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The title of this [reading] was inspired by Mary Romero’s
1992 book, Maid in the U.S.A., but I am also taking the
pun to heart: most Latina immigrant women who do
paid domestic work in Los Angeles had no prior expe-
rience working as domestics in their countries of ori-
gin. Of the 153 Latina domestic workers that I surveyed
at bus stops, in ESL classes, and in parks, fewer than
10 percent reported having worked in other people’s
homes, or taking in laundry for pay, in their countries
of origin. This finding is perhaps not surprising, as we
know from immigration research that the poorest of
the poor rarely migrate to the United States; they sim-
ply cannot afford to do so.

Some of the Latina immigrant women who come to
Los Angeles grew up in impoverished squatter settle-
ments, others in comfortable homes with servants. In
their countries of origin, these women were house-
wives raising their own children, or college students,
factory workers, store clerks, and secretaries; still oth-
ers came from rural families of very modest means.
Regardless of their diverse backgrounds, their trans-
formation into housecleaners and nanny/housekeep-
ers occurs in Los Angeles. I emphasize this point
because images in popular culture and the media more
or less identify Latinas with domestic workers—or,
more precisely, as “cleaning gals” and “baby-sitters,”
euphemisms that mask American discomfort with
these arrangements. Yet they take on these roles only in

the United States, at various points in their own migra-
tion and settlement trajectories, in the context of pri-
vate households, informal social networks, and the
larger culture’s racialized nativism.

Who are these women who come to the United
States in search of jobs, and what are those jobs like?
Domestic work is organized in different ways, and in
this [reading] I describe live-in, live-out, and house-
cleaning jobs and profile some of the Latina immi-
grants who do them and how they feel about their
work. The [reading] concludes with a discussion of
why it is that Latina immigrants are the primary
recruits to domestic work, and I examine what they
and their employers have to say about race relations
and domestic work.

LIVE-IN NANNY/HOUSEKEEPER JOBS

For Maribel Centeno, newly arrived from Guatemala
City in 1989 at age twenty-two and without supportive
family and friends with whom to stay, taking a live-in
job made a lot of sense. She knew that she wouldn’t
have to spend money on room and board, and that she
could soon begin saving to pay off her debts. Getting a
live-in job through an agency was easy. The sefiora, in
her rudimentary Spanish, only asked where she was
from, and if she had a husband and children. Chuck-
ling, Maribel recalled her initial misunderstanding
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when the sefiora, using her index finger, had drawn an
imaginary “2” and “3” in the palm of her hand. "I
thought to myself, well, she must have two or three
bedrooms, so I said, fine. ‘No,” she said. ‘Really, really
big.” She started counting, ‘One, two, three, four . . .
two-three rooms.” It was twenty-three rooms! I thought,
huy! On a piece of paper, she wrote ‘$80 a week,” and
she said, "You, child, and entire house.” So I thought,
well, [ have to do what I have to do, and [ happily said,
"Yes.””

“I arrived on Monday at dawn,” she recalled, “and
I went to the job on Wednesday evening.” When the
sefiora and the child spoke to her, Maribel remembered
“just laughing and feeling useless. 1 couldn’t under-
stand anything.” On that first evening, the seriora put
on classical music, which Maribel quickly identified. I
said, ‘Beethoven.” She said, “Yeah,” and began asking
me in English, ‘You like it?’ I said “Yes,” or perhaps I
said, 'Si,” and she began playing other cassettes, CDs.
They had Richard Clayderman and I recognized it, and
when I said that, she stopped in her tracks, her jaw fell
open, and she just stared at me. She must have been
thinking, ‘No schooling, no preparation, no English,
how does she know this music?’” But the sesiora, per-
haps because of the language difficulty, or perhaps
because she felt upstaged by her live-in’s knowledge
of classical music, never did ask. Maribel desperately
wanted the seriora to respect her, to recognize that she
was smart, educated, and cultivated in the arts. In spite
of her best status-signaling efforts, “They treated me,”
she said, “the same as any other girl from the country-
side.” She never got the verbal recognition that she
desired from the sefiora.

Maribel summed up her experiences with her first
live-in job this way: “The pay was bad. The treatment
was, how shall I say? It was cordial, a little, uh, not rac-
ist, but with very little consideration, very little
respect.” She liked caring for the little seven-year-old
boy, but keeping after the cleaning of the twenty-three-
room house, filled with marble floors and glass tables,
proved physically impossible. She eventually quit not
because of the polishing and scrubbing, but because
being ignored devastated her socially.

Compared to many other Latina immigrants’ first
live-in jobs, Maribel Centeno’s was relatively good.
She was not on call during all her waking hours and
throughout the night, the parents were engaged with
the child, and she was not required to sleep in a child’s
bedroom or on a cot tucked away in the laundry room.
But having a private room filled with amenities did not

mean she had privacy or the ability to do simple things
one might take for granted. “ had my own room, with
my own television, VCR, my private bath, and closet,
and a kind of sitting room—but everything in minia-
ture, Thumbelina style,” she said. “I had privacy in
that respect. But [ couldn’t do many things. If [ wanted
to walk around in a T-shirt, or just feel like [ was home,
I couldn’t do that. If I was hungry in the evening, I
wouldn’t come out to grab a banana because I'd have
to walk through the family room, and then every-
body’s watching and having to smell the banana. I
could never feel at home, never. Never, never, never!
There’s always something invisible that tells you this is
not your house, you just work here.”

It is the rare California home that offers separate
maid’s quarters, but that doesn’t stop families from
hiring live-ins; nor does it stop newly arrived Latina
migrant workers from taking jobs they urgently need.
When live-ins cannot even retreat to their own rooms,
work seeps into their sleep and their dreams. There is
no time off from the job, and they say they feel con-
fined, trapped, imprisoned.

“I lose a lot of sleep,” said Margarita Gutiérrez, a
twenty-four-year-old Mexicana who worked as a live-
in nanny/housekeeper. At her job in a modest-sized
condominium in Pasadena, she slept in a corner of a
three-year-old child’s bedroom. Consequently, she
found herself on call day and night with the child, who
sometimes went several days without seeing her
mother because of the latter’s schedule at an insurance
company. Margarita was obliged to be on her job
twenty-four hours a day; and like other live-in nanny/
housekeepers [ interviewed, she claimed that she could
scarcely find time to shower or brush her teeth. “I go to
bed fine,” she reported, “and then [ wake up at two or
three in the morning with the girl asking for water, or
food.” After the child went back to sleep, Margarita
would lie awake, thinking about how to leave her job
but finding it hard to even walk out into the kitchen.
Live-in employees like Margarita literally have no
space and no time they can claim as their own.

Working in a larger home or staying in plush, pri-
vate quarters is no guarantee of privacy or refuge from
the job. Forty-four-year-old Elvia Lucero worked as a
live-in at a sprawling, canyon-side residence, where
she was in charge of looking after twins, two five-year-
old girls. On numerous occasions when [ visited her
there, I saw that she occupied her own bedroom, a
beautifully decorated one outfitted with delicate
antiques, plush white carpet, and a stenciled border of



HONDAGNEU-SOTELO / MAID IN LA 221

pink roses painstakingly painted on the wall by the
employer. It looked serene and inviting, but it was only
three steps away from the twins’ room. Every night
one of the twins crawled into bed with Elvia. Elvia dis-
liked this, but said she couldn’t break the girl of the
habit. And the parents’ room lay tucked away at the
opposite end of the large (more than 3,000 square feet),
L-shaped house.

Regardless of the size of the home and the splendor
of the accommodations, the boundaries that we might
normally take for granted disappear in live-in jobs.
They have, as Evelyn Nakano Glenn has noted, “no
clear line between work and non-work time,” and the
line between job space and private space is similarly
plurred.! Live-in nanny/housekeepers are at once
socially isolated and surrounded by other people’s tet-
ritory; during the hours they remain on the employers’
premises, their space, like their time, belongs to
another. The sensation of being among others while
remaining invisible, unknown and apart, of never
being able to leave the margins, makes many live-in
employees sad, lonely, and depressed. Melancholy sets
in and doesn’t necessarily lift on the weekends.

Rules and regulations may extend around the clock.
Some employers restrict the ability of their live-in
employees to receive telephone calls, entertain friends,
attend evening ESL classes, or see boyfriends during
the workweek. Other employers do not impose these
sorts of restrictions, but because their homes are
located on remote hillsides, in suburban enclaves, or in
gated communities, their live-in nanny/housekeepers
are effectively kept away from anything resembling
social life or public culture. A Spanish-language radio
station, or maybe a telenovela, may serve as their only
link to the outside world.

