the 
afternoons and cooked dinner before my parents got home. That was before the days of 
children having activities everyday, not like today’s world where they, everyone’s kids 
go to ballet and soccer and lacrosse and basketball and, there weren’t all those choices. 
Kids went to school and then they, we rode our bikes home and, um, played with each 
other. 

The same employer assesses her life and the time period in which changes in the Family and the larger society began occurring:


At that particular time [early eighties], most of the women that I knew worked out of the 
household. So 
that would have been the change, in that a house just can’t run itself. And 
it was different than now because now so much of what the help does is, um, help take 
kids to activities or, um, supervise younger ones while the mothers are with the older 
ones at activities, and that really hadn’t started then. You know, today most, from what I 
understand, from most of the people I know, their children are involved in three or four 
activities. And then, if you were involved in one that was being involved. In fact I can 
remember telling [my child that she] could only do one thing. –Susan

Today, as Susan has expressed, more women are working, more families are divided, and families are juggling any number of activities, both desired and necessary. Arlie Hochshild discusses the time restrictions for working families in “The Time Bind,” (1997) especially as more women than ever work outside of the household. She describes one family as follows: “There are, in sense, two […] households: the rushed family they actually are and the relaxed family they might be if only they had time” (p.626). Susan’s account similarly acknowledges increased demands for time and attention to Family:


Well, when your dad and I divorced, you know, we were the only ones that divorced 
then. And, um, others divorced later, but we were among the first to divorce. And, 
particularly with small children, and, um, I think that as the family unit began to change 
and to merge into blended families especially, that’s when household help became, um, 
more acceptable, you know, because there was a lot to do for a mother and containing 
two sets of children, and she really did need the help in the house, if she could afford it.

Hochschild in fact also discusses divorce rates and blended families in one paragraph saying, 


Meanwhile, at home, the divorce rate has risen, and the emotional demands have become 
more baffling and complex. In addition to teething, tantrums, and the normal 
developments of growing children, the needs of elderly parents are creating more tasks 
for the modern family—as are the blending, unblending, reblending of new stepparents, 
stepchildren, exes and former in-laws (p.629).

Hochschild’s article discusses the fact that today, many women feel less stressed at work and more stressed at home, experiencing a “reversal”: the home is no longer a place of calm and of family values; in fact many women in her study feel more appreciated and valued at their places of work (p.630). In this case study, however, many upper middle to upper class women (though not all) feel their place is in the home, that they are needed and they do seem to find or at least appear empowered by or happy with this. Two out of the eight female employers I interviewed work full-time. One works part-time, and the other five do not work at all or they perform volunteer work regularly. All of these women, regardless of their work status, participate in what Hochschild calls buying themselves out of the time bind (p.633). These women have the financial status which enables them to hire housekeepers during the week and caretakers during the day (while they are working, volunteering, or lunching and playing tennis with their friends), so that they may, in effect, spend as much quality time as possible with their children and families. 


We do not live in the fifties anymore, and the monolithic Family is not as common as it once was, or appeared to be. With changes in family structure, more women in the workforce, and faster-paced lifestyles, it is more difficult to achieve a picture perfect family life. It appears that hiring domestic workers is a process which brings a public worker into a private domain in order to achieve an ideal about private family life. The women who are free from housework in their own homes can choose to spend quality time with their husbands and children, the pieces of family life which are hierarchically more important. In order to create this sort of structure within the Family it is too often necessary that the hierarchy of the public economic and social sphere must be included and further manipulated. In fact, Barrie Thorne (1992) says, “The ideology of the monolithic family has been used to sustain racial-ethnic as well as gender oppression” (p.9). It is through these means of oppression that some are capable of realizing this ideology.


2) Employers and Employees Today on Education and Work


One of the obvious factors for many women hiring domestic help is that overall more women are in the workforce than ever before. However, in the group I studied only two of the seven female employers I interviewed work full-time. One works part-time. Most employers worked before they married or before they had children with their husband, but then became housewives or stay-at-home moms. Education levels obviously play a major role in whether or not these women work in professional positions, as it plays a major role in the reasons why the domestic workers I became familiar with are in a job sector that is still classified lower in the hierarchy of jobs in our society. The ability to go to school for some employers corresponds directly with their desire to live at a certain standard of living at which they did not grow up, or which their parents did not live:


I went to college, got a business degree. My father died and I had to support myself. So 
that made college important to me, and I always said I would never get in the bind that 
my mother got in. she didn’t have an education and she was a stay at home mom, 
unfortunately my father died way, way too young, not something normal that happens in 
most households, therefore my mother had to seek employment not having an education 
and I just wasn’t willing to do that. And I got married, got a job working in the jewelry 
business, got a divorce, remarried the man I am still currently married to, who came with 
a package of two children. I wanted to work, I needed to work for my mental state, my 
physical state…. –Stacey 

Stacey was wary of the consequences of not being well-educated and being able to support herself as a woman; she did not want to have to depend on a male counterpart to fulfill her needs. Also apparent here is that working outside of the home or performing activities outside the home is a source of empowerment and status, something some, but not most, other women I came across in my interviews alluded to as well.  


Although only two female employers worked full-time, others devote much of their time outside of the household in other ways. Volunteer work is how many women spend their time, especially when their children are still young: 


I do a lot of volunteer work… And so, um, I’ve been doing several things at Seth’s 
school, some fundraisers throughout the community, and it gives me the opportunity to 
give back to the community because I have the time to do it... I mean, I really would not 
have that amount of time if she wasn’t here helping me with the house. –Patricia

Many women who volunteer are involved directly in their children’s lives, through school events, for example; however, others who have grown children have not drastically changed the structure of their lives since their children have grown older. It is unclear how the time once spent with their kids is now spent, but I am certain that much of it goes to mainly social and recreational activities. 


I talked to several employers about working outside the home. One housewife who volunteers regularly said when I asked her what it would be like if she worked for pay outside the home:


I don’t think it would work for our family, I mean, obviously, financially, if I had to 
work I would work, I mean, you do what you have to do and I’m a firm believer in that, 
but, um, I think the days when I’ve had projects going on, because I volunteer a lot, and 
the children come home and supper’s not ready, and we’re not doing homework on time 
and we’re running really fast and the house is crazy and Chris gets home from work, 
things don’t go so well. I mean it’s not smooth, everybody kinda gets tense and tired, and 
when things, when I’m home, and when kids hit the door and I can help them with 
homework, and we can have baths on time, and we can read when we need to read, and 
we can have quality family time, our lives are smoother and happier, and things go well, 
so….. –Ellen

Ellen’s testimony here represents that she and her Family live at a certain level of comfort that she is not willing to part with if she does not have to financially. Susan, a single working mother with college-aged and older children said,


You know, today, most women work by choice simply because they would be bored at 
home or they’d be bored if that’s all they did was their house and their kids. And so, if 
they don’t have to work for monetary reasons they do charity work or…

Most of the employers did not complete college degrees, and none of the four employees I spoke with did, either. However, because of class status, female employers never had to worry about working because their husbands provide. Some women are college educated; some of those women work and some do not. Despite this, employers still often name their employees as being uneducated or not well trained enough to be in another job. And performing volunteer work while someone is performing the reproductive labor at home increases the class status of the employer while it simultaneously decreases the status of the worker now associated with the less desirable tasks. Ellen was talking about how she wants to spend her time (volunteering versus mopping floors), and then she said of her housekeeper, “Jackie needs a job and this is what she can do, and I’m really happy for her to be here. So I think it works for both of us. It really does.” I asked Ellen what she meant by this being “what she can do” and she replied, 


She’s not trained, she’s not educated. She’s gone through high school but she is not 
trained to do anything. She makes a lot more money working for me where she’s 
comfortable and she’s happy and she’s respected than she could ever, and I don’t mean 
this in an ugly way, than she could if she went and had to apply for a job. She could make 
a minimum wage job. Um, you know, she owns her own house. She did that because she, 
you know, she’s got a savings account she’d never have, which, I’m so glad she does, 
you know. So there’s benefits for her to be here, too.

This passage brings in the important concept of idealized mutuality
, the notion on the part of employers that their employing a domestic worker is beneficial to and a mutual arrangement of both parties involved. It ignores the social context that places each party in their positions. This brings up another significant issue in the views and values of employers: benevolence. Ellen and Jackie’ relationship is not based on this, but Ellen does employ another worker and the relationship they have can be characterized by this. This will be taken up in the section on pay and benefits, and is one of the most important ideas presented in this paper because it is one reason why this particular institution is problematic and sometimes, for some, positive.


Education level and job status are tied into historical shifts that have taken place, and the analyses of them creates a backdrop for the rest of the paper. We know now that most of the employers do not work, and because most of them have not had higher education, they would probably not be qualified for a job better than their hired domestic worker. The employers who do work seem to gain satisfaction from a job in the public sphere that the women who do not work seem to have little desire for. Overwhelmingly they told me that spending time with their children, being available to them all the time, is more important than anything else. Ultimately for all of my informants, employers and employees, those who work and do not work, support of their Family is the number one reason they do what they do.

B. The Work


This section explores the tasks entailed in domestic work. What is most significant is that the jobs employers do as housewives differ from those jobs that are hired out. There are different statuses associated with different kinds of domestic work. The most challenging piece is that the nature of domestic work is so tied to women’s roles as mothers, caretakers, and homemakers, that the jobs often shift and fluctuate with the needs in any given household. Hired domestic workers are not exempt from the changes that take place in the private homes of the families they work for.

1) Employers on Domestic Work

Most employers appeared to be aware of the amount of work it takes for their household to function at the level at which they wish it to function, and this is so because these women are responsible more than any other member of their Family for household duties. Anne Oakley, in her book The Sociology of Housework (1974), uses Audrey Hunt’s definition of a housewife which is defined in terms of responsibility, even if a woman works outside the home because it is “the person, other than a domestic servant who is responsible for most of the household duties (or for supervising a domestic servant who carries out these duties” (p.29). Stacey and her husband did share the all the household duties before they had children and domestic help, but: 


I didn’t like it because I would work all day and I was tired, and we didn’t have time for 
each other and I think that household help, certainly for people that work, it allows you 
time to spend with your family, and that’s the most important thing. –Stacey

And since her family has had domestic help for seventeen years, I asked her what it would be like if they didn’t:


If I couldn’t, if I didn’t have that, if for some reason my husband and I had to split 
household duties, and do everything, could we do it? Absolutely. I believe you can do 
anything you put your mind to. Would it be easy? It wouldn’t be difficult; we’d find a 
way to do it. but we wouldn’t have the time that we have and I think that’s very important 
in a household and certainly with kids still growing up, I think we need to be there for 
them, and be able to sit down with them and look at the papers from the day, pull out the 
spelling words, and be able to have her friends over and not worry about vacuuming the 
floor because really, that’s not important in the big scheme of things. But for me, it’s very 
important because I like things a certain way. So I think I have the whole package. I think 
it’s great for me to be able to work, I love it, it’s very motivating for me, it gives me self-
worth. My family does as well, but if a lot of things had to change, I think my household 
would suffer. I think that it wouldn’t be, I’m not saying we wouldn’t be as happy, I mean 
how silly would that be, but it would add a lot more stress to it, a lot more than it already 
has, than a normal household has. 

I also asked employers if there was anything in their house they preferred to do rather than having their worker do it:


Not anymore, I used to really clean the house before she would come [laughs]… my 
OCD. I mean, really, I would, and then I would refold the towels after she would leave so 
I wouldn’t hurt her feelings, so I’d let her fold them then I’d refold them, I mean they
 
were folded, isn’t that silly? Um, but now, no, she, I can ask her to do anything and I’m 
okay with it, but used to, I used to redo just about everything she did. –Kandace

Most employers didn’t claim that they disliked housework. In fact, many are very picky about the way their homes are kept. Children and time with the Family is much more important and most women see that if they can afford help, they should have it to better their family’s lives.

