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Abstract

Even though domestic work is essential for social reproduction, its
value has long been overlooked and belittled. It is not seen as real work,
thus accorded low social status, and is pushed onto the shoulders of
women. With the availability of job opportunities in the labour market,
many middle class women recruit other women to do the work for them
at home. In China, economic liberalization and rural migration have
made the hiring of domestic helpers in urban homes an affordable and
popular undertaking. Until recently, the bulk of these positions have
been filled by women migrant workers from the rural areas. It is,
however, no longer true. A lot of women with city-origin are working as
domestic helpers. This thesis is an attempt to understand the reasons for
urban-based women workers entering these positions, to uncover their
perception of autonomy, and to assess their efforts in differentiating
themselves from their rural counterparts. The source of empirical data is
largely based on in-depth interviews with local domestic workers,
employers and government officials located in Zhuhai. These domestic
workers position themselves as better workers by articulating a
discourse emphasizing their skillfulness, urban outlook, and lower
safety risk in being admitted into the homes of their employers.
Paradoxically, this discourse widens the gulf between rural and local
domestic workers with the unpleasant consequence of weakening the
prospect of building solidarity in the fight for better protection and

more regulation from the state for the domestic workers as a whole.
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