Food—the way some employers hoard it, waste it,
deny it, or just simply do not even have any of it in
their kitchens—is a frequent topic of discussion
among Latina live-in nanny/housekeepers. These
women are talking not about counting calories but
about the social meaning of food on the job. Almost no
one works with a written contract, but anyone taking
a live-in job that includes “room and board” would
assume that adequate meals will be included. But
what constitutes an adequate meal? Everyone has a
different idea, and using the subject like a secret hand-
shake, Latina domestic workers often greet one
another by talking about the problems of managing
food and meals on the job. Inevitably, food enters their
conversations.

No one feels the indignities of food more deeply
than do live-in employees, who may not leave the job
for up to six days at a time. For them, the workplace
necessarily becomes the place of daily sustenance. In
some of the homes where they work, the employers are
out all day. When these adults return home, they may
only snack, keeping on hand little besides hot dogs,
packets of macaroni and cheese, cereal, and peanut
butter for the children. Such foods are considered nei-
ther nutritious nor appetizing by Latina immigrants,
many of whom are accustomed to sitting down to
meals prepared with fresh vegetables, rice, beans, and
meat. In some employers’ homes, the cupboards are
literally bare. Gladys Villedas recalled that at one of
her live-in jobs, the sefiora had graciously said, ” ‘Go
ahead, help yourself to anything in the kitchen.” But at
times,” she recalled, “there was nothing, nothing in the
refrigerator! There was nothing to eat!” Even in lavish
kitchens outfitted with Subzero refrigerators and
imported cabinetry, food may be scarce. A celebrity
photographer of luxury homes that appear in posh
magazines described to a reporter what he sees when
he opens the doors of some of Beverly Hills’ refrigera-
tors: “Rows of cans of Diet Coke, and maybe a few
remains of pizza.”?

Further down the class ladder, some employers go
to great lengths to economize on food bills. Margarita
Gutiérrez claimed that at her live-in job, the husband
did the weekly grocery shopping, but he bought things
in small quantities—say, two potatoes that would be
served in half portions, or a quarter of a watermelon to
last a household of five all week. He rationed out the
bottled water and warned her that milk would make
her fat. Lately, she said, he was taking both her and the
children to an upscale grocery market where they gave
free samples of gourmet cheeses, breads, and dips,
urging them all to fill up on the freebies. “I never
thought,” exclaimed Margarita, formerly a secretary in
Mexico City, “that I would come to this country to
experience hunger!”

Many women who work as live-ins are keenly aware
of how food and meals underline the boundaries
between them and the families for whom they work.
“I never ate with them,” recalled Maribel Centeno of
her first live-in job. “First of all, she never said, ‘Come
and join us,” and secondly, I just avoided being around
when they were about to eat.” Why did she avoid
mealtime? “I didn't feel I was part of that family.
I knew they liked me, but only because of the good
work [ did, and because of the affection I showered on
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the boy; but apart from that, [ was just like the gar-
dener, like the pool man, just one more of their staff.”
Sitting down to share a meal symbolizes membership
in a family, and Latina employees, for the most part,
know they are not just like one of the family.

Food scarcity is not endemic to all of the households
where these women work. In some homes, ample quan-
tities of fresh fruits, cheeses, and chicken stock the kitch-
ens. Some employer families readily share all of their
food, but in other households, certain higher-quality,
expensive food items may remain off-limits to the live-in
employees, who are instructed to eat hot dogs with the
children. One Latina live-in nanny/housekeeper told
me that in her employers’ substantial pantry, little “DO
NOT TOUCH" signs signaled which food items were
not available to her; and another said that her employer
was always defrosting freezer-burned leftovers for her
to eat, some of it dating back nearly a decade.

Other women felt subtle pressure to remain unob-
trusive, humble, and self-effacing, so they held back
from eating even when they were hungry. They talked
a lot about how these unspoken rules apply to fruit.
“Look, if they [the employers] buy fruit, they buy three
bananas, two apples, two pears. So if [ eat one, who
took it? It's me,” one woman said, “they’ll know it’s
me.” Another nanny/housekeeper recalled: “They
would bring home fruit, but without them having to
say it, you just knew these were not intended for you.
You understand this right away, you get it.” Or as
another put it, “Las Americanos have their apples
counted out, one for each day of the week.” Even fruits
growing in the garden are sometimes contested. In
Southern California’s agriculture-friendly climate,
many a residential home boasts fruit trees that hang
heavy with oranges, plums, and peaches, and when
the Latina women who work in these homes pick the
fruit, they sometimes get in trouble® Eventually, many
of the women solve the food problem by buying and
bringing in their own food; early on Monday mom-
ings, you see them walking with their plastic grocery
bags, carting, say, a sack of apples, some chicken, and
maybe some prepared food in plastic containers.

The issue of food captures the essence of how Latina
live-in domestic workers feel about their jobs. It sym-
bolizes the extent to which the families they work for
draw the boundaries of exclusion or inclusion, and it
marks the degree to which those families recognize the
live-in nanny/housekeepers as human beings who have
basic human needs. When they first take their jobs,
most live-in nanny/housekeepers do not anticipate
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spending any of their meager wages on food to eat
while on the job, but in the end, most do—and some-
times the food they buy is eaten by members of the
family for whom they work.

Although there is a wide range of pay, many Latina
domestic workers in live-in jobs earn less than minimum
wage for marathon hours: 93 percent of the live-in work-
ers I surveyed in the mid-1990s were earning less than $5
an hour (79 percent of them below minimum wage,
which was then $4.25), and they reported working an
average of sixty-four hours a week.* Some of the most
astoundingly low rates were paid for live-in jobs in the
households of other working-class Latino immigrants,
which provide some women their first job when they
arrive in Los Angeles. Carmen Vasquez, for example,
had spent several years working as a live-in for two Mex-
ican families, earning only $50 a week. By comparison,
her current salary of $170 a week, which she was earning
as a live-in nanny/housekeeper in the hillside home of
an attorney and a teacher, seemed a princely sum.

Many people assume that the rich pay more than do
families of modest means, but working as a live-in in
an exclusive, wealthy neighborhood, or in a twenty-
three-room house, provides no guarantee of a high sal-
ary. Early one Monday morning in the fall of 1995, I
was standing with a group of live-in nanny/house-
keepers on a corner across the street from the Beverly
Hills Hotel. As they were waiting to be picked up by
their employers, a large Mercedes sedan with two
women (a daughter and mother or mother-in-law?)
approached, rolled down the windows, and asked if
anyone was interested in a $150-a-week live-in job. A
few women jotted down the phone number, and no
one was shocked by the offer. Gore Vidal once com-
mented that no one is allowed to fail within a two-mile
radius of the Beverly Hills Hotel, but it turns out that
plenty of women in that vicinity are failing in the sal-
ary department. In some of the most affluent Westside
areas of Los Angeles—in Malibu, Pacific Palisades, and
Bel Air—there are live-in nanny/housekeepers earn-
ing $150 a week. And in 1999, the Los Angeles Times
Sunday classified ads still listed live-in nanny/house-
keeper jobs with pay as low as $100 and $125.° Salaries
for live-in jobs, however, do go considerably higher.
The best-paid live-in employee whom I interviewed
was Patricia Paredes, a Mexicana who spoke impecca-
ble English and who had legal status, substantial expe-
rience, and references. She told me that she currently
earned $450 a week at her live-in job. She had been
promised a raise to $550, after a room remodel was
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finished, when she would assume weekend house-
cleaning in that same home. With such a relatively high
weekly salary she felt compelled to stay in a live-in job
during the week, away from her husband and three
young daughters who remained on the east side of Los
Angeles. The salary level required that sacrifice.

But once they experience it, most women are repelled
by live-in jobs. The lack of privacy, the mandated sepa-
ration from family and friends, the round-the-clock
hours, the food issues, the low pay, and especially the
constant loneliness prompt most Latina immigrants to
seek other job arrangements. Some young, single
women who learn to speak English fluently try to move
up the ranks into higher-paying live-in jobs. As soon as
they can, however, the majority attempt to leave live-in
work altogether. Most live-in nanny/housekeepers
have been in the United States for five years or less;
among the live-in nanny/housekeepers I interviewed,
only two (Carmen Vasquez and the relatively high-
earning Patricia Paredes) had been in the United States
for longer than that. Like African American women
earlier in the century, who tired of what the historian
Elizabeth Clark-Lewis has called “the soul-destroying
hollowness of live-in domestic work,”® most Latina
immigrants try to find other options.