2) Hiring Out Domestic Work


What is apparent is that these women and their families can afford to hire domestic help, which involves making certain choices and having a standard of living that many other women cannot afford. One choice they make is deciding what to hire help for. One group of women, the majority of the employers I interviewed, hire help with housecleaning so that they may be with their young children if they are not in school or be with their entire Family when they are all home in the evenings. During the day when children are older and in school these women do a great deal of volunteer work. Other women work and have hired domestic workers who do more nanny work than housecleaning. Sometimes these jobs are completely separate, hired for separately. Some employers have had both caretakers for their children and housekeepers at the same or different times. Often, however, details of the jobs are not so specific at the point of hiring, or the nature of the job is more transient. For example, Judy has worked for Stacey’s family for seventeen years. Stacey talks of her life changes and the different needs these present:


…[W]hen I got married I married into a family of two children, and we needed a little 
help when the children were there because I was working and this lady came in like I said 
when the children were there and she helped baby-sit at that point and also did cleaning, 
washing, and ironing. And… my stepchildren were coming like for the summers and for 
holidays and I needed someone that could be full-time when the kids were here so we had 
to look for someone else, and our… next door neighbor’s (one day) yard man was out 
and I just asked him if he knew of anyone and he happened to know of someone. And I 
said well, I just need someone two mornings a week but when my stepchildren are here I 
need someone full-time, and they’re here during holidays and some of the summer, and 
extended weekends, so I talked with this lady… and she came to work for us about, like I 
said, seventeen years ago, and she’s been with us ever since. And it worked out perfectly. 
She started out two mornings a week, gradually we went to 
three, she was full time when 
the children were here and when I found out I was pregnant and I was working and I 
wanted to go back to work, I knew I would need someone full-time, and that’s when 
she became full time, Monday through Friday, seven-thirty to four-
thirty.

Currently, Stacey’s daughter is fourteen, so Judy no longer cares for her during the day, but still does housekeeping tasks. She is there in the afternoons so someone is there when Stacey’s daughter gets home from school. Stacey’s daughter has always been Judy’s most important responsibility and still is, though her time now consists less of childcare. Another employer, Patricia, describes her housekeepers job since Patricia’s son has grown older:


Her role has changed dramatically, um, from the time that she originally came to work 
for us because Stephen was little, he was three, and so she did a little bit of childcare. He 
had a nanny, but she still did a little bit of childcare, and then, um, to now where 
Stephen’s thirteen, she predominantly just does housekeeping.

Some domestic workers are hired with clearer job descriptions than others. Even when taking care of children is not a job requirement, jobs may still be undefined. When I asked Kandace what her employee Mary is responsible for she said,


…she just keeps the house up, uh, I mean, you know, she comes on just Mondays and 
Thursdays, she’s here two days, and, um, she does the laundry and a little bit of, a little 
bit of ironing, you know, she does everything, and if I need her to do something for she’ll 
just do it.

The way Kandace explained this to me was very vague. Perhaps this suggests she assumes I (as a woman) know what it means to “keep the house up,” perhaps it is so engrained within her that her employee takes care of most things so there was little need for her to relay this to me, or perhaps Mary’s job really does entail anything and everything that comes up and needs to be done. When an employer hires a woman with vague job requirements, is this because a woman is expected to juggle all types of reproductive and care labor? Are evolving roles common because everything falls into a category of women’s work? Of course for all of the families I have researched it is the children who are most important to employers, and stay-at-home moms have the most luxury of spending time with their families rather than cleaning:


I know just the quality of our lives are better because we have help. Just like Chris 
is able to perform his job better with people who work for him in his office. Our lives as a 
family runs smoother with people working for us, as a family. And that’s why they’re 
here. So. And I’d rather play with my kids than clean a house.—Ellen 

Also, working mothers with domestic workers are able to spend time with their families when they are home:


And I certainly think for having full-time help, it gives us certainly, I don’t know what a 
normal household is, but a normal household when we’re all home together. I can give 
undivided attention instead of running the vacuum and having my children go to bed 
late… we don’t have to do that, and I’m very fortunate for that.—Stacey 

This passage is also interesting because it reveals that there are family ideals this woman wishes to achieve, though she also realizes this is a tough reality to live. Having domestic help, however, gets families one step closer to where they want to be. Employer Cynthia described to me her reason for hiring a worker: 


I’m very, very picky, I’m very anal, I’m a perfectionist, and I like things clean and neat 
all the time. And that’s why Skipper realized early on that our lives would be much 
better, I would be a happier wife… because he’s not real neat. And so I’m always having 
to pick up after him and, so and in order for me to give my kids the quality time that I 
thought that they needed, I needed, and have the perfect house, I needed help, so we 
decided, you know, we’d get full time help, and that freed me up to, you know, take the 
kids to the park when they were younger or take them out of town and go to every soccer 
game, baseball game and whatnot. So, it made our lives a lot easier and gave us more 
time with our kids. 

And again, there exists a hierarchy of women’s work. Caring for children is on the top, and scrubbing toilets is on the bottom. But there is an immense amount of privilege in being able to have the time and space to do the most desirable work. And though nanny work may be higher on the scale of desired familial tasks, a mother who has hired help in any form has more time to rear her children and teach them the life lessons she is socialized to be responsible for. Ellen talks of her responsibilities as a mother.


My family is very traditional. I have a very traditional role, probably leaning into 
independence today, you know, on today’s standards, um, which is very satisfying to me, 
I enjoy raising my children, feel like I am responsible for their values, their morals, their 
ethics, um, what they’re involved in. I’m there for them when they need to talk about 
something because, you know, if you’re not there at the right minute then you miss it, so 
I’m really glad to do that. It is tedious and time consuming and not always, um, fulfilling 
but I find it very necessary in the world today…

It is most interesting that Ellen calls her role, though traditional, one of independence. What this statement says to me is that she is able to choose her role as mother, and abandon roles which may be considered more restrictive and inhibiting of women today. One employer, Kandace, hired a domestic worker “Just for the help, just, to help me, so I could have some freedom because I was a stay at home mom.” This statement suggests she associates being a stay at home mom with entrapment, versus someone like Ellen who sees her role as independent. 


Most of my employer informants are aware of the lives they lead. Some are more conscious about it or more open about it with me than others. Some women come from backgrounds where domestic workers were present and a way of life. Others come from less money. Employer Cynthia equates her upward class mobility with the luxury of not having to perform cleaning tasks:


And my dad was an FBI agent and my mother didn’t work. So, um, we lived from pay 
check to pay check, my mom was the housekeeper and the cook and everything, so, um, I 
learned very early how to do laundry and vacuum and iron and do all that myself…. So, I 
feel very fortunate to be able to have the help I have because my mom didn’t have it 
growing up. 

Another woman described to me her life growing up:


We did not have help in our home growing up, we had, um, five children at home, two 
adults, and all of the children did their responsibilities. On Saturday, everybody cleaned, 
you know, you got up, you watched a few cartoons, and everybody got up and did their 
responsibilities, their chores. I was the youngest at home so when I was in high school, 
was the first time my parents hired outside help at the house. --Jennifer

The time Jennifer’s parents first hired out domestic help was after most of the children left, representing a loss of capital which they replaced with a housekeeper. And though her family at some point did have help, her family memories were of doing chores as a young child and having these types of responsibilities. Before she married her husband she did not have help:


But after Mitchell and I got married, I decided that I was not going to, every Saturday 

morning, clean house, if I could afford not to do that, that I would do that. And um, 
always, since Mitchell and I have been married, whatever our help is, I pay that person 
out of my income, not out of our, not out of what he brings home. So, if I want to have 
someone, then I pay for it, if I don’t, well. But it’s worth it, I mean it really is. Um, I 
think there comes a point where you can overpay someone, and I think with one of the 
people that had worked with us, she had been with us for so long, that she was just 
overpaid, you know, for what she did. But I think right now, what I pay Bessy is a lot less 
than a lot of people pay, like half of what a lot of people pay and I, and so I don’t mind, if 
she doesn’t do something right because she’s older, I don’t mind doing it myself because 
it’s not like I’m paying, you know, top rate. So, but she’s worth, you know, she does a 
great job. –Jennifer

It must be explained that it was clarified to me why it is she pays her worker rather than her husband. She insisted Mitchell never “said… if you’re gonna have help, you have to pay for it.” It was, rather, that she had a checkbook and he doesn’t use one, and that she could pay her housekeeper once a week (pay will be discussed in a later section). Jennifer also said she pays their yard man as she takes care of anything having to do with the home. 


Although Jennifer never mentioned whether their Saturday cleaning routine was an enjoyable one, her situation can be seen as a trade-off. whereas Jennifer has grown up with the knowledge of what it takes to run a household, how m uch to buy out, and what she can do herself as a working mother, her daughter, as she put it to me, has less awareness of what it takes to run a household: 


Sarah Bracie [Jennifer’s daughter] walks in the door and the first thing Bessy says is, 
Sarah, would you got get me some hangers, and Sarah Bracie, you know, she rolls her 
eyes because she has to go get the hangers, but she would die if she wasn’t here because 
her clothes wouldn’t be ready and that’s, you know, twelve year-old girl, that’s pretty 
important that your jeans are ironed or your shirts are all done, so.

Perhaps her daughter’s attitude has been affected by the fact that Jennifer’s own family has lost the values that Jennifer learned growing up in her parent’s household by handling the work without hired help.


Hochschild’s theories of buying out of the time-bind are consistent with most of the employer’s lives (though most of them do not work for pay) and the sense of calm and appreciation they can afford for their families at home. The following employer, Stacey, is a married working mother who talks about still having tasks to perform in her home even with employing a housekeeper, but how the latter helps her home move much smoother:


Well, you know, there’s always something to do in a household. Yes I certainly have 
something to do. I have my family to take care of. We normally cook together, we clean 
together, or clean up the dishes, or one will do it and the other one will do something with 
Amanda, either review homework or notes or papers, or whatever. Um, we work in the 
yard, clean out drawers, I mean your domestic help can’t do every single thing, so yes, 
and a lot of times at night I’ll run a load of laundry, because I don’t leave every single 
thing for her. I’m extremely particular, I like things a certain way, and if they’re not that 
way I’m not happy. And as I said before, if I’m not happy, the whole household isn’t 
happy. I am probably snappy, which isn’t good, but I know that and therefore, if you 
know what makes you happy or you know what makes you unhappy, you should always 
try to get to the happiness—what’s it going to take? What do I need to do? Or what do I 
not need to do? And I certainly think for having full-time help, it gives us certainly, I 
don’t know what a normal household is, but a normal household when we’re all home 
together. I can 
give undivided attention instead of running the vacuum and having my 
children go to bed late—we don’t that, we don’t have to do that, and I’m very fortunate 
for that. 

Most of what I have included so far has been women’s recognitions of their own roles in their homes and family lives, with spoken awareness of the boundaries that exist between the public and private, as well as mentioning of being fortunate for being able to hire help. More will be said about this, but first I would like to explore Family in another, or same, context, but that which includes the domestic worker as “family,” a theme prominent in nearly every interview with both employers and employees. 

C: Expansion on the Family: Employer-Employee Relationships, Invisibility, and Trust


This section addresses the ways that my informants talked about their respective employers or employees. All of the employees appeared to have good working relationships with their employers and vice-versa, though the relationships varied in the degrees of social connection. For example, some women claimed to have close friendly relationships with their employees, and some admitted they knew little about their personal lives. These differences appear to reflect the ways in which employers view the public-private divide, their views on social distance between people of different races and classes, and the jobs for which their employees were hired. The following three sections talk about the idea of “one in the family” with the first second dealing with motherhood and love; and the section dealing with the ramifications of working in someone else’s most intimate space; and the third dealing with social distancing between employers and employees. 

1)  One in the Family: Spreading the Love


Most, though not all, employers refer to their domestic workers as Family. But what does it mean to them that their employees are part of their family? Tasks of employees vary greatly, depending on one family’s or one woman’s needs and desires. However, in all cases, not just the situations where caretakers were hired, employees have been referred to as part of the Family.
This relationship is much clearer to see with the knowledge of literature concerning surrogate mothers. Susan Tucker (1988) writes about the legacy of the black surrogate mother and other stereotypes of the black woman in the South. The legacy is not something to be overlooked; in fact, during the time of slavery in the South it was common for black maids or “mammies” to mother their master’s children, even nurse them. More recently, Patricia Hill Collins essay, “Black Women and Motherhood” (1992), discusses these stereotypes of black women, how they range from “strong black women” to the idea of the welfare mother. Her piece specifically addresses the African-American communities that many of constructions of mothering come from, like the fact that many African-American women become “othermothers” for black children in a community (219). Phylis Palmer (1989) writes,  


In Western culture of the past two centuries, with servants often acting as mother 
substitutes to children of the middle class, the split between adored, good, nonthreatening 
mother and bad women who could be despised because of their class and race was 
overlaid onto other social relations that defined goodness and badness for women. Even 
when children adored the nurturant mother surrogate, they learned that she was not the 
good mother and to shift their allegiances (p.143). 

