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AbstrAct. Despite attempts in the last decade to improve the conditions 
of paid domestic work, it remains a low- status job that is poorly paid, 
and domestic workers are exposed to exploitation across the world. 
This article analyzes two movies, Black Girl and Roma, to explore 
how domestic workers are reflected in cinema. The objective is to 
address the question “Who does the paid domestic work?” through 
the movies. The analysis of these movies suggests that there is a clear 
distinction between domestic workers and their employers defined by 
the intersection of race/ethnicity, class, and gender.

What is bought and sold in domestic service
is not simply the labor power of an “empleada” or her

productive work and energy; it is her identity as a person.
Mary Garcia Castro (1989)

Introduction

Traditional gender roles place women inside the home while charging 
men with the jobs outside. Women’s responsibilities include cleaning 
the house, taking care of the children and the elderly, preparing meals, 
and anything that is necessary for the maintenance of the house-
hold, while men are held responsible for breadwinning for the family 
members. This kind of task sharing “generates a ‘natural’ and positive 
association between men and work, and between women and home” 
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(Ramarajan et al. 2012: 6). However, due to social and economic 
changes, and thanks to the gains of the feminist movement, more 
and more women take part in the labor force today. Nevertheless, the 
characteristics of female employment differ from those of men (Walby 
1997). Gender roles are, to a great extent, maintained in the ways 
that women participate in the labor market. The female labor force 
is substantially defined by the gender roles traditionally attributed to 
women.

Mostly done by ethnic and/or migrant women coming from low- 
income families, paid domestic work holds a significant place among 
the jobs that are considered to be “female jobs.” The International 
Labor Organization (ILO 2011: 2) defines domestic work as “work 
performed in or for a household” and domestic workers as “any per-
son engaged in domestic work within an employment relationship.” 
In other words, domestic workers are those who carry out tasks such 
as cleaning, cooking, and care, and get paid for it. According to the 
ILO (2021), as of 2019, there were 75.6 million domestic workers age 
15 and over throughout the world, representing 2.3 percent of total 
employment and 4.5 percent of employees all over the world. That 
said, as domestic work is largely within the realm of the informal 
economy, there are possibly more domestic workers in the world than 
are reflected in these statistics.

Notwithstanding the high number of domestic workers, the work-
ing conditions of paid domestic work have not improved at all. Plenty 
of factors contribute to the day- to- day problems of domestic workers, 
including that paid domestic work is a part of the informal economy, 
that it is considered the innate ability of women, and that the work-
place of the workers is the home of their employers. Besides, it is a 
job sector that lacks clearly defined responsibilities and expectations, 
which makes it undesirable and open to exploitation. Thus, domestic 
work is mostly done by those who cannot find a job in the main-
stream labor market, namely, migrants and people from marginalized 
ethnic groups.

This article aims to discuss domestic work through one of the most 
popular storytelling methods of the last century, the cinema. To this 
end, two movies will be explored— Black Girl (Sembène 1966) and 
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Roma (Cuarón 2018)— both narrating the stories of migrant women of 
color coming from low- income rural families and working for middle- 
class households. Through these movies, I investigate what cinema 
tells us about the exploitation within domestic work and how the 
domestic labor force is sustained through the intersection of race/
ethnicity, class, and gender. Before discussing the movies, I first define 
domestic work and answer the question “Who does the paid domestic 
work?” through an intersectional lens.

Domestic Work

The gendered division of labor suggests that men are engaged in 
production and women in reproduction. Unlike the work done in 
production, reproduction is an ambiguous area that includes anything 
from housecleaning to cooking, from running errands to caring for the 
children and the elderly. Although reproductive labor is essential to 
sustain production and to perpetuate the social and economic system, 
it is invisible and unpaid, which, according to Engels ([1884] 1972), is 
the source of women’s oppression.

Today, this situation is partly changing, and women are partici-
pating in production more and more, yet in an environment where 
gender equality is not fully achieved. Thus, domestic work continues 
to be considered the responsibility of women. When working women 
of middle or higher classes cannot find time to fulfill the responsibil-
ities attributed to them at home, or when they simply want to relieve 
themselves of unpleasant household tasks even if they do not work 
outside the home (Cox 1998: 28), they buy this labor from the market. 
Nevertheless, the labor that is invisible when done at home is also 
invisible when turned into income- generating work (Çınar 2018: 29).