Until the early 1900s, live-in jobs were the most
common form of paid domestic work in the United
States, but through the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury they were gradually supplanted by domestic “day
work.”? Live-in work never completely disappeared,
however, and in the last decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, it revived with vigor, given new life by the needs
of American families with working parents and young
children—and, as we have seen, by the needs of newly
arrived Latina immigrants, many of them unmarried
and unattached to families. When these women try to
move up from live-in domestic work, they see few job
alternatives. Often, the best they can do is switch to
another form of paid domestic work, either as a live-
out nanny/housekeeper or as a weekly housecleaner.
When they do such day work, they are better able to
circumscribe their work hours, and they earn more
money in less time.?

LIVE-OUT NANNY/HOUSEKEEPERS

When I first met twenty-four-year-old Ronalda Saave-
dra, she was peeling a hard-boiled egg for a dog in the
kitchen of a very large home where I was interviewing
the employer. At this particular domestic job, the fifth

she had held since migrating from El Salvador in 1991,
she arrived daily around one in the afternoon and left
after the children went to bed. On a typical day, she
assisted the housekeeper, a middle-aged woman, with
cleaning, laundry, and errands, and at three o’clock she
drove off in her own car to pick up the children—a
nine-year-old boy, whom she claimed was always
angry, and his hyperactive six-year-old brother.

Once the children were put to bed, Ronalda Saave-
dra drove home to a cozy apartment that she shared
with her brother in the San Fernando Valley. When |
visited her, I saw that it was a tiny place, about half the
size of the kitchen where we had first met; but it was
pleasantly outfitted with new bleached oak furniture,
and the morning sunshine that streamed in through a
large window gave it a cheerful, almost spacious feel.
Ronalda kept a well-stocked refrigerator, and during
our interview she served me pan dulce, coffee, and hon-
eydew melon.

Like many other women, Ronalda had begun her
work stint in the United States with a live-in job, but
she vastly preferred living out. She slept through the
night in peace, attended ESL classes in the moming,
ate what she wanted when she wanted it, and talked
daily on the phone with her fiancé. All this was possi-
ble because live-out jobs are firmly circumscribed.
Even when women find it difficult to say no to their
employers when they are asked, at the last minute, to
stay and work another hour or two, they know they
will eventually retreat to their own places. So while the
workday tasks and rhythms are similar to those of live-
ins, the job demands on live-outs stop when they exit
the houses where they work and return to their own
homes, usually small and sometimes crowded apart-
ments located in one of Los Angeles” many Latino
neighborhoods. For such women with husbands or
with children of their own, live-out jobs allow them to
actually live with their family members and see them
daily.

Live-out nanny/housekeepers also earn more
money than live-ins. Most of them work eight or nine
hours a day, and of those I surveyed, 60 percent worked
five days a week or fewer. Their mean hourly wages
were $5.90—not an exorbitant wage by any means, but
above the legal minimum, unlike the wages of their
peers in live-in jobs. Ronalda earned $350 for her forty-
hour workweek, making her hourly wage $8.75. On
top of this, her employer gave her an additional $50 to
cover gasoline expenses, as Ronalda spent a portion of
each afternoon driving on errands, such as going to the
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dry cleaners, and ferrying the children home from
school and then to and from soccer practices, music
lessons, and so on. In the suburban landscape of Los
Angeles, employers pay an extra premium for nanny /
housekeepers who can provide this shuttling service.
Only Latina nanny/housekeepers with experience,
strong references, English skills, and an impressive
array of certificates and licenses enjoy earnings that
reach Ronalda’s level.

Today, most Americans who hire a domestic worker
to come into their homes on a daily basis do so in order
to meet their needs for both housecleaning and child
care. Most Latina nanny /housekeepers work in house-
holds where they are solely responsible for these tasks,
and they work hard to fit in the cleaning and laundry
(most of them don’t cook) while the children are nap-
ping or at school. Some of them feel, as one woman
said, that they need to be “octopuses,” with busy arms
extended simultaneously in all directions. A big part of
their job requires taking care of the children; and vari-
ous issues with the children present nanny/house-
keepers with their greatest frustrations. Paradoxically,
they also experience some of their deepest job satisfac-
tion with these children with whom they spend so
much time.

After what may be years of watching, feeding, play-
ing with, and reprimanding the same child from birth
to elementary school, day in and day out, some nanny/
housckeepers grow very fond of their charges and look
back nostalgically, remembering, say, when a child
took her first steps or first learned nursery rhymes in
Spanish. Ronalda, an articulate, highly animated
woman who told stories using a lot of gestures and
facial expressions, talked a great deal about the chil-
dren she had cared for in her various jobs. She imitated
the voices of children she had taken care of, describing
longingly little girls who were, she said, “muy nice” or
“tan sweet,” and recalled the imaginary games they
would play. Like many other nanny/housekeepers,
she wept freely when she remembered some of the
intimate and amusing moments she had spent with
children she no longer saw. She also described other
children who, she said, were dour, disrespectful, and
disobedient.

Many live-out nanny/housekeepers made care
work—the work of keeping the children clean, happy,
well nourished, and above all safe—a priority over
housecleaning duties. This sometimes created conflicts
with their employers, who despite saying that their
children should come first still expected a spotless

WORK

house. “The truth is,” explained Teresa Portillo, who
looked after a child only on the weekends, “when you
are taking care of children, you can’t neglect anything,
absolutely nothing! Because the moment you do, they
do whatever little travesura, and they scrape their
knees, cut themselves or whatever.” Nanny/house-
keepers fear they will be sent to jail if anything hap-
pens to the children.

Feeding the children is a big part of the job. Unlike
their live-in peers, when live-out nanny/housekeepers
talk about food, they're usually concerned with what the
children eat or don't eat. Some of them derive tremen-
dous pleasure and satisfaction from bringing the children
special treats prepared at their own homes—maybe
homemade flan or pan con crema, or simply a mango.
Some nanny/housekeepers are also in charge, to their
dismay, of teeding and cleaning the children’s menagerie
of pets. Many feel disgusted when they have to bathe and
give eyedrops to old, sick dogs, or clean the cages of igua-
nas, snakes, lizards, and various rodents. But these tasks
are trivial in comparison to the difficulties they encounter
with hard-to-manage children. Mostly, though, they com-
plain about permissive, neglectful parents.

Not all nanny/housekeepers bond tightly with
their employers’ children, but most are critical of what
they perceive as their employers’ careless parenting—
or, more accurately, mothering, for their female
employers typically receive the blame. They see moth-
ers who may spend, they say, only a few minutes a day
with their babies and toddlers, or who return home
from work after the children are asleep. Soraya Sanchez
said she could understand mothers who work “out of
necessity,” but all other mothers, she believed, hired
nanny/housekeepers because they just didn’t like
being with their own kids. “La Americana is very self-
ish, she only thinks about herself,” she said. “They pre-
ter not to be with their children, as they find it’s much
easier to pay someone to do that.” Her critique was
shared by many nanny/housekeepers; and those with
children of their own, even if they didn't live with
them, saw their own mothering as far superior. “I love
my kids, they don't. It's just like, excuse the word,
‘shitting kids’” said Patricia Paredes. “What they pre-
fer is to go to the salon, get their nails done, you know,
go shopping, things like that. Even if they're home all
day, they don’t want to spend time with the kids
because they’re paying somebody to do that for them.”
For many Latina nanny/housekeepers, seething class
resentments find expression in the rhetoric of compar-
ative mothering.
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When Latina immigrant women enter the homes of
middle-class and upper-middle-class Americans, they
encounter ways of raising children very different from
those with which they are familiar. As Julia Wrigley’s
research has shown, the child-rearing values of many
Latina and Caribbean nannies differ from those of their
employers, but most are eager to do what middle-class
parents want—to adopt “time out” discipline mea-
sures instead of swatting, or to impose limits on televi-
sion viewing and Nintendo.” Some of them not only
adapt but come to genuinely admire and appreciate
such methods of child rearing. Yet they, too, criticize
the parenting styles they witness close up in the homes
where they work.

Some nanny/housekeepers encounter belligerent
young children, who yell at them, call them names,
and throw violent temper tantrums; and when they
do, they blame the parents. They are aghast when par-
ents, after witnessing a child scratch or bite or spit at
them, simply shrug their shoulders and ignore such
behavior. Parents’ reactions to these incidents were a
litmus test of sorts. Gladys Villedas, for example, told
me that at her job, a five-year-old “grabbed my hair
and pulled it really hard. Ay! It hurt so much [ started
crying! It really hurt my feelings because never in my
own country, when I was raising my children, had this
happened to me. Why should this happen to me here?”
When she complained to her employer, she said the
employer had simply consulted a child-rearing man-
ual and explained that it was “a stage.” Not all nanny/
housekeepers encounter physically abusive children,
but when they do, they prefer parents who allow them
the authority to impose discipline, or who back them
up by firmly instructing their children that it is not
okay to kick or slap the nanny. Nanny/housekeepers
spoke glowingly about these sorts of employers.