It is apparent that the love employers wish for their children when they leave them in the care of their worker is positive and true. White female employers do have the ability (although I am confident it is unintentional) to define themselves as good mothers at the expense of women of color who work for them: the surrogate mothers may watch after her children while the real mother is away; however at the end of the day, it is the real mother who is responsible for the child’s morals, ethics, education, everything which ties in to the values of Family. What happens when the real mother is away is only preparation for real mothering opportunities with her children and family. Whether Tucker’s ideas can be used to look at the context of black domestic workers today may be a stretch: there is no doubt the work is racialized, yet how much this may be a characteristic of the South alone is arguable and I will discuss this later. And is it the case that African American women are hired as caretakers because they are too often stereotyped as “strong” and experienced at raising any number of children or because they are more likely to be at the bottom of the social stratification system and provide the labor pool that is demanded? I believe that more research is needed to explain these issues. What I can present are ideas of mothering which came up in my interviews. Stacey said of her daughter’s relationship with Judy, her employee:


Amanda’s friends, as I just said a little while ago, every single one of them knows who 
Judy is. They love her, they hug her, she sits down with them, she listens to them, and 
you know these teenage girls who tell her god only knows what… she’s right up there 
with them, cleaning up the makeup. And she still calls them the babies, the babies didn’t 
mean to do that, you know. She takes up for Amanda. She always sides with Amanda. I 
can never, I could, but I don’t ever correct Amanda in front of Judy because it upsets 
Judy, because that’s her baby. She’s raised her, that’s hers.

Nicole knew her current employee because she worked for Nicole’s mother-in-law. When Nicole’s second child was born she turned to her:


And um, so whenever we were looking for somebody I told my husband there was 
nobody I would trust with my kids more. And um, because I knew her as a person, I said, 
you know, it’s not, um, especially now that I’m here, too, I mean I can handle making 
sure that all that education-wise that everything’s met, but that, um, I just wanted 
somebody that’d love them. And so I knew I could trust her with that, and um, she, I 
didn’t know if she’d quit the [casino] boats or not, but … she said that they weren’t as 
dependable because she never knew what her hours were going to be, and she liked the 
consistency of coming.


Again, mothers have been outspoken about being responsible for the morals and ethics of their children, but what has not come up until now is the idea of love. There is no doubt that her employee loves her son. When I was chatting with Nicole before I left her home after the interview, she told me that her employee has a daughter but not a son, and refers to Nicole’s baby boy as “her little boy.” It is the case that my brother and I had very close connections with the woman my mother hired to help with us. Until quite recently I had never considered what it means that I always called her my “second mother.” She helped raise us when my mother was single and working. In my interview with my mother she said,


Like, when one of you was in school and the other wasn’t, she would take you to 
Brookshire’s [grocery store] and let you get whatever you wanted for lunch, and take you 
home. You know, so it was all about the child. But it was about personal attention and, 
um, that was a pretty new thing, still, for women to be working in full time jobs or 
especially jobs that were more than forty hours a week which mine was, and it was a nice 
feeling to know that you had someone that really loved your child, that was with them, 
you know, just like when I would come home after you had been born and she would be 
reading to you. She was always in the rocker reading to you. It was kind of a ritual that 
y’all had at that time in the afternoon.

And my mother said of her relationship with my older brother,



… I mean [she] obviously loved [your brother] and, um, you know, I would come home 
from work and she would be rocking him and reading to him, and so he got lots of extra 
time because I spent time with him, too, but he had her to himself all day and that was, 
[he] was really pre-days of, um, I mean, today kids go to school at age two and
 
three. And then they didn’t start until, you know, pre-K. K-4. And that changed just when 
you were born, you know, they had started doing Montessori, that was all pretty new. 
And um, you know, obviously when you have two children it’s a lot more work than just 
double-one.

My mother says of her relationship with her employee, “it wasn’t like she was hired help. It was very much, she was my partner. You know… I handed over my children to her.” And though as she talked about the work it entails to raise children there is an awareness of the amount of work her employee was doing, her reference to her as a partner is indicative of more intimate relations with her. The quotes above also shows that my mother’s employee read to my brother and me as a part of her care-taking, which says she may have had a role truly extending into motherhood if one considers the literature which suggests that often morals, ethics, and education are reserved for the “real” mother. It is the case with all who take care of their employer’s children that there is an extreme amount of trust involved, and a level of care that is not present in cleaning an employer’s bathtub or washing their clothes.


Nicole, who discussed above the trust she has for her employee, expands on the idea of Family, even comparing the importance of her employee to other family members:


She, um, I know whenever, like whenever we need babysitters we… if I can’t get my 
parents or my husband’s parents, then we call Bernice. Um, she brings her youngest 
little girl and my little boy just loves her, and she came to his birthday party. I mean, any 
time we get pictures or, you know, family pictures, just as a matter of fact this last time 
when we had our family pictures done, not family pictures but Christmas pictures, um, I 
didn’t get the big package, I just got the smallest package you get, and there was only 
eight wallets so there was enough for me and my husband, my parents, and his parents, 
and my husbands brother and [name]. I said, Forget aunts and uncles, they don’t care 
as much as you do, I said you can have it [laughs]. She’s, I mean, she’s family, I mean, 
she really is. We tell her all the time that, like she had to put her kids in school this year 
and change, the school systems changed where they were going to have to go to a new 
school, and so I didn’t know until too late, but I mean I was trying to help her figure out a 
way to get her in a different school, but, um, it didn’t work out just because it was too late 
in the, you have to do that really early.

Nicole also suggests here that she attempts to help out her employee whenever she can, suggesting that the relationship is not completely one-sided. Employer Kandace was the most adamant about her employee being a part of her family. She seemed taken aback on several occasions during the interview when I asked her about different things. Here she talks about her children and her employee Mary:


Um, she just, she helped me immensely with them, you know, I could leave her with 
them and she would pick them up from school if I needed her to, and, you know, they 
thought of her as their mother, you know, so, and they love her, you know, she’s just part 
of our family more than, than a housekeeper, so.

Some employers more than others (more than Kandace, for example) were more open with me about the nature of their relationship with their employee. For example, some explained what it meant that they could leave their children with someone, or what it meant that they did not have to scrub toilets. Others, I believe, saw their situations as just the way things are. Mary Romero (1994) says, 


Housewives who become employers fail to recognize that once a domestic is hired to do 
housework, their homes become an employee’s workplace and that the domestic is a 
worker rather than an extension of the housewife. The use of the family analogy by 
employers distorts and masks this fact (p.130).


The reference to employees as one of the family, again, seems to make more sense when the employee serves as a care-taker, often becoming a temporary mother figure for children. Yet it is also all too common that in situations that do not involve taking care of children, like with housecleaning only, that trust is still the main issue here as well. Things which are tied to employers’ trust of their employees range from depending on them as a reliable worker and loving caregiver to knowing they will not repeat things they hear or see while working in the employer’s home and  knowing they would never steal anything from an employer. Being able to gain trust is something that came up in the interviews with my informants: more often than not suspicion has to be disproved before an employer gains trust of their employee. Likewise, employees expressed that they had to become used to working in someone else’s intimate space. The next section discusses some of the challenges this entails, as well as the contradictions which exist in naming an employee part of one’s family.

2) I didn’t sign up for this: Emotional Labor & Invisibility

The reproductive labor that most women and all domestic workers perform in a household does not only involve doing work which is devalued in our society, but it also involves the assumption that women can handle and should be able to handle the emotional labor which is so much a part of it. Himmelweit talks (1999) about the “commodification of emotion, that is, the requirement that emotion be a product of labor, not an outcome of work” (p.37). Workers are required to appear unaffected by their surroundings, and to be masters of emotional labor as Arlie Hochschild defines it: “…the management of feeling to create a publicly observable facial and body display” (1983, p.7 as quoted in Himmelweit, 1999, p.34). Most employers stressed this as a positive trait of their workers, but some employees stressed this to be extremely challenging. Betty, though she likes to know the person she works for, expressed to me the difficulties of working in such close parameters with her employers. She says of her employers’ divorce:


…that wasn’t my job, you know, so I think Mr. Tim didn’t know how to deal with it 
or how I was going to deal with it, you know, but when I first became aware of it, you 
know, I think I felt more of a, depression, a depression thing, it was like I was going 
through a divorce, you know, [laughs] an unbeknownst to me when it really 
[happened] I was like, wow. And I made the statement, I didn’t ask for a divorce 
[laughs].  So I always like to find humor in whatever’s happening, you know, I put God 
first and stuff that’s just out of my control, you know, and I don’t like to be just down 
about a situation, you know, I was like, I didn’t ask for no divorce, you know I don’t 
want to hear about all this stuff… 

Betty obviously felt emotionally throughout the divorce. Working in such close quarters with one’s employers is challenging, but theories on the construction of the work suggest that women are cut out for this type of emotional labor, and that working in someone else’s home will inevitably be an emotional process. Like the fluctuating nature of household and Family demands and the construction of a woman’s ability to adapt to any change, Betty or any worker in her case was or would be expected to take this emotional tumult easily.  Experiencing this contrasts greatly with ideas of the home which present it as a place of calm, safe from the burdens of the outside world. Betty is one who sees her job as her job, and takes a lot of pride in it. To have to deal with something like a divorce of her employers is not part of the contract. Leonardo (1992) says that “Revealing the actual labor embodied in what we culturally conceive as love and considering the political uses of this labor helps to deconstruct the self-interest/altruism dichotomy and to connect more closely women’s domestic and labor-force lives” (p.258). So in this case, we must look at domestic work as what it entails for the worker while also looking at the constructions surrounding it in order to reveal what the expectations of the job are and how one can deal with them. 


The concept of invisibility reveals a lot about these relationships, and can be seen as a way in which both employers and employees cope and justify their positions. Most employees are not as outspoken about as many things as Betty was, and definitely not in our interviews. This suggests to me that some women more than others (more than Betty) may internalize emotional issues at their workplace in order to cope with their position. Another way to look at emotional and personal issues in employer’s homes is for employees to remain as invisible as possible and/or for employers to render them invisible. Nicole’s employee is one who has internalized her own personal problems in order to go about her work. This may not be uncharacteristic of any job on the market, but what is very different is the close proximity in which the employee (in this case, especially) works to her employer:


Oh, we’ve, I’ve told her she’s never allowed to leave [laughs]. Nothing in her life is 
allowed to change, she’s had a… one thing that I’ve really, that’s very unusual, with my 
husband being in business, where, you know, we’ve dealt with employees for a long time, 
and um, she is the type of person, I mean, if she has something going on in her personal 
life at home, you wouldn’t know it. I mean, I can tell it every once in a while, because I 
know her so well, but she is so private and again, so calm. You never can see her rattled, 
and she, um, in this past year, her husband has um, left her for someone else, and um, I 
don’t think anybody would have known besides me, because I’ve just been around her so 
much that I could tell something was going on. So finally, I just, she doesn’t like to talk 
about stuff, so I, you know, you give her her space, and I haven’t asked her but I finally 
one day asked her. I said [name] is everything okay? And she, that day, I’m trying to 
think about even how she worded it. she just said, just that, I think she just said, Wayne’s 
giving me some trouble, and that’s all she wanted to say about it, and we just kinda left it 
at that, and a few days later she told me all about it without me asking. And um, but you 
would never I mean, again, my kids never knew anything was going on, she doesn’t have 
fights on the phone, or anything like that. It’s just, she wouldn’t do it.” Nicole


The ability to work along side Nicole and care for her children without revealing much is difficult. And even when Nicole realized that something was wrong, her employee at first refused to discuss it with her. Nicole seems genuinely caring about her employee, yet she also considers her being “so private” and “calm” positive aspects of her character. Yet while Nicole rarely sees her worker flustered, Nicole admits her worker sees her flustered:


Oh, yeah, she sees me that way all the time. I mean, she um, and that’s another thing, I 
mean, um, she knows my mother-in-law really well, knows my mom really well, and so 
she knows, it’s funny how she sees how I get along with both of them or don’t get along 
on occasion, and she would never disclose, I mean she’s like, I tell my husband all the 
time, you know, she’s like, she’s like my best friend, which is kind of a strange thing, but 
I say she’s become my best friend because I can tell her anything and I know it’s not 
going anywhere. She’s just that, she’s just, we were the right fit, I mean we really were, 
we’re very fortunate that, you know, we get along so well because she knows that she can 
tell me things that, you know, her friends won’t find out because I don’t associate with 
her friends, but then, she, I know that she actually is, she’s not our employee, she’s my 
mother-in-law’s employee. My mother-in-law got, um, hired her for us, and, um, but I 
can talk about my mother-in-law which I, my mother-in-law is my really good friend, 
too, but any time I do just say, You know, I wish [my mother-in-law] would, you know, 
do whatever, then, I could say that in front of Bernice and she would, would not repeat 
that. And I’m sure if my mother-in-law said something about me she wouldn’t tell me 
[laughs]. She’s just that type of person.