The fact that the workplace is a private home often prevents the 
development of a professional relationship between the employer and 
the employee. Instead, the domestic worker becomes like a family 
member, although she is neither an actual member of the family nor 
socially equal to them. On the contrary, this family- like relationship re-
sults in the exploitation of the worker, as her job gets to be considered 
her natural responsibility rather than paid work. Care, on the other 
hand, complicates the already blurred boundaries of domestic work, 



82 The American Journal of Economics and Sociology

as it includes emotional care as well as physical care. Widespread 
notions of love, family, and childrearing mask the different power 
dynamics and inequalities involved in paid care work. The contradic-
tion between maternity and commodified care work blurs the bound-
aries of which tasks are transferred from mother to worker (Uttal 
1999: 759). All these factors thus force domestic workers to be always 
friendly and patient “loyal servants” (Toksöz and Ünlütürk 2011: 168).

Domestic workers may work on a part-  or full- time basis or they 
may work as live- ins. Living in employers’ homes provides workers— 
particularly migrant workers— with accommodations, but it also per-
mits employers to have constant control over the workers (Toksöz and 
Ünlütürk 2011). Just like the mother/spouse of a household, a live- in 
domestic worker cannot be off from housework. Domestic workers 
are forced to work long hours. Because they are engaged in repro-
duction rather than production, their work is devalued due to the 
patriarchal system and the structural dynamics of the market (Toksöz 
and Ünlütürk 2011: 168). Payment for domestic service is low because 
it is deemed women’s work, based on the supposed innate ability of 
women to do it, and it does not require any qualification or training. 
Cox (1998: 6) suggests that the denigration of housework is due to 
gender inequality in the labor market: “The jobs which exist for men 
in domestic service (driving, etc.) in Britain today have retained their 
prestige whilst those done by women are lower paid and lower status.”

Furthermore, domestic work is primarily conducted within the in-
formal economy. In that sector, employees are not covered by insur-
ance, they do not have days off or holidays, and workers are often 
deprived of basic rights. Domestic workers may even be exposed to 
verbal, physical, or sexual harassment. Policies and laws developed 
by national governments, as well as international regulations, such 
as the Domestic Workers Bill of Rights in the United States or the 
ILO Convention (2011), remain, to a large extent, insufficient, and 
paid domestic work continues to be exploitative and an important 
part of informal employment. Further, the fact that domestic workers 
work behind closed doors with almost no communication with their 
colleagues prevents them from unionizing and seeking their rights 
by creating community awareness. Paid domestic work is therefore 
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an occupational field in which many different labor processes and 
business relations coexist with changing boundaries (Özyeğin 2005).

Who Does the Paid Domestic Work?

Domestic workers are predominantly women. Having said that, paid 
domestic work cannot be understood merely in terms of gender dif-
ferences. Because it is generally low status, poorly paid, and informal, 
domestic work is sought by those who are excluded from other sec-
tors of the labor market (Cox 1998: 14). It is therefore important to 
consider inequalities and social hierarchy based on power relations 
in society. Thus, in this article, I address the question “Who does the 
paid domestic work?” through an intersectional lens.

First conceptualized by black feminist scholar Kimberlee Crenshaw 
in 1989, intersectionality describes the interlocking relationship of so-
cial categories that create inequality (Collins 1990). Unlike the previous 
approaches of feminist scholarship that suggest “multiple jeopardy,” 
or additively combined multiple inequalities, intersectionality scholars 
argue that social categories, such as race/ethnicity, class, and gender, 
among other categories, intersect and interact, thus mutually shaping 
one another only to create inequalities that are different and possibly 
bigger than the arithmetical summation of their components. Making 
use of the term “matrix” to explain the intersectional structure of social 
hierarchy, Collins (1990, 1999) argues that in the matrix of domina-
tions, a person can be both privileged and disadvantaged through the 
intersection of categories. Therefore, privilege and disadvantage are 
linked, and more than a one- dimensional understanding of inequality 
is needed to analyze the potential complexity of social and economic 
relations between men and women (Browne and Misra 2003: 489).

In the context of paid domestic work, the domestic worker and 
her employer, albeit both being women, stand in different intersec-
tional positions of the matrix. Put differently, “the employer and her 
cleaner, nanny, cook or whatever are not two women ‘in it together’ 
being exploited by men” (Cox 1998: 41). On the contrary, between 
employer and employee exists a clear distinction shaped through 
various power relations. Bora (2005: 183– 184) further argues that 
the approximate equality of middle-  and upper- class women with 
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men depends on the transfer of housework— an indispensable com-
ponent of womanhood— to other women. The other women in this 
relationship, namely, domestic workers, are drawn from groups con-
sidered inferior by those in power, and they are unfailingly those 
of a purportedly subordinate race, class, ethnicity, or nationality. As 
Gill (1994: 141) points out:

[These categories are] interlocking phenomena that are continually 
tested, challenged, and reformulated in the ongoing encounters of daily 
life, where they are mutually constituted and constitutive.