When nanny/housekeepers see parent-child inter-
actions in the homes where they work, they are often
put off and puzzled by what they observe. In these
moments, the huge cultural gulf between Latina
nanny /housekeepers and their employers seems even
wider than they had initially imagined. In the home
where Maribel Centeno was working as a live-out
nanny/housekeeper, she spent the first few hours of
her shift doing laundry and housecleaning, but when a

thirteen-year-old boy, of whom she was actually very
fond, arrived home from school, her real work began.
It was his pranks, which were neither malicious nor
directed at her, and parental tolerance of these, that
drove her crazy. These adolescent pranks usually

involved items like water balloons, firecrackers, and
baking soda made to look like cocaine. Recently the
boy had tacked up on his parents” bedroom door a con-
dom filled with a small amount of milk and a little sign
that read, “Mom and Dad, this could have been my
life.” Maribel thought this was inappropriate behavior;
but more bewildering and disturbing than the boy’s
prank was his mother’s reaction—laughter. Another
nanny/housekeeper had reacted with similar aston-
ishment when, after a toddler tore apart a loaf of
French bread and threw the pieces, balled like cotton,
onto the floor, the father came forward not to repri-
mand but to record the incident with a camcorder. The
regularity with which their employers waste food
astounds them, and drug use also raises their eye-
brows. Some nanny/housekeepers are instructed to
give Ritalin and Prozac to children as young as five or
six, and others tell of parents and teens locked in their
separate bedrooms, each smoking marijuana.

Nanny/housckeepers blame permissive and
neglectful parents, who they feel don’t spend enough
time with their own children, for the children’s unruly
behavior and for teen drug use. “The parents, they say
‘'yes” to everything the child asks,” complained one
woman. “Naturally,” she added, “the children are
going to act spoiled.” Another nanny/housekeeper
analyzed the situation this way: “They [the parents]
feel guilty because they don't spend that much time
with the kids, and they want to replace that missed
time, that love, with toys.”

Other nanny/housekeepers prided themselves on
taming and teaching the children to act properly. “I
really had to battle with these children just to get them
to pay attention to me! When I started with them, they
had no limits, they didn’t pick up their toys, and they
couldn’t control their tempers. The eldest—oof! He
used to kick and hit me, and in public! I was morti-
fied,” recalled Ronalda Saavedra. Another woman
remarked of children she had looked after, “These kids
listened to me. After all, they spent most of the time
with me, and not with them [the parents]. They would
arrive at night, maybe spend a few moments with the
kids, or maybe the kids were already asleep.” Elvia
Areola highlighted the injustice of rearing children
whom one will never see again. Discussing her previ-
ous job, she said, “I was the one who taught that boy to
talk, to walk, to read, to sit! Everything! She [the child’s
mother| almost never picked him up! She only picked
him up when he was happy.” Another nanny/house-
keeper concluded, “These parents don’t really know
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their own children. Just playing with them, or taking
them to the park, well, that’s not raising children. I'm
the one who is with them every day.”

Nanny/housekeepers must also maneuver around
jealous parents, who may come to feel that their chil-
dren’s affections have been displaced. “The kids fall in
love with you and they {the parents] wonder why.
Some parents are jealous of what the kids feel toward
you,” said Ronalda Saavedra, “I'm not going to be
lying, ‘I'm your mommy,” but in a way, children go to
the person who takes care of them, you know? That’s
just the way it is.” For many nanny /housekeepers, it is
these ties of affection that make it possible for them to
do their job by making it rewarding. Some of them say
they can’t properly care for the children without feel-
ing a special fondness for them; others say it just hap-
pens naturally. “I fall in love with all of these children.
How can I not? That's just the way [ am,” one nanny/
housekeeper told me. “I'm with them all day, and
when [ go home, my husband complains that that’s all
[ talk about, what they did, the funny things they said.”
The nanny/housekeepers, as much as they felt bur-
dened by disobedient children, sometimes felt that
these children were also a gift of sorts, one that
parents—again, the mothers—did not fully appreciate.
“The babies are so beautiful!” gushed Soraya Sanchez.
“How is it that a mother can lose those best years,
when their kids are babies. I mean, I remember going
down for a nap with these little babies, how we’d cud-
dle. How is it that a person who has the option of
enjoying that would prefer to give that experience to a
stranger?” Precisely because of such feelings, many
Latina immigrants who have children try to find a job
that is compatible with their own family lives. House-
cleaning is one of those jobs.

HOUSECLEANERS

Like many working mothers, every weekday morning
Marisela Ramirez awoke to dress and feed her pre-
schooler, Tomas, and drive him to school (actually, a
Head Start program) before she herself ventured out to
work, navigating the dizzying array of Los Angeles
freeways. Each day she set off in a different direction
headed for a different workplace. On Mondays she
maneuvered her way to Pasadena, where she cleaned
the stately home of an elderly couple; on Tuesdays she
alternated between cleaning a home in the Hollywood
Hills and a more modest-sized duplex in Glendale;
and Wednesdays took her to a split-level condominium
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in Burbank. You had to keep alert, she said, to remem-
ber where to go on which days and how to get there!

By nine o’clock she was usually on the job, and
because she zoomed through her work she was able to
finish, unless the house was extremely dirty, by one or
two in the afternoon. After work, there were still plenty
of daylight hours left for Marisela to take Tomas to
the park, or at least to take him outside and let him
ride down the sidewalk on his kid-sized motorized
vehicle before she started dinner. Working as a house-
cleaner allowed Marisela to be the kind of wife and
mother she wanted to be. Her job was something she
did, she said, “because I have to”; but unlike her
peers who work in live-in jobs, she enjoyed a fairly
regular family life of her own, one that included cook-
ing and eating family meals, playing with her son,
bathing him, putting him to bed, and then watching
telenovelas in the evenings with her husband and her
sister. On the weekends, family socializing took cen-
ter stage, with carne asadas in the park; informal gath-
erings with her large Mexican family, which extended
throughout Los Angeles; and music from her hus-
band, who worked as a gardener but played guitar in
a weekend ranchera band.

Some might see Marisela Ramirez as just another
low-wage worker doing dirty work, but by her own
account—and gauging by her progress from her start-
ing point—she had made remarkable occupational
strides. Marisela had begun working as a live-in
nanny/housekeeper in Los Angeles when she was
only fifteen years old. Ten years later, the move from
live-in work to housecleaning had brought her higher
hourly wages, a shorter workweek, control over the
pace of work, and flexibility in arranging when she
worked. Cleaning different houses was also, she said,
less boring than working as a nanny/housekeeper,
which entailed passing every single day “in just one
house, all week long with the same routine, over and
over.”

For a while she had tried factory work, packaging
costume jewelry in a factory warehouse located in the
San Fernando Valley, but Marisela saw housecleaning
as preferable on just about every count. “In the factory,
one has to work very, very fast!” she exclaimed. “And
you can'’t talk to anybody, you can’t stop, and you can't
rest until it’s break time. When you're working in a
house, you can take a break at the moment you wish,
finish the house when you want, and leave at the hour
you decide. And it’s better pay. It’s harder work, yes,”
she conceded, “but it’s better pay.”
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“How much were you earning at the factory?” 1
asked.

#Five dollars an hour; and working in houses now,
[ make about $11, or even more. Look, in a typical
house, I enter at about 9 A.m., and | leave at 1 p.M., and
they pay me $60. It's much better [than factory work].”
Her income varied, but she could usually count on
weekly earnings of about $300. By pooling these
together with her husband’s and sister’s earnings, she
was able to rent a one-bedroom bungalow roofed in
red tile, with a lawn and a backyard for Tomas’s sand-
pox and plastic swimming pool. In Mexico, Marisela
had only studied as far as fifth grade, but she wanted
the best for Tomés. Everyone doted on him, and by age
four he was already reading simple words.

Of the housecleaners [ surveyed, the majority
earned, like Marisela, between $50 and $60 per house-
cleaning, which usually took about six hours. This sug-
gests an average hourly wage of about $9.50, but I
suspect the actual figure is higher!” Women like
Marisela, who drive their own cars and speak some
English, are likely to earn more than the women I sur-
veyed, many of whom ride the buses to work. Marisela
was typical of the housecleaners whom I surveyed in
having been in the United States for a number of years.
Unlike nanny/housekeepers, most of the houseclean-
ers who were mothers themselves had all their chil-
dren with them in the United States. Housecleaning, as
Mary Romero has noted, is a job that is quite compati-
ble with having a family life of one’s own.