Nicole attributes her employee’s privacy to her character. It can be argued that this is more so an unspoken requirement of the job, or a characteristic of the job versus her personality. Ellen also said, “I think she knows us better than we know her.” In Nicole’s and Ellen’s cases, they are both aware that their employees see and hear a great deal which is considered public. A good employee is one who doesn’t repeat any of this to anyone else. This is also important in that their jobs depend on remaining quiet and trustworthy. Employers also realize that their employees don’t associate with their friends, so there is little chance that information will be passed on. Class solidarity would also assure that information is kept on either side.


Many women have been doing this sort of work for years and years, and this is one reason that they may be able to cope with being invisible in the homes of their employers (Betty is a prime example of an employee who does not fit in this category). Learning to cope as an individual is key, but the informal networks which structure this particular institution are also crucial to sustaining the views of the individuals involved. Networking will be discussed in greater detail later, but it is important to understand that for employees power relations play out on the most extreme individual level: they feel emotionally about what is ultimately the result of socioeconomic structure (that which is supposedly less controllable). But once women have been a part of this system, once they have been domestic workers for a long period of time, they might carry with them this trust that is so important in working in such intimate relationships with their employers and their homes. Jennifer, an employer, said,


I think having someone older and experienced that’s worked inside people’s homes, 
they understand that people like their privacy, I think one of the problems, well, for me, a 
problem when I had someone in my home everyday, number one, they truly are an 
employee, you’re primarily their only source of income or one other source of income, 
and they’re employees and they depend on you for everything, and because of the nature 
of their help, it, they have a bill that they never knew that they had… you know, if 
something came up in their family that they needed extra money, they really depend on 
you to provide that for, and a lot of times you end up being their bank. If they, um, if they 
need to buy something and pay it out, you’re usually the one that does that. And I didn’t, 
I didn’t like that. I didn’t work well for me. And so because Mike’s family has always 
had domestic help, you know, I would talk to his mom or his aunt and say, how do you 
do this? And they would tell me, you know, number one, you don’t loan money, you 
don’t advance payment, and so, I think older people understand that a little bit easier. 

Jennifer, much more than many others, was more intent on drawing the line between the public and private, and was more outspoken about what it means to hire a domestic worker in one’s home. However, her statement corresponds with the literature on invisibility in domestic work. The way she discusses the older generation of women who do the work suggests that these women are more embedded in the norms that envelop this system. Rollins (1985) talks about invisibility and the role of the servant: “…the servant as a non-person is a perfect fit: the position is subordinate by definition, the person in it disrespected by centuries of tradition” (p.210). In the context of this study, I suggest that with a new generation of domestic workers like Jackie, Ellen’s employee, and Betty, Tim’s employee, a different kind of respect is expected by the workers, and that a new awareness of the old norms might be emerging. However, this is not the case with most employees and employers that I came across, and I will continue the discussion of the more dominant relationships involved in this institution. 


With this trust and comfort mentioned above also comes the ability to live in the presence of someone working in one’s home. This, too, varies in degree. Some employers have stressed that their employees are “quiet,” and “calm,” melding with the atmosphere of many strive to achieve in their home. Going back to Hoschschild (2000) and the reversal of home and work she discusses, this ability to achieve calm at home comes with the price of hiring help. 

3) To Be or Not To Be Family: Social Distancing


Still other employers are more conscious of making the distinction about having an employee in their home and having or not having a social relationship with their employee. While some employers see their employees as people who handle well, or simply do not express, emotion, another group of employers sees very little at all. While social distance is expressed by employers sometimes as a reason that the working relationship has been sustained for so long, it can also be argued that it is because a black domestic worker is also a “non-person” in the eyes of white employers. As Rollins (1985) explains from her own experience, the employer’s lack of attention to her as a black domestic worker was not intended as an insult; it was, rather, an “expression of the employer’s ability to annihilate the humanness and even, at times, the very existence of [her]...” (p.209). Ellen describes her relationship with her employee of seventeen years, Jackie:


And I don’t, I’m not, we know her, and we know about her, but I don’t talk to her as a 

friend, or a peer, and she doesn’t talk to me as her friend. Um, you know, I know she’s 
got three kids and I know her son is married and I know her daughter had a child out of 
wedlock, I mean, I know what’s going on within their lives. You know, I don’t know 
what her very favorite color is. I know what her favorite perfume is. I mean, I know 
things about her but not somebody that you spend as much time with, I mean, seventeen 
years later, you know, if you and I had been friends for seventeen years I’d know a whole 
lot more about you than I know about Jackie, and I think that’s our employee 
relationship, employer relationship. Which has been very good, and probably which has 
kept us happy 
with each other for so long, because we don’t have all the other stuff 
mingled in that kinda throws you for a kink.

Two things must be mentioned about this relationship. First, the employee is young, which Ellen later discusses, and second, Ellen has another regular employee who happens to be much older. The generational differences will be addresses later in the paper. Ellen continues her discussion of her relationship with Jackie:


We don’t have a very close relationship, but it’s a very dependable relationship. I 
don’t 
know a lot about her emotionally, or what she’s doing, but I can count on her one 
hundred percent, and she knows she can count on us. She’s reliable, um, and she’s a good 
person, but she doesn’t share her life with us and we don’t share a lot of our personal life 
with her.

So while for many, having a good relationship with their employee or employee is being able to name them a friend or family, for some, a professional relationship based on reliability is better. These differences reflect ways women on both sides cope with the intimate situations: some adopt the language of Family to describe their employee or employer, and some adopt strategies of distancing. Regardless of the ways they attempt to cope mentally, the extent of the relationships that exist are still negated.


In some cases, like Ellen and Jackie’s, invisibility is characteristic of the working relationship but does not appear to strain the social relationship any more than it is already strained. Kandace claims over and over that Mary is like family or a friend, but she has no obligation to speak to or socialize with her and Mary does not appear to have an obligation to speak to Kandace on a regular basis.


And I said, Mary just tends to her own business, and that is something that I love 
about 
her because, if I don’t talk to her all day it doesn’t bother her, and if she doesn’t talk to 
me, it doesn’t bother me, and she just, you can tell her anything and it is going no 
further. 
She doesn’t, you know, a lot of housekeepers will ask for everything, you know, if you 
don’t want this, I want it, you know, she doesn’t ask for anything, I mean, she’s 
wonderful. I mean, she is. I would do anything for her, I really would. But um, anyways, 
she was kinda nervous about, I said have no idea what these questions are gonna be, 
something about the relationship [laughing], so, you know, I don’t even think of her as 
my housekeeper any anymore so for you to say that, you know, I kinda had to go back.

Gift-giving also comes up in this statement, which will be discussed in the section on pay. 


Some situations with employees have crossed the line, this line of the public and private divide. I was told a couple of stories during my research of broken trust. Cynthia said,


Well, um, the one little girl that I had in town, she was young and she was, probably not 
much younger than me, maybe ten years younger than me and she was my size, and she, I 
had left her, oh, um, babysitting for the kids one Saturday and one of my cousins came 
over and she had one of my outfits on [laughs], so, um, and then I had another little girl, a 
lot younger girl out at the farm and I came home one day and she’s laying out in the sun, 
and my nail polish is laying on the kitchen counter, so she’d just done her nails. That kind 
of stuff, you know, and that’s not what I’m paying somebody for, so. 

Again, like Jennifer claimed above, there is a reference to age. This indicates that women who have been in the business understand more what is acceptable and what is crossing the line. My male employer informant, Tim, has never had more than a minimal working relationship with his employee Betty. He is fairly removed from his home, but since his divorce four years ago he has had to work on his relationship with Betty which was previously his ex-wife’s relationship:


But, uh, Betty and I have had our interesting little, little times, you know, I came home 
one, I used to come home and I came home one time in the middle of the day and she’s 
sitting on the couch back in the office in the back eating my fried chicken and drinking 
beer. And uh, that was a turning point in our relationship, and, you know, I told her that 
that was not something that I would, you know, I didn’t fire her obviously, but, uh, I 
think that that probably, she realized that I, I used to never come home, and she might 
realize that I was gonna, I might pop in and out. But, uh, she did conceive very quickly 
that that was over the edge, you know, in the middle of the day drinking beer and eating 
chicken, especially eating my chicken. But uh, that’s been, that was probably three years 
ago and that was not, probably not too long after she and I, she and I, I think, might have 
had kind of a rough start. Uh, my ex-wife one time pulled me aside and told me that I had 
better, uh, ease up on Betty or I’d be really sorry, you know, I’d have a hard time 
replacing Betty, and she warned me that I better not be so rough on her. And I think it 
was probably good advice that she gave me.

For Tim, it took a long time to feel comfortable with his relationship with Betty. Though he saw her as his employee, he did not always give her the recognition (and thus, respect) that she deserved for the work she did. Because of his removal from the household, it took his ex-wife explaining to him that he needed to recognize all that Betty does to keep his home functioning, and ironically, that he needed to show appreciation for the work so he is not eventually without someone to do it for him. This is a prime example of a way that these relationships based on inequality are sustained. And though, as with the situation above, the amount of recognition she deserved at one point was questionable, her reason for breaking his trust had to do very much with gaining respect from Tim. He had to realize she handled an immense amount of responsibility, and she had to realize he could then expect her to handle this job professionally. 


Romero (1994) says, “…Engaging a discussion on the relationship between the two perspectives has been hampered by employers’ inability (or refusal) to see their homes as a place of employment or to define the domestics they employ as workers” (164). In my research, there were some employers who were less aware of the social distance between themselves or their families and their employees. Kristen said, “See, I don’t even think of her as an employee anymore. I just, I mean, she’s like my friend, you know, and we’re the same age.” The word “anymore” indicates to me that there was a point at which the working relationship was not as intimate as it currently is. Why is this and what does it take to get to this point of friendship or family? When did the previous awareness become the normal way of living?


Trust is also an important factor in a working relationship for employees. When I asked an employee, Carol, if there is anything challenging about her work she said,


Yeah, it’s a relationship that you build and a communication that you build with them and 
a trust that they put in you that, you know, you wouldn’t want to betray that trust with 
someone have that much confidence in you like they have in me, so, that, you know, 
that’s the basically the most important thing, the communication and the trust and 
knowing that they treat you fairly and treat you not as a housekeeper but keeps you as a 
part of their family. 

Trust for her as an employee is something she has to earn in her work, through communication with her employee. Being trusted means also not being referred to as the help. Trust involves knowing a situation and feeling comfortable in it as well as being trusted by the employer. It is almost as if when one begins in her position that she is untrustworthy, and that through a mutual relationship a working trust is born. There seems to be, in other words, an occupational stereotype initially associated with a worker. This is why the informal networking that was briefly mentioned above, which I will talk about later, is crucial to this institution functioning the way it does in this context. 