In this regard, the social hierarchy works against those who are at 
the intersection of subordinate identities, such as domestic workers 
(Browne and Misra 2003: 489).

Migration, whether internal or international, plays a significant 
role in paid domestic work (Ramirez- Machado 2003). Migrating from 
underdeveloped to developed countries due to high unemployment 
rates, women resort to paid domestic work, particularly during the 
first years of their arrival. This type of labor migration usually flows 
from the Global South to the United States and European countries. 
Among international domestic workers are those who actually have 
high educational attainments, yet are bound to do domestic work in 
their arrival countries because they do not have legal work permits, 
or their competencies are not valued in the host country, or sim-
ply because they have no other employment opportunities. In this 
case, these domestic workers may face class dislocations (Browne and 
Misra 2003: 504). By contrast, domestic workers who are internal mi-
grants are predominantly poor ethnic women who migrate from rural 
areas to cities to serve middle-  or higher- class members of allegedly 
superior ethnic groups (Ramirez- Machado 2003). The role of class 
is more clearly observed in the case of internal migration. For those 
at the intersection of race/ethnicity and class, poverty is constantly 
reproduced through social exclusion, discrimination, limited access 
to education, and the job market. Live- in domestic workers in Latin 
America, who almost always come from indigenous families, are an 
example of this. In addition to being occupationally segregated by 
gender, the labor market is also intersectionally segregated.
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Domestic Workers of Black Girl and Roma

Paid domestic work has oftentimes been addressed in cinema. Even 
though several movies can be analyzed within this context, I restrict my 
sample to two movies: Black Girl (Sembène 1966) and Roma (Cuarón 
2018). They narrate the stories of two migrant domestic workers who 
are at the intersection of race/ethnicity, class, and gender.

Black Girl

Black Girl was produced in post- colonial Senegal and was the first 
Sub- Saharan movie to reach an international audience. The movie 
is a striking example of the political cinema of the period. To briefly 
explain the plot: Diouana is a young Senegalese woman who lives 
in a poor village located near Dakar, the capital city of Senegal. The 
nation has just been freed from French colonization. A French woman 
in the city decides to employ Diouana as a babysitter. Diouana is 
content with her job at the beginning, and she is afterward called to 
France to work as a live- in babysitter upon her employers’ return to 
France. This is exciting news for both Diouana and her family, and she 
is even envied in her village because she is about to begin a new life 
in Europe. Yet what is awaiting Diouana in her new workplace/home 
is far from her expectations. She faces many complications inherent 
in domestic work in her new home, including flexible working hours 
that lead to labor exploitation, an ambiguous job definition, verbal 
abuse, and harassment.

Diouana goes to France with the intent of babysitting her employ-
ers’ children, but upon arriving she finds that there are no children at 
home, and she is expected to do the cleaning and cooking rather than 
babysitting. The movie makes plain the unclear definition of domestic 
work. Diouana verbalizes her unmet expectations:

The kitchen, the bathroom, the bedroom, the living room. That is all I do. 
That is not what I came to France for. What are the people here like? The 
doors are all shut, day and night. Night and day! I came to take care of the 
children! Where are they? Why does the mistress always shout at me? I’m 
no cook, I’m no cleaning woman.
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Diouana is not treated well either. Her employer, whom she 
calls “madame,” insults and even threatens to withhold food from 
Diouana. When Diouana gets dressed stylishly, she is reminded by 
“madame” that she is only a maid. Forced to clean, wash, and cook 
all day, Diouana is never able to see the city she lives in. She is 
expected to be a faithful servant and to tolerate verbal abuse from 
her employers. Diouana has no rights as a worker, and she has no 
friends with whom she can be in solidarity to claim her rights. She 
feels like a slave in the city where she has no one from her family 
nor from her hometown. Diouana is indeed completely at the mercy 
of her employers.

Due to her race, Diouana is an eccentric object in the eyes of her 
employers and their guests. When her employers have some guests 
for dinner, one of them, a French man, says that he has never kissed a 
Black woman before and kisses Diouana without asking for her con-
sent. He does it as if he touched an object. Another guest, a French 
woman, makes an unpleasant analogy between Diouana and an ani-
mal. When talking to their guests, her employers ignore Diouana and 
speak of her as if she was not there. Not being considered equal to 
her employers and being expected to fulfill the tasks given to her 
without questioning, Diouana is literally an “invisible other.”