Breaking into housecleaning is tough, often requir-
ing informal tutelage from friends and relatives. Con-
trary to the image that all women “naturally” know
how to do domestic work, many Latina domestic
workers discover that their own housekeeping experi-
ences do not automatically transfer to the homes where
they work. As she looked back on her early days in the
job, Marisela said, “I didn’t know how to clean or any-
thing. My sister taught me.” Erlinda Castro, a middle-
aged women who had already run her own household
and raised five children in Guatemala, had also ini-
tially worked in live-in jobs when she first came to Los
Angeles. Yet despite this substantial domestic experi-
ence, she recalled how mystified she was when she
began housecleaning. “Learning how to use the chemi-
cals and the liquids” in the different households was
confusing, and, as friends and employers instructed
her on what to do, she began writing down in a little
notebook the names of the products and what they
cleaned. Some women learn the job by informally

apprenticing with one another, accompanying a friend
or perhaps an aunt on her housecleaning jobs.

Establishing a thriving route of casas requires more
than learning which cleaning products to use or how
to clean quickly and efficiently. It also involves acquir-
ing multiple jobs, which housecleaners typically gain
by asking their employers if they have friends, neigh-
bors, or acquaintances who need someone to clean
their houses; and because some attrition is inevitable,
they must constantly be on the lookout for more casas.
Not everyone who wants to can fill up her entire week.

To make ends meet when they don’t have enough
houses to clean, Latina housecleaners in Los Angeles
find other ways to earn income. They might prepare
food—say, tamales and crema—which they sell door-
to-door or on the street; or they might sell smalil
amounts of clothing that they buy wholesale in the
garment district, or products from Avon, Mary Kay
cosmetics, and Princess House kitchenware. They take
odd jobs, such as handing out flyers advertising dental
clinics or working at a swap meet; or perhaps they find
something more stable, such as evening janitorial work
in office buildings. Some housecleaners work swing
shift in garment factories, while others work three
days a week as a nanny/housekeeper and try to fill
the remaining days with housecleaning jobs. Some
women supplement their husband’s income by clean-
ing only one or two houses a week, but more often
they patch together a number of jobs in addition to
housecleaning.

Housecleaning represents, as Romero has written,
the “modernization” of paid domestic work. Women
who clean different houses on different days sell their
labor services, she argues, in much the same way that
a vendor sells a product to various customers."! The
housecleaners themselves see their job as far preferable
to that of a live-in or live-out nanny/housekeeper.
They typically work alone, during times when their
employers are out of the home; and because they are
paid “by the job” instead of by the hour, they don’t
have to remain on the job until 6 or 7 p.m., an advan-
tage much appreciated by women who have families
of their own. Moreover, because they work for differ-
ent employers on different days, they are not solely
dependent for their livelihood on one boss whom they
see every single day. Consequently, their relationships
with their employers are less likely to become highly
charged and conflictual; and if problems do arise, they
can leave one job without jeopardizing their entire
weekly earnings. Since child care is not one of their
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tasks, their responsibilities are more straightforward
and there are fewer points of contention with employ-
ers. Housecleaning is altogether less risky.

Housecleaners also see working independently
and informally as more desirable than working for a
commercial cleaning company. “The companies pay
$5 an hour,” said Erlinda Castro, whose neighbor
worked for one, “and the women have to work their
eight hours, doing up to ten, twenty houses a day!
One does the vacuuming, the other does the bathroom
and the kitchen, and like that. It's tremendously hard
work, and at $5 an hour? Thank God, I don’t have to
do that.” Two of the women I interviewed, one now a
live-out nanny/housekeeper and the other a private
housecleaner, had previously worked for cleaning ser-
vices, and both of them complained bitterly about
their speeded-up work pace, low pay, and tyrannical
bosses.

Private housecleaners take enormous pride in their
work. When they finish their job, they can see the shiny
results, and they are proud of their job autonomy, their
hours, their pay, and, most important, what they are
able to do with their pay for themselves and for their
families. Yet housecleaning brings its own special
problems. Intensive cleaning eventually brings physi-
cal pain, and sometimes injury. “Even my bones are
tired,” said fifty-three-year-old Lupe Vélez; and even a
relatively young woman like Celestina Vigil at age
thirty-three was already reporting back problems that
she attributed to her work. While most of them have
only fleeting contact with their employers, and many
said they work for “good people,” just about everyone
has suffered, they said, “inconsiderate persons” who
exhort them to work faster, humiliate them, fail to give
raises, add extra cleaning tasks without paying extra,
or unjustly accuse them of stealing or of ruining a rug
or upholstery. And the plain old hard work and stigma
of cleaning always remain, as suggested by the answer
I got when I asked a housecleaner what she liked least
about her job. “The least?” she said, with a wry smile.
“Well, that you have to clean.”

DOMESTIC JOB TRAJECTORIES AND
TRANSNATIONAL MOTHERHOOD

As we have seen, private paid domestic work is orga-
nized into suboccupations, each with different pay
scales, tasks, and hours."? Although they share many
similarities, each job arrangement has its own different
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TABLE | TYPE OF DOMESTIC WORK,
LENGTH OF RESIDENCE IN THE UNITED
STATES, AND MEAN HOURLY WAGES
L

Live-ins Live-outs Housecleaners
{percent) (percent) (percent)
(n=30) (n=64 (n=159
Five years or less 60 31 17
in United States
More than five 40 69 83
years in United
States
Mean hourly $3.80 $5.90 $9.50

wage

e

problems and rewards. In this section I discuss the
movement between the three suboccupations and
some of the family characteristics of the women who
fill these jobs.

Some researchers have called live-in domestic work
“the bridging occupation,” because in various periods
and places, it allowed rural migrant women to accul-
turate to the city and learn new ways of living."* Unlike
Irish immigrant women or the black women who
went from the South to the North to work as domes-
tics in the early twentieth century, and unlike many
private domestics in Europe and Latin America in the
past, most Latina immigrants doing paid domestic
work in the United States are not new to the city. Yet
for many of them in Los Angeles today, especially
those who are single and have very limited options for
places to work and live, live-in jobs do serve as an ini-
tial occupational step. As Table 1 shows, new arrivals
and women who have lived in the United States five
years or less concentrate in live-in jobs (60 percent). In
contrast, the majority of housecleaners (83 percent)
and live-out nanny/housekeepers (69 percent) have
lived in the United States for more than five years.
Some begin their live-in jobs literally within forty-
eight hours after arriving in Los Angeles, while some
housecleaners have lived in the United States for
twenty years or more. For newly arrived immigrant
women without papers, a live-in job in a private home
may feel safer, as private homes in middle- and upper-
middle-class neighborhoods are rarely, if ever, threat-
ened by Immigration and Naturalization Service
raids."
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As the years pass, the women who took live-in jobs
learn some English, gain knowledge of other job pos-
sibilities, and learn to use their social networks to their
occupational advantage. Most of them eventually
move out of live-in work. Some return to their coun-
tries of origin, and others look to sales, factory work, or
janitorial work. But given the low pay of those jobs—in
1999, garment workers in Los Angeles were earning
$5.00 an hour, and nonunion janitors with six years of
experience were earning $6.30 an hour—many of them
transition into some form of domestic day work.”As
they abandon their live-in positions for live-out
nanny/housekeeper and housecleaner jobs, their
wages increase. For these women, the initial misery
suffered in their live-in jobs makes other domestic
work look if not good then at least tolerable—and cer-
tainly better than where they started.

For Latina immigrants in Los Angeles today, live-in
domestic work does serve as an occupational bridge of
sorts, but it often leads only to other types of domestic
jobs. These individual trajectories match historical
transformations in the occupation. Much as live-in jobs
were once the dominant form of paid domestic work,
and then gave way to arrangements in which domestics
continued to work daily for one employer but lived
with their own families, and finally to modernized “job
work” or periodic housecleaning, so many Latina
immigrants today traverse these three different types of
jobs. Some roughly follow the historical order, moving
from live-in to live-out nanny/housekeeper jobs, and
then to housecleaning, but their modest occupational
mobility does not always follow such a linear course.