While being comfortable in one’s job, in someone else’s home involves gaining their trust, it also, for those who have never done this type of work before, involves getting used to being in someone’s intimate space. Mary said,


Yeah, it took a while to get used to, because, you know, you, it was like, uh, when I first 
came it was like I was, you didn’t want to be all in the, in everybody’s… Yeah, in the 
stuff, and stuff, but you have to find where stuff goes and you know, and stuff, so, but 
it, it, it, it took a little getting used to, but um, now it doesn’t, it doesn’t bother me 
now…. 


Still others, single and working mothers for example, have little contact with their employees. Two employers explained that they rarely see their employee because they themselves work outside the home. In these instances, employers and employees communicate mainly by notes. This involves trust and know-how of a working situation, and may represent the most removed relationship between employers and employees. There is still, of course, intimacy involved in working in someone’s home or allowing someone to work in your home.

 
Themes of trust, invisibility, and dependability have come out of the interviews with the employers as important requirements for a domestic worker. Employers have given specific accounts of what they like about their workers, and specific accounts about incidents that crossed the line. Employees are also very aware of what it takes to be trusted working in someone else’s home, and also being personally comfortably in another’s private space. What has been recognized to a lesser extent are the contradictions that exist when naming an employee part of the Family. With care-taking and nannying, for example, it is obvious that the replacement of a real mother with a surrogate mother is temporary. We are taught that love in the Family is unconditional. However, it is obvious that for employees to be a part of the Family, they must work for this status and earn their right to be treated, as Carol said, “not as the help.” 

D. The Public and Private Divide: Living and Working Both


Throughout the paper I have mentioned the public-private divide. Theorists like Angela Davis (1981) have explained the reasons for the separation of the two and the devaluation of the private realm in the larger economic picture. In the first two subsections I will explore how domestic work is both the public and private experiences of employees, and how working in the private home of an employer becomes the business of the public during the processes of finding employers to work for or employees to hire. The third subsection discusses how race relations are formed within the institution of domestic work and how they become the general perceptions of race on a societal level; and the fourth subsection discusses employee agency at their paid jobs.

1) Informal Networking


All of the employees in this study were all hired on an individual basis. There was no agency that placed them, they work individually, and they have worked for the same family for significant numbers of years (no employee has worked for a family less than five years, and some have worked for families for as many as twenty years). There are many differences in these relationships not found in other situations, and Stacey describes some below:


A cleaning service doesn’t become a part of your family, I don’t think. You don’t really 
know them. You have no attraction to them, as opposed to having…Judy’s very different. 
Having Judy for many, many years to help raise your family, the most important thing in 
the whole wide world is the health and happiness of a family. To have someone you can 
depend on, who loves the family—I think she thinks they’re hers—we’re hers. She 
certainly thinks Amanda, Jessica, and John are her three children. There isn’t a day that… 
she doesn’t talk about all three. Ever. Ever. Ever. And Amanda is her baby. And she is. 

The example of Judy and her employer and her family is not an uncommon situation, at least for those who have grown up living this life. It is the case that if one leads a life like this, that many others around them do. To realize the immensity of the relationships that I am analyzing, the number of years of employment is telling: Judy has worked for Stacey and her family for seventeen years, Carol for Patricia’s family for fourteen years, Betty for Tim’s family for eight years, and Mary for Kandace’s family for twenty-five years. These relationships strengthen and are formed by the informal networking that is so characteristic of this sector of domestic service. The strength of these networks is also one reason that this institution has been sustained for as long as and why it is, in some cases, similar to how it has been in past generations.


Patricia has had several employees over the years. I asked her how she locates workers and she replied, 


Um, usually through a friend, I’ve never had to advertise in the paper or anything like 
that, it’s usually word of mouth. If someone else has a housekeeper, sometimes I would 
call them, if they knew of someone they would recommend them. 

Two employers I talked to located workers through other workers they employ: 


And our next door neighbor’s (one day) yard man was out and I just asked him if he 
knew of anyone and he happened to know of someone. –Stacey 


Yeah, I think that we had a, our yard man, Jim, that keeps the yard, and I think Betty 
is related to Jim. –Tim 

One employer, Nicole said,


Um, put an ad in the paper, and then, um, got tons of applicants and just interviewed 
them and got um, references from them, actually checked out. And um, [she] had great 
references and was a really nice lady and she was wonderful. We actually still keep up, in 
touch with her, and she’ll come over every once in a while and visit the boys, but she 
never actually kept them. By the time, by the time the boys were here she wasn’t working 
for us at all, so.

Then, 


…she would call in sick a lot and she’d say, Since I’m not able to come today, can I just 
send my daughter-in-law, and at first… I was like, I really hired you… And um, I’ve 
never done that before but I told her it would be okay. And I got to where I really, really 
like Betsy more than her, really. Because she was so dependable. And um, that’s how 
we kinds struck up a friendship, that way. So, she’s probably been with us off and on  
five years. So…

Nicole tried an ad, but it was through her employer’s connection that she found a better employee. It can be argued here that there is more reliability in this informal networking system. And it is obvious that the domestic work is often a family occupation for the employees, as well as the employers. In fact, Rollins notes this in her study. She names the factors that affect a woman’s becoming a domestic worker: economic need and limited alternatives on a group level, and their rural and small town backgrounds and their mothers having been domestic workers on an individual level (p.108-112). The latter is most definitely true in this study.


Cynthia talks about needing her employee less as her life changes, and what this has meant for her employee: 


And um, over the years, you know, the kids are, have grown up and they’re, you know, 
at college now, I don’t need her as much so what I’ve done is find her two other jobs. She 
works for my mother on Thursdays and a friend of mine on Tuesdays. So she’s not 
working for me five days but I’m still paying her the same, so it’s kind of giving her a 
raise and she’s making extra money.

The social networking, then, works both for employers and for employees, and through both employers and employees. Mary, an employee, talks about who she works for:


Yeah, I work for Kandace’s sister and uh, her nephew [laughs], it’s mostly like a family 
thing, and everybody that I work for kinda was her friend, and by word of mouth, you 
know, and that’s the way I started, you know, work for someone else, work for different 
people over different times, but, um, right now it’s maybe about four people that I do. 

And in fact Mary found her job with Kristen because Mary’s grandmother babysat for Kristen when she was young. In one case, a husband of an employer is actually in the hotel business:


And the first time I had help in the home was when I married my husband sixteen years 
ago, and, um, his parents were in the hotel business and they would always take whoever 
the best housekeeper was at the hotel, would always work for their family. And so he’s 
never not known a time that he didn’t have help in the home. –Jennifer 

I was also seen as being involved in the networking scene.  During my interview with Kristen I was asked to keep my eyes open for a yard worker: 


Well, while you’re out doing all this, if you run across anybody that knows of a yard 
person, I need one, oh, I need one so desperately. Just um, the maintenance, and you 
know, like sweeping cobwebs down and if a light bulb that needs changing and stuff, I 
have just so much maintenance here and I can’t do it all. and we travel so much, that it’s 
hard to keep everything up, and whenever I get back, I have, I get overwhelmed with so 
much to do, but I mean, I don’t know who all you’re interviewing, but, you know, if you 
run across somebody that’s, a husband’s looking for something to do or just somebody 
that knows somebody, I really… Cynthia’s trying to, Cynthia’s trying to find someone, 
too… 
In fact, we thought if we could find one person, you know, she could take him 
part of the week, well, we say him, you know, it can be a her. Um, we could split it 
up, you know. 


This also brought up the idea of splitting workers. Most of the employers I spoke with are in need of only part-time help and this structures the jobs of the workers in that they are often employed by more than one or two people in order to make sufficient income. 


We see here that the private household job becomes public business when networking begins. It is apparent though that the employers control much of the information that is networked. For example, Nicole said, “I mean, I don’t brag about her to my friends because I don’t want them to come and try to steal her [laughs].” 


Ultimately, although it is a two-way process, employers seem to have more control over the networking processes simply because of their higher socioeconomic status and the power they hold as they have the ability to structure the jobs to fit the needs of their households and families. It is up to employees, however, to comply or not, and what is evident is that employers and employees both are dependent on one another.

2) Housework as a Double Day


The dependency between women rests on the premise that one group of women is more independent than the other. Romero explains that “Most employed women experience a ‘double day’ which includes paid and unpaid work, but only domestic workers do housework on both shifts” (p.18). All four employees I spoke with are responsible for the housework in their own homes. When I asked the workers if they performed housekeeping duties at their own homes, they answered without further explanation (they did not explain their husbands’ role in the home). This indicates that their roles as domestic workers for pay are not very different from their unpaid roles as mothers and wives in their own homes. Mary Romero found in her research on Chicana domestic workers that they “described employment as an extension of their homemaking activities” (p.32). When I asked Judy, an employee, if there are differences in the work she does at home and the work she does at her employer’s home she replied, “No, I just do work.” However similar to experiences at home and however engrained into one’s self the job may be to a domestic worker, their job is still a job, and it is one that involves physical effort and often mental stress. The ability to partake in a double day of cleaning is sometimes hard for Judy:


Well, sometimes it gets kind of tough [laughs] but mostly I do my housework on the 
weekends. And then sometimes I’ll go home, if I’m not tired, I’ll pick up at my house, 
because there’s no one at my house, nobody but me, and my two little grandchildren…. 

I asked Carol what sort of housekeeping she does for her employer Patricia: 


Basically like what I do at home, the cleaning, the dusting and vacuum and mopping, and 
she good about you know help me sometime when I don’t be here she helps out a lot, so, 
like I said, this the first job that I ever had that I had somebody to show their appreciation 
to me and what I was doin for, you know, where you work somewhere else everything’s 
on you or whatever, till you get back, but like on weekends, she, you know, wash some 
clothes or run the dishwasher, so that shows me that, you know, I appreciate you bein in 
my family, I’m gonna help you out, so, I like that. 

This suggests that it is Carol’s job, and Carol’s job alone to take care of anything having to do with her employer’s home. She expresses that her employer, Patricia, doing anything in her own home when Carol is not there (and not getting paid) is helping Carol. In effect, Carol, assuming she is the one in charge of homemaking in her own house, is responsible for the functioning of two households, though she is only paid for one job.


While the nature of the work remains largely the same in either household or in housekeeping jobs at hotels or other businesses, personal relationships require more attention. That employees have to build communication and get used to being in someone else’s space seems to be common. And good communication is one of the reasons they like their job most and have remained in their job for so long (as well as other reasons which I will discuss further). Carol compares and contrasts housework in her home and housework in her employer’s:


It’s basically the same, it’s that, uh, I, at my home I mean I’m working at my, by myself, 
but when I’m here, me and my boss have a tremendous communication, and good 
peoples I work for, I enjoy for them and they been really good to me and been a blessing 
in my life, so I thank God for that. 

And Mary said:


Well, you get to see how other people live and how they, they, uh do stuff, and it’s just 
uh, yeah, you just, and you get to know them, you know like me and Kandace have 
gotten 
real close, but, uh, everybody that I work for, I’m not as, you know, I don’t know, 
we never got that relationship that me and Kandace have, you know, so, but, uh, you do, 
you get to see how people do things and  how it’s different from your household, and, but 
it’s, it’s been good. 

Mary describes her relationship with Kandace as unique compared to that with her other employers. Carol expressed just the same that she knew why her relationship with her employer Patricia works as well as it does, but she did not appear to know what working relationships were like for other women: 


Yeah, I know a lot of women who do housekeeping work, but I don’t know do they have 
the same bond, are the relationship like Patricia and I and Dennis and Seth [Patricia’s 
husband and son], that I have 
with them, I couldn’t say.

This quote explains that personal relationships between women can be unique and based on something that every other employer and worker do not necessarily share. Some employers and employees choose to be more removed because this proves to be a better working environment while others tend to base the work and job on the personal relationship. This may not be uncharacteristic of most jobs, but the proximity of an employee to her employer’s personal life makes distancing more difficult. This suggests that sometimes, an employer and likewise an employee may exaggerate her close relationship with the other to cope with the difficult or awkward social situation. Coping strategies are not necessarily a part of an employer’s or employee’s consciousness. The next section discusses one of the most important socialization processes in this study: that which creates our perceptions of race and it’s place in our society. The way we with racism is a part of learning about race in the first place. This is why it is “normal” to the functioning of society, just as the gender roles we define are “normal,” natural, and not contested as frequently as they should be.