Roma

Roma (Cuarón 2018) tells the story of Cleo, a Mixtec young woman 
who migrates from her village to Roma, a posh neighborhood of 
Mexico City, and works there as a live- in domestic worker for a middle- 
class family. The movie includes certain autobiographical details from 
the life of its director and writer, Alfonso Cuarón, and is dedicated 
to Libo Rodríguez, the maid working for Cuarón’s family back in the 
early 1970s (Beauregard 2019). Paid domestic work is still shaped by 
gender, ethnicity, and class in Mexico, as well as in other parts of the 
world, today (Durin 2013). The movie thus addresses a rather contem-
porary problem, albeit telling a story from the past.

Cleo is a domestic worker who does not have a specific job 
definition. She gets up at 6:30 every morning and cleans and tidies 
up the house all day, takes care of the children, does the dishes 
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and laundry, prepares and serves the meals, and does whatever has 
to be done during the day. Simone de Beauvoir’s (1952: 425– 451) 
words on the women’s battle against dirt precisely fit Cleo’s daily 
struggle:

Such work has a negative basis: cleaning is getting rid of dirt, tidying up 
is eliminating disorder. And under impoverished conditions no satisfaction 
is possible … Legions of women have only this endless struggle with-
out victory over dirt. … Few tasks are more like the torture of Sisyphus 
than housework, with its endless repetition: the clean becomes soiled, the 
soiled is made clean, over and over, day after day.

In a similar manner, just as there is not a single moment when house-
wives are off from housework, there is not a single moment when 
Cleo does not work, not even during family holidays.

The care work within paid domestic labor is, as stated previously, 
highly complicated because it goes beyond a professional relationship 
between the employee and the person receiving the care. This is the 
case for Cleo, too, who establishes an intimate bond consisting of love 
and devotion with her employers’ children, which is evident when 
she does not hesitate to risk her life to save her employers’ child from 
drowning in a heavy sea, although she cannot swim. However, right 
after this incident, Cleo confesses that she never wanted to give birth 
to her own child when she was pregnant. This is an important detail 
in that Cleo’s work is so complicated that it overwhelms her whole 
life, which leaves no space for herself. Cleo’s affection, love, and care 
are commodified; she thus has nothing left over.

Although Cleo seems to be like a family member, this is indeed far 
from being a reality. A clear example is the scene when the whole 
family watches television; while her employers and their children sit 
on the couch, Cleo sits on the floor. Likewise, the scene when the 
grandmother of the family, the mother of Cleo’s employer, takes Cleo 
to a store to buy a cradle for her baby makes one think that Cleo is 
treated as a family member, but that turns out not to be true. Cleo’s 
water breaks while they are at the store. When they go to the hos-
pital, Cleo is taken to the delivery room, leaving the abuela to com-
plete the registration process. But the grandmother cannot answer 
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the questions because she does not know anything about Cleo. This 
shows how Cleo is not truly a family member, even if she often seems 
to be so.

Last, but not least, it is seen in the movie that both the señora, 
Cleo’s employer, and Cleo have problems with their partners. But 
these two women are far from being two equals who together are 
abused by men. When the employer has problems with her husband, 
she transfers her pain onto Cleo, the loyal maid at home, through ver-
bal abuse. Similarly, Cleo’s boyfriend, who is actually from the same 
class as her, does not respect her because she is a domestic worker, 
which is evident when he calls her gata [cat], a word used to humiliate 
domestic workers in Mexico. Insulted both by her employer and her 
boyfriend because she is a domestic worker, Cleo stands at an inter-
sectional point of disadvantaged identities in a matrix of dominations.

Discussion

This article analyzes two movies, Black Girl and Roma, in terms of 
paid domestic work and domestic workers. The story of Diouana, an 
immigrant Black woman from Senegal, is told in Black Girl; Roma 
narrates the story of Cleo, an indigenous domestic worker in Mexico. 
In both Black Girl and Roma, domestic workers are members of racial 
and ethnic groups that are considered inferior in society compared to 
their employers. Coming from rural and poor families, both women 
work for middle- class urban families. The movies clearly convey the 
problems inherent in paid domestic work such as an unclear defini-
tion of the job, verbal abuse, labor exploitation, and a lack of work-
ers’ rights. A clear social distinction exists between domestic workers 
and the women who employ them, determined by the intersection 
of class and race/ethnicity. The workers are constantly reminded that 
they are not equal to their employers, and they are often “taught their 
place,” which signifies their subordinate domestic worker identity. It 
is therefore evident in both movies that what is bought in the paid 
domestic service is not the workers’ labor power but their identity 
(Garcia Castro 1989), which is sustained through the intersection of 
race/ethnicity, class, and gender.
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