As Mexican and Central American immigrant
women move into live-out and housecleaning jobs,
their family lives change. With better pay and fewer
hours of work, they become able to live with their own
family members. Among those I surveyed, about
45 percent of the women doing day work were mar-
ried, but only 13 percent of the live-ins were married.
Most women who have husbands and children with
them in Los Angeles do not wish to take live-in jobs;
moreover, their application for a live-in job is likely to
be rejected if they reveal that they have a husband, a
boyfriend, or children living in Los Angeles. As one job
seeker in an employment agency waiting room put it,
“You can’t have a family, you can’t have anyone [if you
want a live-in job].” Live-out nanny/housekeepers
often face this family restriction too, as employers are
wary of hiring someone who may not report for work
when her own children come down with the flu.
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Their subminimum wages and long hours make it
impossible for many live-in workers to bring their chil-
dren to Los Angeles; other live-ins are young women
who do not have children of their own. Once they do
have children who are either born in or have immi-
grated to Los Angeles, most women try to leave live-in
work to be with them. Not all the women can do so,
and sometimes their finances or jobs force them to
send the children “back home” to be reared by grand-
mothers. Clearly, performing domestic work for pay,
especially in a live-in job, is often incompatible with
caring for one’s own family and home.'

The substantial proportion of Latina domestic
workers in Los Angeles whose children stay in their
countries of origin are in the same position as many
Caribbean women working in domestic jobs on the
East Coast, and as the Filipinas who predominate in
domestic jobs in many cities around the globe. This is
what I label “transnational motherhood” .. .; in a 1997
article Ernestine Avila and I coined this term as we
examined how Latina immigrant domestic workers
are transforming their own meanings of motherhood
to accommodate these spatial and temporal separa-
tions."” As Table 2 suggests, these arrangements are
most common among women with live-in jobs, but
live-in domestic workers and single mothers are not
the only ones who rely on them."

TABLE 2 TYPE OF DOMESTIC WORK, MARITAL
STATUS, AND LOCATION OF CHILDREN

Live-ins Live-outs Housecleaners
(percent) (percent) (percent)
(n=130) (n=64 (n=0>59)
Single (included 87 55 54
the widowed,
divorced, or
separated)
Married 13 45 46
DOMESTIC WORKERS
WITH CHILDREN
(n=16) (n=253) (n=45)
All children in {8 58 76
United States
At least one child 82 42 24
“back home”
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These transnational arrangements are not alto-
gether new. The United States has a long history of
incorporating people of color through coercive sys-
tems of labor that do not recognize family rights,
including the right to care for one’s own family mem-
bers. As others have pointed out, slavery and contract
labor systems were organized to maximize economic
productivity, and offered few supports to sustain fam-
ily life."” Today, international labor migration and the
job characteristics of paid domestic work, especially
live-in work, virtually impose transnational mother-
hood on many Mexican and Central American women
who have children of their own.

At the other end of the spectrum are the houseclean-
ers, who earn higher wages than live-ins (averaging
$9.50 an hour vs. $3.80) and who work fewer hours per
week than live-ins (twenty-three vs. sixty-four). The
majority of them (76 percent) have all their children in
the United States, and they are the least likely to experi-
ence transnational spatial and temporal separations
from their children. Greater financial resources and
more favorable job terms enhance housecleaners’ abili-
ties to bring their children to the United States. As we
have seen, weekly housecleaning is dominated by rela-
tively well-established women with more years of expe-
rience in the United States, who speak some English,
who have a car, and who have job references. Because
their own position is more secure, they are also more
likely to have their children here. And because they
tend to work fewer hours per week, have greater flexi-
bility in scheduling, and earn higher wages than the
live-ins, they can live with and care for their children.

With respect to their ability to care for their own
children, live-out nanny/housekeepers fall between
live-ins and weekly cleaners—predictably, since they
are also in an intermediate position in their earnings,
rigidity of schedule, and working hours. Live-out
domestic workers, according to the survey, earn $5.90
an hour and work an average workweek of thirty-five
hours, and 42 percent of those who are mothers
reported having at least one of their children in their
country of origin.

THE DOMINANCE OF CENTRAL
AMERICAN AND MEXICAN
IMMIGRANT WOMEN

Paid domestic work has long been a racialized and
gendered occupation, but why today are Central
American women hugely over-represented in these
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jobs in Los Angeles in comparison with Mexicans
(whose immigrant population is of course many times
larger)? In the survey I conducted of 153 Westside
Latina domestic workers, 75 percent of the respon-
dents were from Central America; of those, most were
from El Salvador and Guatemala. And in census
counts, Salvadoran and Guatemalan women are,
respectively, twelve times and thirteen times more
likely than the general population to be engaged in pri-
vate domestic work in Los Angeles.?® Numerous stud-
ies paint a similar picture in other major U.S. cities,
such as Washington, D.C., Houston, and San Francisco;
one naturally wonders why this should be so0.2!

In Los Angeles, the heavy concentration of Central
American women in paid domestic work is partially
explained by the location of L.A."s primary Central
American immigrant neighborhood, the Pico-Union/
Westlake area, just west of the small, high-rise down-
town. As UCLA sociologist David Lopez and his col-
leagues explain, “A large proportion of Central
Americans tend to reside closer to the middle-class
neighborhoods of the Westside and the San Fernando
Valley . . . while Mexicans are concentrated in the
more isolated areas east and south of Downtown Los
Angeles.” It is certainly quicker to drive or take a bus
to the Westside from the Pico Union area than it is from
East L.A. But there is more to this story than spatial
location and L.A. transportation systems: distinct
migration patterns have also influenced these occupa-
tional concentrations.

Mexican migration to the United States goes back
over a hundred years, initially driven by labor recruit-
ment programs designed to bring in men to work in
agriculture. Since the late 1960s, it has shifted from a
primarily male population of temporary or sojourner
workers to one that includes women and entire fami-
lies; these newcomers have settled in rural areas, cities,
and suburbs throughout the United States, but dispro-
portionately in California. Many Mexican women who
migrated in the 1970s and 1980s were accompanied by
their families and were aided by rich social networks;
the latter helped prevent the urgency that leads new
immigrants to take live-in jobs. Even those unmarried
Mexican women who did migrate on their own,
despite being opposed and sometimes stigmatized by
their family and community, were often assisted by
friends and more sympathetic family members. By the
1990s, more unmarried Mexican women were going
north, encouraged in part by help from female friends
and kin. When Mexican women arrive in the United



of them enjoy access to well-developed,
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oram recruiting men who could then bring, or
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has traditionally had one of the lowest marriage rates
in the hemisphere, especially among the urban poor,
where common-law marriages and legacies of internal
and intra—Central America labor migration~—mostly
tor work on coffee plantations—have encouraged the
formation of female-headed households.? Thus Salva-
doran women have been more likely to migrate on
their own and accept live-in jobs.? Their large num-
bers in this lowest rung of domestic work would then
explain their eventual disproportionate concentration
in all types of private paid domestic work, following
the pattern discussed above.

The experience of Central American women might
also be compared to that of Asian immigrant women,
who have been entering the United States at increasing
rates. The latter are an extremely heterogeneous group,
but on average—and this is particularly true of Chi-
nese, Indian, and Filipina women—they arrive with
much higher levels of education, better English lan-
guage skills, and more professional credentials than do
their Latina peers. They are also more likely to have
legal status; and members of some groups, especially
Korean immigrant women, enjoy access to jobs in fam-
ily businesses and ethnic enclaves.® At the same time,
the generally poorer and less-educated women from
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia have been able to with-
stand periods of underemployment and unemploy-
ment because they are officially sanctioned political
refugees and therefore enjoy access to welfare and
resettlement assistance from the federal government.
While some individual Asian immigrant women are
working in paid domestic work, they have not devel-
oped social networks that channel them into this niche.

It is particularly striking that Filipina immigrants
predominate in this occupation elsewhere around the
globe, but not in the United States. Worldwide, about
two-thirds of Filipina migrants in countries as different
as Italy, Canada, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, Saudi
Arabia, and Jordan, do paid domestic work; but in the
United States, their high levels of education and fluent
English enable most of them to enter higher status
occupations that require more skills than does domes-
tic work. In 1990, 71 percent of the Filipinas in the
United States were working in managerial, protes-
sional, technical/sales, and administrative support
jobs, and only 17 percent were employed in service
jobs.” They are disproportionately concentrated in the
health professions, the result of formal recruitment
programs designed to fill U.S. nursing shortages.¥
Experience in the health professions leads many
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Filipinas to take jobs in elder care; and though some
work as nanny/housekeepers in L.os Angeles, many of
them as live-ins, in my numerous discussions with
employers, Latina employees, attorneys, and owners
and employees of domestic employment agencies, no
one ever mentioned Filipina housecleaners.