3) Perceptions of Race & Race Relations:


The fact that this southern city is still so segregated is an enormous factor in the development of perceptions of race and race relations. It has come up a couple of times in my research that the institution of domestic work is a prime area for looking at these developments. Depending on a child’s age and schooling experience, some experience daily life interacting with people of other races more than others. Yet home life inevitably effects a child’s perception of race and its role in society. One account of a child’s perception is given by the mother as follows:


Um, I can tell you there was one time, and I can’t recall what it was over, that Judy 


either thought we didn’t want her, or something. Amanda was devastated because she 

thought Judy wasn’t coming back. And one time Amanda at a very young age, she knows 
right from wrong but didn’t know that this was wrong, um, I think she called her a black 
person or something. And it hurt Judy’s feelings to where I had to go to Judy’s house and 
convince her that Amanda didn’t mean to hurt her feelings. Judy was devastated and 
Amanda was begging her to come back. It was really, really sad. But for Amanda to 
come home and to know that Judy’s here is normal to Amanda now, her friends all know 
it, her friends all love Judy, they look at as part of their family now. For instance, 
[Amanda’s best friend], you know, she calls JJ “JJ,” she comes in and hugs JJ, Judy looks 
in her bag to see if there’s any dirty clothes and starts washing. She just takes care of 
this household and she takes care of Amanda.—Stacey

And in fact I remember, one time when I was very young, asking the woman who took care of my brother and me, whether she was black or white (she is light skinned). She replied to me, “I’m black, sweetheart.” I remember being truly curious, because I did not know the answer to my question. This account as well as Amanda’s case is true in explaining the early age at which race becomes a part of our identities and our perceptions of others, and the institution of domestic work, no doubt, plays a large role in socializing some to believe certain things about race. In fact, one of the only contexts in which I have become very close to black women or blacks at large are those within the institution of domestic work. This shows the segregation of the city I grew up in as well as the institution of domestic work.


Many race theories contribute to the understanding of race in this study, but perhaps the most important are critical race theories that include “the belief that racism is such an ingrained feature of U.S. society that it appears to be ordinary and natural to many people (Delgado, 1995). As a result, civil rights legislation and affirmative action laws (formal equality) may remedy some of the more overt, blatant forms of racial injustice but have little effect on subtle, business-as-usual forms of racism that people of color experience as they go about their daily lives” (Kendall, 2002, p.264).  This business-as-usual racism is exactly the case in Shreveport. The racialization of this institution is an accepted part of it so that it is completely naturalized. 


Certain preconceived notions exist because of the racial ties to the work. Black women can be seen as only being able to do this sort of work, and this work can also be seen as belonging to black women. Of course, in this context it is black women; any other place it may be Latinas or other immigrant groups, for example— but what is important is that this work is often done by any racial or ethnic group that is subordinate to whites.


And this brings up another question—if the work is racialized all over the world, can we look at the black/ white issue as a unique situation? Obviously there are historical ties to slavery in the South. Tucker (1988), for example, writes about the legacy of the black surrogate mother and other stereotypes of the black woman in the South, going back to before the Civil War. We can look at the ideas of mothering by black nannies or housekeepers today and draw similarities. And there are obvious historical ties as evidenced in the passing on of domestics through generations of employers’ families, as well as through daughters of domestics doing the jobs their mothers have done. Rollins (1985) says,


Closer in class and culture, operating within a clearly defined system of social and racial 
inequality, sharing an acceptance of maternalistic behaviors as a necessary and 
appropriate element of domestic service, Southern black and white women developed a 
kind of mistress-servant relationships that was psychologically satisfying, to some 
degree, to both groups of women (p.221).

This relationship is how Rollins explained traditional master-servant relationships, that there was compliance on both sides to sustain the relationship. One of my subjects explained her relationships with her two different employees distinctly. Ellen, in fact, had three employees at the time of our interview: Jackie, who had worked for her for seventeen years and with whom she had a reliable yet not personal relationship. Another employee of hers is Louise, who is much older, and with whom Ellen has quite a different relationship (the third employee was actually a Latina woman who was only doing temporary cleaning for Ellen, who I unfortunately did not learn much about, and who Ellen let go soon after our interview because she soon thought three employees was a bit excessive). Let’s examine Ellen’s relationship with Louise: 


And then I have one lady Louise who comes in and does the ironing, and she’s older, and 
um, she needs us, she needs to feel needed and wanted and um, so she’ll always have a 
job here, because she has to work and she’s seventy-six and she needs the money, and she 
needs the fulfillment of being needed as an older person. 


Louise’s different. Because Jackie still has a level of work, a work level that she has to 
accomplish for me to be happy, and Louise because she’s older, she’s more, she’s a 
different relationship. She, um, she’s more dependent on us. Not so much financially, but 
I don’t know how to explain it. She’s just very old school, it’s the way my mother’s 
housekeeper treated her family. She doesn’t, she still calls me Miss Miller when I tell her 
time and time again to call me Ellen. And she’s still, you know, really wants to please 
me as a person more so than just doing her job. Um, it’s just very different. It’s very 
different.


I mean I don’t know if it’s, I would not call it prejudice by any stretch of the imagination 
because I respect and um, [pause], I don’t know how to explain it. It’s not that it’s… 
Louise 
grew up working, I think, probably, for white families. I know she did, for one in 
particular for a very long time. And it’s how she was taught to be an employee to them, 

and I think she carries that over to me. Jackie is a younger employee. You know, she’s in 
her forties. Louise’s seventy-six. She’s more independent, I think, and so, and I think she 
just, she started working probably about the time she started working for me. Because 
we’ve been together for so long. So, I think that’s a different kind of relationship. She has 
different expectations more so than Louise ever would. You know, she expects that she’s 
going to have a certain amount of time off with pay, which is fine. Um, Louise would 
never expect that. So…

This idea of being old-school seems to go hand-in-hand with the generation she comes from, but again, as mentioned in the section on invisibility on page 33, it is also a prime example of Rollins theory on invisibility and race and the “non-person.”


Betty is an example of an employee who would never find herself in the situation that Louise is in. The respect that Ellen perceives Louise gives her because of how she has learned it should be given is something Betty would be appalled by.  I find this to be largely because she is from L.A. originally, and moved to Shreveport when she was grown because her mother returned home. She is very outspoken to everyone, and in fact she directed our interview in places I could never have expected to go in doing this project; her relationship with her employer, Tim, is not an exception. She told me of all she does to keep his house running as he is single, divorced, and very removed from his home. I said that he probably appreciates all she does, and she responded,


I think he appreciates it, but, you know, we had to get there, you know, we had to get 
there because he, I think some of the other workers, employees, the workers, I asked him, 
I mentioned to him just a month ago, and I was saying, you know, I was saying you can 
be, how did I phrase it, arrogant. I said I’m not gonna let arrogance get in the way. And 
he was like what? Betty? Do you think I’m arrogant? And that just kinda knocked me 
up for a loop. I said certainly. I was saying, uh, I said sometimes, it has its place, you 
know but sometimes you can be pretty arrogant, and I said, it’s not always nice. He was 
like, well. I was like, I can’t believe no one has ever said that to you before [laughing]. So 
we just let that fly because I said what I said, so you know, I have a sister and she was 
like what? You’re not in California, we’re in the South. You talk to him like that? I said, 
sure I do. I said I talk to him the same way he talks to me. 

She told me another story about Tim’s former wife’s sister, as she was looking for someone to work for her.


Well, she wanted me to work for her also. And when she inquired of me working for her 
within the first five minutes that we were talking and stuff, you know, so I asked her, I 
said, well just what is it that you need, you know, what is it that you need me to do? And 
stuff, so, it was like a little interview and then she was saying well, just, anything, you 
know, anything, or something. And I was saying, well, that’s not telling me very much. 
And so I asked her, I was saying, Well, have Tim and Martha told you just what it is 
that I do for them?...And she didn’t like that question. And you know, I said then, in the 
space of five or ten minutes of first speaking with her, I said, she made a reference to the 
maid this, and you know, and my maid, and I’ve interviewed five, maybe ten maids and 
none of them worked out, and the one maid that was supposed to come back never did 
show and stuff. And so I’m looking at her, and so that was the reason for my question, 
was Do you know exactly what I do? Because I don’t do maid work. I don’t do that.

I asked her, “What does that word mean to you?”


To me it just, it’s just degrading, to me it’s a very degrading thing. Like I said, I give up a 
honest day’s service for and honest day’s pay, and that’s what that entails, clean and 
stuff, you know, your house functions, and I do it, and I was saying Well, what I do for 
Mr. Tim, I said, I keep their house functioning the same as I keep mine. So, she didn’t 
seem very pleased with that, but I was not happy about that termination, her termography 
of a maid, what is that? I used to look at that shit on TV. And trust me, I’ve never broke 
danced in my life [laughs]. I’ve never been that kinda sister. And I don’t, sometimes I 
have to tone myself down, you know, I find it hard, sometimes I find it hard, that’s why I 
treat people the way I expect to be treated. I don’t care who you are. My sister was like, 
You’re in the South, honey. And I’m like, And?  That’s what I be telling my sister, And? 
What does that mean?

When I asked her what it does mean to her to be in the South, she went on about a number of issues such as a story about race-related crime (not personal), housing in Shreveport, and interracial relationships and how she feels it is “contamination” of the races. She elaborates:


Because that’s just the way I feel about it. I can tell that it’s so engrained in us, that we 
were raised that way, that was instilled in us, as we were raised. And then when we get 
up to a point and stuff, I think that’s, I think so much hatred, there’s so much abuse and 
stuff, and people, you know, on both sides, you know, that, I think that, I feel the way to 
avoid that, why go through something like that denying what is unavoidable, so the way 
to avoid that is, don’t contaminate it you see? [laughs]. It’s as simple as that, don’t 
contaminate, don’t trouble the water. Don’t trouble the water, honey.
As mentioned in my brief literature review, it is necessary to understand the interconnected nature of race, class, and gender. Betty seems to be able to separate her job from other parts in her life, but she is vocal about deserving respect from her employer and not being looked down upon because she is a woman of color.


Most of my informants were not as open with issues of race, class, and gender as was Betty. For all others, theories on the ways power is created and held in society are useful to look at in this context. Gramsci, known for the theory of hegemony, says, “Mass formation has standardised individuals both psychologically and in terms of individual qualification and has produced the same phenomena as with other standardised masses: competition which makes necessary organisations for the deference of professions, unemployment, over-production in the schools, emigration, etc.” (280). The individual is simultaneously a product of and a creator of the society of which it is a part. Gramsci explains that socialization comes from ideas about the way society at large should function, but that it is embedded within individuals; we become associated with groups that are defined outside of individual control. Collins’ (1992) piece on Black motherhood addresses the complications that discrimination embeds in women’s lives, most strikingly noting that “Black women […] become willing participants in their own subordination” (224). It is apparent that there are often limited options for women who are domestic workers.  We have seen that women form relationships they name as familial or friendly, though they do not extend to most other social situations outside an employer’s home. Distancing has also come up as a way that both parties to negate altogether the awkwardness presented in such situations. Overwhelmingly, these coping strategies have been from the perspectives of employers. The next section explores the ways in which employees can and do gain agency in their work.



4) Employees on Positive Aspects of Their Jobs: Agency and 






Knowledge in the Household

One of the questions I asked the four female employees I interviewed is what they like best about their job. The women emphasized working at their own pace, flexible hours, trusting and compatible relationships with their employers, and agency at their places of work. Many workers had never done this sort of work or began doing it temporarily, and still others have worked as housekeepers most of their lives. Mary was one who had a number of different jobs before working for Kandace: 


Um, I did cashier [work], and I worked at a hotel, and uh, at a garment factory. So I had a 
lot of odd jobs, you know, but um, and then I came here, and never had thought I’d be 
here this long, but, it worked out really good. Because at the time my daughter was like, 
um, I think she was four, and um, it gave me the, you know, to be at home after school 
and stuff, and so, it worked out really good, and, Kandace and I have become friends, so, 
it’s been great, it really has. 