Nevertheless, Filipina immigrants are doing paid
domestic work in the United States. Interviews con-
ducted by Rhacel Parrefias with twenty-six Filipina
domestic workers in Los Angeles reveal that many of
these women have college diplomas and are working
in homes because they are older and face age discrimi-
nation; they tend to earn more as care providers for the
elderly ($425 per week) and more as nanny/house-
keepers ($350 per week) than do Latina immigrants in
these same jobs.® When it comes to caring for their
children, some employers prefer Filipina nanny/
housekeepers because they speak English well (English
is the official language of schools and universities in
the Philippines), and because they tend to be highly
educated. Paradoxically, these qualities may predis-
pose some employers to not choose Filipinas as domes-
ticemployees. At three domesticemployment agencies,
the owners told me that they rarely placed Filipina job
applicants, because they were deemed “uppity,”
demanding, and likely to lie about their references.
Racial preferences, as the next section suggests, shape
the formation of Latina domestic workers and their
employment in Los Angeles.

NARRATIVES OF RACIAL PREFERENCES

In a race-conscious society, everyone has racial prefer-
ences and prejudices, and Latina domestic workers
and the women who employ them are no exception.
When choosing someone to work in their homes, many
employers prefer Latinas, because as “others” in lan-
guage, race-ethnicity, and social class, they are outside
white, English-speaking, middle-class social circles
and are thus seen as unlikely to reveal family secrets
and intimacies. If they do tell someone about the fam-
ily fight they witnessed, that someone is likely to be
another Latina nanny or a member of their own
family—in either case, no one who matters to the
employers. This fear of exposure sometimes prevents
employers from choosing white, English-speaking job
candidates. “She was non-Hispanic, and [ wasn’t sure
if [ could trust her,” said one woman of a prospective
employee. Another employer had been advised not to
hire a white woman as a nanny/housekeeper because

WORK

an immigrant would be less likely to recognize her
philanthropic family’s name and to engage in bribery
or kidnapping. Other women told me that they did not
want a European au pair or midwestern (white) teen-
ager taking care of their children because they would
probably be young, irresponsible teens, more inter-
ested in cavorting with boyfriends, cruising the beach,
and stargazing in Hollywood than in doing their job.
Employers may also prefer to hire Latina nannies, as
research conducted by Julia Wrigley suggests, because
they view them as more submissive than whites.”

While some of the older employers | interviewed
had hired African American housecleaners and domes-
tics in the past, none were now doing so. Of the rela-
tively few black women working in paid domestic
work in contemporary Los Angeles, most are immi-
grants from Belize and Brazil, and some employers
remain adamantly opposed to hiring black women to
work in their homes. One domestic employment
agency owner told me that some clients had requested
that he never send black women to interview for a job.
And at an informal luncheon, arranged by one of the
employer interviewees, one of them cleared her throat
and then offered, with some awkward hesitation,
“Uhm, ah, I would never hire a black woman. I'd be
too scared to, and I'd be especially scared if her boy-
friend came around.” The women, all of them rela-
tively upper-class white matrons, had nodded in silent
agreement. The old stereotype of the bossy black maid
is apparently alive and well, now joined by newer ter-
rifying images associated with young black men; but
since African-American women are not pursuing
domestic work jobs in Los Angeles, most employers
need never confront their own racial fears directly. It is,
after all, Latina immigrant women who are queuing
up for domestic jobs in private homes.

When I talked with them, most employers expressed
genuine appreciation for the effort, dedication, and work
that these women put into their homes and children.
They viewed Latina domestic workers as responsible,
trustworthy, and reliable employees who have “a really
strong work ethic.” And while plenty of employers spoke
at length about Latina women as ideally suited to caring
for children, relying on images of Latinas as exception-
ally warm, patient, and loving mothers, there was no
similar racialized image of cleanliness. No one said, for
instance, “She cleans like a Mexican.” Such a phrase may
sound offensive, but the absence of any such generaliza-
tion is striking when nearly everyone hired to do clean-
ing in Los Angeles is Mexican or Central American.
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indeed, some of the employers I interviewed did
make this kind of statement—to associate their own
northern European heritage V\_rith superior cleaning
and hygiene. A few of them offered rgmarks such as
#people associate very clean homes with Dutch peo-
ple,” or “My mother’s German and she cleans, you
know, like Germans clean.” These women did not nec-
essarily claim that they were excellent cleaners, only
that they belonged to racial-ethnic groups associated
with cleanliness. None of them described their domes-
tic employees as “dirty,” but the adjective has been
commonly featured in racial epithets directed at Mexi-
cans in the Southwest and at domestic workers just
about everywhere. The historian Phyllis Palmer, who
has written compellingly about dirt, domesticity, and
racialized divisions among women, notes that while
dirt and housework connote inferior morality, white
middle-class women transcend these connotations by
employing women different from themselves to do the
work. “Dirtiness,” Palmer notes, “appears always in a
constellation of the suspect qualities that, along with
sexuality, immorality, laziness, and ignorance, justify
social rankings of race, class and gender. The “slut,” ini-
tially a shorthand for ‘slattern” or kitchen maid, cap-
tures all of these personifications ina way unimaginable
in a male persona.””

Employers are not the only ones who hold strong
s racial-ethnic preferences and prejudices. Latina domes-
§ . tic workers at the bus stops, at the agencies, and in the
public parks readily agreed on who were their worst
employers: Armenians, I[ranians, Asians, Latinos,
blacks, and Jews, especially Israeli Jews. “I'll never
work again for un chino!” or “Los armenivs [Armenians]
g - are the worst,” they tell each other. These statements
> were echoed in the individual interviews, as well as by
« the preferences job candidates register at employment
¥ agencies, and they seem to mirror what Latino men
¥y who work as day laborers think about their similarly
acialized employers in Los Angeles. ™ Anyone marked
#:as “nonwhite,” it seems, is at risk of being denounced
as a cheap, abusive, and oppressive employer, one to
e avoided at all costs.

There are a number of factors at work here. Many of
employers in these racial-ethnic groups are immi-
ants themselves, albeit entrepreneurial and profes-
Immigrants with substantially more resources
n the Latinas they hire to care for their homes and
dren. Many had belonged to elites in their coun-
of origin, accustomed to having servants in their
es who would be expected to perform all sorts of

.
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jobs on demand. Some of them bring these expecta-
tions with them when they come to the United States.
When Latina domestic workers are expected to mas-
sage the sefiora’s feet with oil, or scrub the kitchen floor
on their hands and knees, they take offence. Others are
wholly unprepared to iron Hindu saris, or to follow
kosher food preparation and serving practices in the
homes of Orthodox Jews. At the same time, the immi-
grant and ethnic employers may have been accus-
tomed in their countries of origin to paying slave
wages, and the tenuous financial situations of some
makes them unable to pay minimum wage. Some
newly arrived women who find their first job working
as a live-in for other working-class Latino immigrant
families may receive as little as $25 or $50 a week in
exchange for their round-the-clock services.

Latina immigrants also operate under racist
assumptions, many of which they learn in the United
States. They quickly pick up the country’s racial hierar-
chies and racist stereotypes. “Jews are cheap,” “Mexi-
can Americans and blacks are lazy,” or “Los chinos are
too bossy,” they say. The regional racial hierarchy also
fixes Jews, Armenians, and Iranians in low positions.
“Los Americanos,” the term they typically use to refer to
employers marked only “white,” are almost never sin-
gled out by ethnicity and are rarely criticized or nega-
tively labeled as a group.

Conversely, [.atina domestic workers single out the
race of particular employers who happen to be both
“bad employers” and “racialized” as nonwhite. One
Mexican housecleaner who maintained that Latino
employers were among the most exploitative was
Lupe Vélez. When I probed why she felt this way, she
cited as evidence her experiences with one employer, a
man from Monterrey, Mexico. A large, verbally abusive
man, he had called her a pig, he went out of his way to
deny her food when he sat down to eat with his family,
and he had unfairly accused her of scratching and
ruining a stove top. These deeply felt, painful experi-
ences were recounted tearfully.

Yet as we talked longer, I discovered that in Los
Angeles, Lupe had worked in three different Latino
homes; she spoke of a Mexican American teacher who
had treated her well and paid her fairly. Mutual fond-
ness, respect, and closeness had grown between the
two, who had unsuccessfully conspired at matchmak-
ing between their young adult children. How could
she maintain that Latinos were the “worst” employers
when in fact a Mexican American had been among her
best employers? In recalling her bad experience with
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the Mexican man, Lupe Vélez singled out his racial-
ethnic identity. As she recalled that painful experience,
his being Mexican and consistently acting abusively
toward her became the most salient features about
him. She applied “Latino,” a racial marker, to this man,
labeled an abusive, bad employer, but not to the
teacher whom she had favored.