Along with the flexible schedule and friendly relations she has with her boss, having other jobs and going into domestic work means Mary realizes the social context of the type of work it is, even though it is not necessary a negative working experience. Mary explained to me her friends’ perceptions of her job and her reasons for continuing to work for Kandace:


You know I think my friends think, you know, why don’t I go get a regular job but it’s, 
it’s really, you know, me and Kandace got a good relationship, and she pays good, and 
it’s, it just worked out and so, I always thought about going back to school maybe at 
night or something, but, I still probably would do it, but, um, it’s just always worked out, 
it’s just always been really good. 

A couple of employers talked about how their jobs melded well with the needs in their lives. Betty talked about her age, and the comfort of working at a slower pace than she would be able to find in any other job:


Like I said at this point in my life, and I’m fifty-eight, as a matter of fact, at this point in 
my life, uh the advantages I have with being able to come do what I have to do, and um, 
and then to continue to care for myself, you know, outweighs, outweighs me going back 
into the work force at this point, you know, because I’m getting paid. I don’t wanna 
punch the clock, I don’t wanna punch the clock. 

And flexible working hours, specifically, allowed Mary time to tend to her young daughter’s changing needs: 


[W]ell, I try to get here at the same time, but, you know, if I’m late it’s not a big deal, I’m 
gonna be here till I get through anyway, and, when I need to do stuff, you know, all I 
have to do is just tell Kandace that I’m gonna be late, or I’m not gonna come that day, or 
whatever, and it works out really good. And it’s about that, the flexibility of it, you know, 
especially when my daughter was, um, little, and, you know, and I could swap days, but 
now I do like, uh, I have all my days filled except for like, a couple afternoons. But it 
always worked out good, so I could swap, and you know, if I needed to do something on 
that day or whatever, so that’s about the main thing of it.

Working at one’s own pace also comes with being comfortable in the place where one works. Carol has worked in Patricia’s house for fourteen years:



Most of what I like about my work is that I work at my own pace, I don’t have to be 
hassled, I don’t have nobody, you know, breathing over me and she know, I been here 
eleven years, so, surely she know I know what to do… And the trust is important because 
we have a real good trust relationship with each other, you know, like a big lot of time 
I’m here taking care of the house and they don’t have to worry about anything, 
everything will be, uh, like it’s supposed to be, then if something come up, if they out of 
town I have numbers and know how to reach her or reach [inaudible], so, I mean, I really 
like it, I like it because I’m at peace and I don’t have to, you know, rush, and have 
nobody over me, and then I kinda work at my own pace because I know her house just as 
much as I know mine. 

Comfort is important for Carol, both in her pace of work and in her relationship with her employer. Working for such a long time also allows her to know her place of work, as she says, as well as her own home. There are even some cases where employees seem to know more about their employer’s home than the employer who lives there. My one male informant, Tim, is an exceptional case in comparison to many other males today because he is remarkably detached from his home. He says,


Betty’s the only person who knows where everything is in the house and, you know, 
it’s a fairly big house and has lots of nooks and crannies and if I need anything I have to 
call Betty, she’s the only person that knows where things are, and I still don’t do, uh, 
uh, any domestic things. I don’t wash clothes, I don’t wash dishes, I don’t uh, I don’t do 
anything domestic, Betty does everything and, uh, so if I need to find something 
sometimes on a weekend I’ll have to call Betty and she’ll tell me where to go find it.

It can be argued here that a woman working in another’s home, especially when the employer is rarely present, has a certain amount of agency in her job that many others do not. The flexible schedules and nonthreatening working environments also seem to extend to the employees autonomy within the households they work in. Patricia says of her employee Carol when I asked her what her job is:


Um, she does housekeeping, like right now we have a delivery man here who’s, and um, 
she oversees what he’s doing, she, um, she oversees any of the yard guys that come in, 
she makes sure that they’re doing their work, so she’s really, just, she just really runs our 
household. 

Being a domestic worker in this case does not mean one is relegated to the tasks assigned by an employer. It means, rather, that they take care of most everything associated with the home, and employees generally know how to handle a situation. If they don’t they can easily refer to their employer, but most workers seem to have the knowledge to handle anything that comes up. Betty is very opinionated in every aspect of her life. She says of her family life and her work, “I call the shots. And I even do that, that carries over to my work, just like I said, if something has to be done for Tim, somebody,  contractor or somebody is coming, okay, all right, handle your business.” And Betty prefers to work for a man because she can experience heading the household as a woman:


Because they’re just so, what they don’t know, like Mr. Tim, [laughs] has very few 
clues as to what it takes for this house to function, you know, uh, I don’t think that he 
asks. You know, I think women in general feel that the man always has to leave, that 
they, uh, hesitate to suggest or to say what need to be done, you know… .So, women are 
you know, we are as women can sometimes feel put upon. You know, like, uh, uh, now 
she’s gonna tell me how to do the house and stuff, you know, this lady I worked for, I just 
stopped working for her, ooh, maybe about a year ago. And he’s seventy-five years 
young, trust me, she is young seventy-five. You would not have believed it. Ooh, this 
woman is too terrible. She was just too terrible. I just, ooh, no [laughs], anyway, we will 
stop that termination where it’s amicable you know. But, Lord trust me, I was not mad 
with her, I was not mad with Mrs. Parker. Ooh! It was terrible. And it wasn’t that, 
because she was a self-sufficient seventy-five year old woman you know, and she was, 
but she was so adamant and don’t do that, I mean her house was more, it was not lived in, 
her kids is grown and gone, it was more of a show place, you know, and she would nit-
pick at any little given thing and stuff, and then she was like, oh, if you wash the dishes 
with that dish towel, well, don’t dry something off with the same towel. Trust me. I was 
like, okay….

Though in our interview Betty notes differences between black and white women, which I discussed briefly in the section on race, she does note commonalities in all women which give her empowerment, especially in her occupation:


I think that all in all we as maternal women, we have the inside tract, the pulse of the 
family and the house, and stuff, what needs to be done and stuff. So how we go about 
accomplishing that depends on who the woman is. She can either be submissive or take 
dictation, Do this, Do that, whatever you know, but uh, all in all, I think that a woman has 
her, the pulse of a home. A home is like a child, it vibes. It vibrates, it lives, it lives.

Again Betty claimed she would rather do domestic work than any other job, emphasizing her health and independent personality:


I really, I really wouldn’t care to punch no clock again, unless I’m making some really 
good money. I really don’t like being dictated to, on a schedule, and in this position I find 
that if I’m employed by someone it gives me the fluctuation that I need for myself,  you 
know, that I need for my well-being, and uh, the one thing that I’m gonna give you is and 
honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay. 

In Rollins study, one of her informants claimed,


The best thing about domestic work is that you’re your own boss… I didn’t like factory 
work. I don’t like a group of people, a bunch of women. I don’t like tattle-tale people. I 
love to get up in the morning and know I have a job to go on. And know when I get there, 
I’m my own boss. I have nobody standing over me. Nobody telling me what to do 
because I know what my job is (p.80).

The employers I interviewed also discussed the knowledge their employees have of their jobs. Theorists might argue that this is linked to the assumption that women’s roles in the household are natural and given, and that a domestic worker needs not to be given directions. And for people like Betty and Rollins’ informant above, being given directions would be slightly insulting. One employer, Jennifer, told me that her employee volunteered to take over a job her employer was doing:


Um, the first housekeeper I had, she was actually my husband’s housekeeper, so when we 
were married, Sharon, she was part of the package deal and Mitchell and I were not 
married long and I was doing things around the house, and ironing clothes, and she 
quickly told me that I didn’t know how to iron, and that she would take care of those 
things, and for me not to worry about it, so I didn’t!

This can be seen as a place of agency for an employee, that they can do a task better than their employer, and they voice this and take over. Whether most women who do domestic work feel that not having to be told what to do is a positive aspect of their job, I am not sure. Employers seem to acknowledge this positively because they do not have the daily responsibility of relegating tasks to their worker and the worker still gets the job done. As far as giving directions to employees go, these are some things that employers told me:


I mean I’ve never said, I don’t think I’ve ever once told her, you know, Today I need 
you to do whatever. She just gets done what she’s able to get done, and, I actually don’t 
have to worry about it. So she’s really wonderful. –Nicole


But the main thing with Bernice that was different was that I didn’t ever have to tell 
her what to do. So I never, if it was something, wasn’t done, I never complained about it. 
Because I wasn’t the type, like I said, I wasn’t the type to say, You need to do something, 
I would just complain about it. And I don’t complain anymore. So, that’s, the 
dependability, and knowing she’s going to be there, unless something really major, and I 
mean, and I think since [my son’s] been born… two years, I think she’s had to not come 
once. And it was something important. You know…. –Nicole 


And um, you know, we really don’t have any, we don’t see 
each other too often because 
she comes when I’m at work…. And I might leave her a note or I might not leave her 
a note. You know, but, you know, it’s sort of an unspoken what do you need me to do. 
And what I need her to do is to, um, clean the bathrooms and to vacuum and to, um, 
mop the floor and mop the garage and to iron my clothes if there’s any which, you know, 
sometimes there’s shirts and things, but, um, I wash all my clothes, she doesn’t wash the 
clothes. And, um, usually I turn the dishwasher on and so I, I mean, I don’t leave dirty 
dishes around, so, obviously I’m very neat and so it’s not like she’s coming in into 
chaos. –Susan

Compared to working other jobs, domestic work is often a step up. Workers stress independence from authority, knowledge of the work, flexibility in hours, and working at a relaxed pace. It seems that the atmosphere is a place of security and comfort for many of the workers, again, something which they have to get used to. All of these factors can be viewed as a trade-off for other things which domestic work or more specifically employers do not always offer or require of workers. The following section discusses the systems of pay and benefits of domestic work in this context.

E. Systems of Pay 


The systems of pay and benefits given to employees reflect the different employee-employer relationships that exist and the perceptions of the institution of domestic work in this context in general. The jobs and the pay structures are all too often informal (not filed with the government), and this is an issue that is related to feelings of benevolence towards employees which has appeared common in many situations. The structures of pay, or lack thereof, especially when ideas of benevolence, gift-giving, and reciprocity are involved reinforce the power relations that are already in place.


I asked most employers how they pay their worker and whether their worker receives any benefits from their job. This was the trickiest and most uncomfortable part of all of my interviews because some feared that because they pay their employee cash under the table that this information would “come back on them” despite the formal consent process. This implies that the employers who were wary of this do realize they are employing their worker illegally, and some explanations are laid out below. Jennifer, one who was wary of her employee becoming dependent on her financial support, said:


Technically she’s an independent contractor. So I don’t, she doesn’t receive any benefits. 
I don’t direct her in her work to be an independent contractor you’re not directed in your 
work. I don’t direct her to do anything. She pretty much does what she wants to do. 

She explains further that:


…they truly are an employee, you’re primarily their only source of income or one 
other source of income, and they’re employees and they depend on you for 
everything, and because of the nature of their help, it, they have a bill that they never 
knew that they had… you know, if something came up in their family that they needed 
extra money, they really depend on you to provide that for, and a lot of times you end up 
being their bank. If they, um, if they need to buy something and pay it out, you’re usually 
the one that does that. And I didn’t, I didn’t like that. I didn’t work well for me. And so 
because Mitchell’s family has always had domestic help, you know, I would talk to his 
mom or his aunt and say, how do you do this? And they would tell me, you know, 
number one, you don’t loan money, you don’t advance payment….

Jennifer explains how some people


…[take] advantage of the system. They want you to not tell the truth about what they get 
paid so that they can get a government check and a check from you and a check from 
somebody else. We really try to do everything, you know, on the up and up.

Her business-like approach to paying her worker serves to not create a dependent relationship from any side, and though her worker has been employed for a number of years, Jennifer has no obligation to her. Jennifer is one employer, however, who described her employee as family, so it becomes more clear here that her feelings toward her as family have to do simply with the way she contributes to the functioning of Jennifer’s household, rather than a lifelong emotional attachment that other employers do express as having towards their workers. Susan also expressed this feeling of non-obligation: if she were to not employ her worker, she said “[I] would have to give her some notice so she could find something else. And I feel kind of bad there. But I don’t have a life-long responsibility to support her.” Susan is one of three employers I talked with who pay their employees legally (i.e. pay taxes). Another employer, Stacey, who has a legal employee, discusses the health of her worker:

…first off, it’s not like she gets so many vacations and so many sick days. When she’s 
sick, she calls, she doesn’t come, we pay her. I mean, in all these years, there’s not 
handfuls of days, although as she’s getting older, her health is getting, you know, a little 
more demanding of some appointments and time. It’s never a problem. She has come to 
this house before so sick, and I’ll just load her up and take her home. But it’s hard for her 
because she’s dependent on every penny she makes. And I know you asked about 
benefits but I need to tell you she doesn’t drive, therefore she has to pay someone to bring 
her everyday and to pick her up everyday. It’s an expense for her. But she views that as 
an expense to make her money. 

None of the employees I was aware of receive health benefits, though out of the three who pay taxes, two are offered health plans because they are paid through their employer’s business. The two women do not partake in the plans most likely because they cannot afford to. Stacey’s account of her employee and the structure of her job is common. Flexibility in the job allows employees to take time when they need it, which does not seem to be an issue with employers.


Jennifer’s wariness of employees’ dependency on employers is a valid concern. Whether women are truly taking advantage of the system or not is something I am not exploring, but the structures are in place in order for this to happen, and they may begin with employers’ benevolent actions. Employers often help out their employee but this creates situations in which workers are sometimes permanently indebted to their employers. Cynthia has two employees and she talks about one here:


The one here in town… she had two boys, two young boys when she started working for 
me. she was extremely in debt and had constantly had creditors calling her while she was 
working for me at the time, and so I kinda helped her out and got her bills paid off and 
bought her a car and she’s paying me back over time so she didn’t have to pay interest, 
and um, she started working for me five days a week. 

Kandace is in a similar position as Cynthia, and interestingly they are good friends. Kandace was most wary about sharing her payment system with me, but eventually she explained:


Because I had her a um, and if I know it’s between you and I and isn’t going any further, 
I have her a, um, [an investment plan] setup and I contribute to that every year to the full 
extent, and furnish her with her car, so, you know, and I pay all her gas and stuff, but I 
do, I do pay her cash, but I don’t, I certainly don’t want anybody….

Though there are advantages for women doing domestic work that don’t exist in other jobs, as is apparent, the systems of dependency entrap workers and do not allow for the social mobility of workers. If they receive benefits like long term investment plans or cars, they are still indebted to their employers because of this. The reciprocity expected from employees is more often than not in the form of continued work. The advantages draw women in from other working class jobs, but they keep them in domestic work jobs for long periods of time. Romero says, 


Because advocating elimination of the occupation suggests that everyone, rich or poor, 
will begin doing his or her own dirty work, I would argue that such a position is not a 
realistic option. We do not live in an ideal world, reproductive labor must be performed, 
children must be cared for, and workers with more income will continue to buy the labor 
of others. Within the context of the local economy and political realities domestic work 
is still an important source of income for women of color struggling to support families. 
Moreover, it offers higher wages and a flexibility not found in other low-income, low-
status jobs” (Romero, p.167).


The benefits that employers claim they give their employees range from institutional requirements, abiding by the law, to benevolent actions (which create financial dependency). Also tied to benevolence but not necessarily to finances is emotional dependency on the parts of both employers and employees (at least as employers claim). Cynthia said:


Um, and we do live in a bigger house than this, we’re building now, so she’ll get back to 
having more to do, but, um, I would never, I feel like she’s dependent on me and I would 
never let her go just because I didn’t have enough work for her. I’ll find something for 
her. That’s how much, you know, I appreciate all of what she’s done for me over the 
years, too. 

But here, it is apparent that finances and emotional benevolence are not separable. It seems that Cynthia does what she does for her employees because she feels they need her support: 


… they’re pretty much on a part-time basis, they’re really not full-time, so, I give them a 
Christmas bonus, and pretty much pay them, you know, I would have to put how much I 
pay [her], I’d have to put it to the calculator. I really don’t know her hour, 
what I 
pay 
her, it’s just, you know, like I said, I helped her buy a car, because she was  not, she was 
gonna buy a car and they were going to charge her thirty-six percent interest, she didn’t 
know. She’s very uneducated and didn’t know that she had been taken advantage of, so I 
kind of guided her with her finances. And so that’s part of, you know, I just take two 
hundred dollars out a month for her pay and she’s paying me back over the years for the 
car. Little stuff like that, you know, we help.

Ellen, who employs both Jackie and Louise, talks about emotional dependency with Louise which she does not have with Jackie. Take Ellen’s description of Louise:

           She really just doesn’t do a whole lot! But it’s okay, you know, it’s okay. That’s fine. And   

           she irons. And that’s good. But, you know, we give a lot of money away to charities, to   

           take care of those who need things, and she needs us. So, it’s real easy just 
to keep her   

           going…. In a way, it is [charity]. I mean, I have an emotional attachment to Louise. I love  

           her, and I know she loves me. I know she loves my family. But I don’t need her as an 

           employee. She doesn’t change our lives, the quality of our lives like Jackie does, where  

           she is in here doing a big job. Louise’s here because she needs us and because she has 

           been with us for so long, and it would be really hard on her if she didn’t have a place to 

           come…. She takes care of me. If I don’t feel good and I have a headache and if for some  

           strange reason… she’ll bring me a coke and a blanket, you know, she’s just a sweet,  

           sweet, dear soul. So, yes, she does change, I guess, the quality of our lives emotionally.

Ellen gives to Louise more than she deserves for the work she completes, but Ellen explains that the emotional tie is more important. She and her family can afford to “help” Louise financially, and it seems that Ellen does not separate this from the charity work she performs regularly. 


Even when workers are not as emotionally attached or do not consider their employee “family” like some do, it is apparent that they might still feel guilty were they to not employ their worker for some reason. The actions of other employees—buying employees cars, helping them purchase homes, paying gas money to come to work may also be associated with guilt, but as employers have not said this to me directly, it is at least safe to say that these actions are extensions of the charity work many of these women participate in regularly. Here it can be argued that there is awareness of the need of workers for social mobility, but the informal processes by which most employers attempt to help their workers only increases dependency and reinforces age-old power dynamics. 
F. Conclusions:


The broadest intention of this research was to understand the perceptions of race, class, and gender as they are manifested through the Family as an institution which relies on and perpetuates the occupation of paid domestic work. Although race, class, and gender are not separable concepts, there are different ways that they have been addressed in this paper reflecting the different ways my informants view them. It is true that African American women work perform domestic work for pay more than any other group locally. Through networking on both sides, as workers find job through their (African American) families and friends, and as employers find jobs through their (white) families and friends, the system of segregation is reinforced. Social segregation thus enforces segregation in the work force. 


Race perceptions and relations are learned through the institution of domestic work and serve as another way in which the history of inequality and segregation is perpetuated. Stacey’s daughter who at a young age offended her family’s worker knew as little as I did about race when I asked the woman who took care of my brother and I whether she was black or white. It is apparent, though, that we were not learning anything about it elsewhere, or if in fact we were, it was not positive. The socialization about race is not limited to whites. The employer Ellen described how her seventy-six year old worker probably grew up working for white families, and learned from others how to be a worker for them, which she carries over to Emily. Ellen believed her worker’s politeness and subservience was due to this, but that it was not related to prejudice. That she does not call these circumstances prejudice seems to be the common attitude among employers I spoke with. Most of them spoke of their relationships with their workers as a mutual one, beneficial to both parties.  


In almost every case of my employers, references to workers being one in the family have been made, aligning this research with other well-known research on domestic work which includes this concept in some way. This family analogy is used by both employers and employees, and in this way can be seen as a mutual construct. This construct may serve as a coping mechanism for the obvious inequalities which frame the working relationship. There are many contradictions in the family analogy which suggest that it may be a large part of the socially accepted discourse on domestic work in this context. The analogy is not used only in situations where workers take care of children, which involves not only a great deal of trust but also emotional labor and even love, but also when workers are hired to do the ironing or daily cleaning tasks. This suggests that in many cases a worker is not like a member of the Family, but rather a crucial part of the functioning of the Family. Employers have even told me that though they give their workers their family photographs or that their worker came to their daughter’s wedding, that outside of these contexts they do not associate with them.


It is in this way that class and race solidarity is reinforced. Nicole told me that she could trust her worker with any intimate detail of her life because she does not associate with her worker’s friends, and her worker does not associate with her friends. And again, Nicole said to me that her worker was like her best friend, which she did admit was a little strange. So Nicole and others are aware of these contradictions within the family analogy to an extent, but they continue to use it to characterize their relationship with their worker.


Despite the contradictions and misuse of the “one in the family” concept, I do believe from my interviews with employers and workers that using this analogy is sometimes beneficial. It does, like Romero (1994) says, serve to “mask and distort” the fact that workers are actually at their place of work in the employer’s home (p.130), but there may sometimes be genuine familial feelings despite it also being a social construction. Despite what society tells us, I argue that perhaps this is an avenue where race and class boundaries are, at least temporarily, removed.


One of the questions I have been exploring throughout this research is whether or not this local context is unique in any way compared with the institution of domestic work nationally or globally. Rollins did address the relationship between Southern whites and blacks to be unique and actually psychologically satisfying to some extent (Rollins, 1985, p.221). I argue that it is partly through the institution of domestic work that racial dynamics on a larger scale are defined and sustained. While the segregation is obvious, from employers to workers and from, for example, neighborhood to neighborhood in Shreveport, the realm of the household may function not only to maintain the divide, but to break it down as well. There is no doubt that in many cases employers and workers feel emotionally towards each other, and that workers feel emotionally towards the children of their employers. As intangible as love is, it is difficult sociologically to compare and contrast it to the obvious structural inequalities. But I believe it exists, and that the institution may at least temporarily serve as a means by which race and class barriers are lessened.


However, despite these micro-level relationships between workers and their employers and employers’ families, the societal level costs of the situations encompassed in this institution must be considered. Today I can now say that I understand that though it is a mark of extreme privilege to employ a domestic worker, my life would not be what it is today if it had not been supported by the institution of domestic work, that my position as a white woman in society rests on the oppression of other women, who I have, interestingly enough, considered myself very close to. Considering my own personal relationships has allowed me to see the effects of my perceptions and feelings on a more comprehensive scale. As the home is a microcosm of larger society, it breeds ideologies about the world but is also a direct reflection of how we deal with issues on a societal level. Race, class, and gender are not talked about openly in Shreveport, Louisiana, and these concepts are even more glazed over within the household. And normalizing having and African American woman working in the household for a family only normalizes her working in any gendered, racialized, service sector job. In this way or those who attempt to live by the ideology of the Family are oppressing a certain group of women in order to achieve this. Ironically, female employers attain a sense of freedom by not having to do the work that is relegated to hired help, but by hiring any woman they are nevertheless reinforcing the gendering of the work. Because the institution is racialized, the gendering of the work is masked, and employers can hold on to the illusion of the ideal. This is extremely apparent with my employers because only two out of the eight females work full-time, and only half of them have college degrees. Because of this, they are equally as dependent on their male counterparts as they are on their female counterparts (their hired domestic workers).


Hiring help if one is an upper middle to upper class white family in Shreveport is very much an accepted practice. Susan even said to me “I think that… if they don’t have household help it’s by choice.”  Hiring a worker is so normalized that the choice is not deciding to hire worker but choosing not to have a worker. In other words, if a family that is financially capable of hiring a worker, they are justified to do so. Class and racial status allows families to hire a domestic worker, and in doing so their status is further reinforced. It is apparent here that the Family ideology can be a dangerous concept to subscribe to. Workers subscribe to it as well, but it is also the case that they have little choice but to work for a family and to cope with it as best they can on a daily basis. Framing a worker’s experience as a struggle compared with their employer’s lives may be an equally dangerous construction because it does not allow them any agency, which I have argued is extremely important. In this research I have found that there is a continual dialogue between employers and employees that involves gaining and giving trust, love, dependency, appreciation, and expectations. This conversation allows the working relationships to be sometimes exceptionally good ones, but it also, again, structures the work according to dominant constructions of race, class and gender. This research and the people involved in it is a prime example of the ongoing dialectic between structure and agency in our society.

� Quote by Fannie Lou Weber, as cited in Palmer (1983, p.166).


�  Term coined by my Professor Dr. Siti Kusujiarti.
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