I suspect that when Latina domestic workers
denounce Jewish employers, a similar process is at
work. In those cases, they may only identify as Jewish
those employers who are abusive and who are, as
Orthodox Jews or recently emigrated I[sraeli Jews,
unambiguously marked as Jewish. They might not rec-
ognize the other Jews for whom they work. Or perhaps
Latina domestic workers” disdain for Jewish employ-
ers is testimony to the force of contemporary anti-Sem-
itism. It is no small irony that a major provider of legal
services for Latina domestic workers in Los Angeles is
a Jewish nonprofit organization.®

Some Latina domestic workers related counternar-
ratives, criticizing their peers for relying on racial ste-
reotypes and hasty racial judgments. One Salvadoran
housecleaner cited her Moroccan employer as one of
the most gracious because she always served her a hot
lunch, sitting down to chat with her; another related
her appreciation of an African American bachelor, an

ex-basketball player, who kept a messy house but paid
her very generously; still another felt warmly toward
her Korcan employer who did not pay well, but who
passed many choice housecleaning jobs on to her. Yet
the voices of these women were drowned out by the
louder, frequently blanket condemnations that other
Latina domestic workers offered about their racially
marked minority and immigrant employers. Amid the
public clamor of racialized nativism that propelled
California ballot initiatives against health and educa-
tion services for undocumented immigrants and their
children, against affirmative action, and against bilin-
gual education (Propositions 187, 209, and 227 respec-
tively), Latina immigrant domestic workers learn their
own version of regional racism.

In this [reading], I conveyed briefly some of the life
textures and the daily trials and triumphs experienced
by Latina immigrants who work as housecleaners,
live-out nanny/housekeepers, and live-in nanny/
housekeepers. The Mexican, Salvadoran, and Guate-
malan women who occupy these jobs come from
diverse class, regional, and cultural locations, and they
bring different expectations to their jobs. Once in the
United States, however, they share a set of similar
experiences part because of the way that their domes-
tic work is structured.

NOTES

1. Glenn 1986: 141.

2. {Lacher 1997: 1.

3. One nanny/housekeeper told me that a sefiora had admon-
tshed her for picking a bag of fruit, and wanted to charge
her for it; another claimed that her employer had said she
would rather watch the fruit fall off the branches and rot
than see her eat it.

4. Many Latina domestic workers do not know the amount
of their hourly wages; and because the lines between their
work and nonwork tend to blur, live-in nanny/house-
keepers have particular difficulty calculating them. In the
survey questionnaire I asked live-in nanny/housekeepers
how many days a week they worked, what time they
began their job, and what time they ended, and [ asked
them to estimate how many hours off they had during an
average workday (39 percent said they had no time off,
but 32 percent said they had a break of between one and
three hours). Forty-seven percent of the women said they
began their workday at 7 a.m. or earlier, with 62 percent
ending their workday at 7 p.m. or later. With the majority
of them (71 percent) working five days a week, their aver-
age workweek was sixty-four hours. This estimate may at
first glance appear inflated; but consider a prototypical
live-in nanny/housekeeper who works, say, five days a

week, from 7 a.m. until 9 p.m., with one and a half hours
off during the children’s nap time (when she might take a
break to lie down or watch television). Her on-duty work
hours would total sixty-four and a hailf hours per week.
The weekly pay of live-in nanny/housekeepers surveyed
ranged from $130 to $400, averaging $242. Dividing this
figure by sixty-four yields an hourty wage of $3.80. None
of the live-in nanny/housekeepers were charged for room
and board—and . . . this practice is regulated by law—but
86 percent said they brought food with them to their jobs.
The majority reported being paid in cash.

5.See, e.g., Employment Classified Section 2, Los Angeles
Times, June 6, 1999, G9.

6. Clark-Lewis 1994: 123. “After an average of seven years,”
she notes in her analysis of African American women who
had migrated from the South to Washington, D.C., in the
early twentieth century, “all of the migrant women grew
to dread their live-in situation. They saw their occupation
as harming all aspects of their life” (124). Nearly all of
these women transitioned into day work in private homes.
This pattern is being repeated by Latina immigrants in Los
Angeles today, and it reflects local labor market opportu-
nities and constraints. In Houston, Texas, where many
Mayan Guatemalan immigrant women today work as
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live-ins, research by Jacqueline Maria Hagan (1998) points
to the tremendous obstacles they face in leaving live-in
work. In Houston, housecleaning is dominated by better-
established immigrant women, by Chicanas and, more
recently, by the commercial cleaning companies—so it is
hard for the Maya to secure those jobs. Moreover, Hagan
finds that over time, the Mayan women who take live-in
jobs see their own social networks contract, further reduc-
ing their internal job mobility.

7. Several factors explain the shift to day work, including
urbanization, interurban transportation systems, and
smaller private residences. Historians have also credited the
job preferences of African American domestic workers, who
rejected the constraints of live-in work and chose to live with
their own families and communities, with helping to pro-
mote this shift in the urban North after 1900 (Katzman 1981;
Clark-Lewis 1994: 129-35). In many urban regions of the
United States, the shift to day work accelerated during
World War I, so that live-out arrangements eventually
became more prevalent (Katzman 1981; Palmer 1989). Else-
where, and for different groups of domestic workers, these
transitions happened later in the twentieth century. Evelyn
Nakano Glenn (1986: 143) notes that Japanese immigrant
and Japanese American women employed in domestic work
in the San Francisco Bay Area moved out of live-in jobs and
into modernized day work in the years after World War IL.

8. Katzman 1981; Glenn 1986.

9. Wrigley 1995.

10. Keep in mind that the survey questionnaire was adminis-
tered at three different types of sites: bus stops, ESL eve-
ning classes, and parks where nannies congregate with the
children in their charge. Housecleaners who drive and
have their own cars, and who speak some English, typi-
cally earn more money and are able to clean more houses
per week. Because my survey is biased toward Latina
domestic workers who ride the buses and attend ESL
classes, those housecleaners earning higher wages are not
taken into account.

11. Romero 1992.

12.In addition to the jobs of live-in nanny/housekeepers,
live-out nanny/housekeepers, and weekly or biweekly
housecleaners, an increasingly important and growing
segment of the domestic workforce is engaged in elder
care. That, too, is organized in different ways; and though
the occupation lies beyond the parameters of this study
{(much of it is formally organized and contracted for by the
state or medical organizations), some Latina immigrants
are privately contracted for jobs as elders’ companions
and caretakers, as damas de compariifa.

13. Smith 1973; McBride 1976.

14. The only news report of INS raids involving nannies work-
ing in private homes in Los Angeles that came to my atten-
tion as I did this research involved a nanny working for a
top-ranking Latino INS agent, Jorge Guzman. In 1996 armed
plainclothes INS agents illegally raided Guzman’s home,

15.

16.

17.
18.

19

21.
22.
23.

24.
25.
26.

27.
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and allegedly fondled and made sexual advances toward the
domestic worker. Guzman claimed that the raid was part of
a ten-year program of internal anti-Latino harassment
directed at him. After he filed suit, the US. Justice Depart-
ment agreed to pay him $400,000 to settle (McDonnell 1999).
Personal communication, Cynthia Cranford, March 1999;
Cleeland 1999.

Rollins 1985; Glenn 1986; Romero 1992. See Romero 1997 for
a study focusing on the perspective of domestic workers’
children. Although the majority of respondents in that study
were children of day workers, and none appear to have
been children of transnational mothers, they still recall that
their mothers’ occupation had significant costs for them.
Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila 1997.

Central American women seem more likely than Mexican
women to leave their children in their country of origin,
even if their husbands are living with them in the United
States, perhaps because of the multiple dangers and
costs associated with undocumented travel from Central
America to the United States. The civil wars of the 1980s,
continuing violence and economic uncertainty, greater
difficulties and costs associated with crossing multiple
national borders, and stronger cultural legacies of socially
sanctioned consensual unions may also contribute to this
pattern for Central Americans.

. Glenn 1986; Dill 1988.
20.

The figures on Salvadoran and Guatemalan women are
taken from an analysis of the 1990 census data by the soci-
ologists David E. Lopez, Eric Popkin, and Edward Telles
(1996); they also found that Mexican immigrants were
only 2.3 times as likely as those in the general population
to be engaged in paid domestic work.

See Salzinger 1991; Hagan 1994, 1998; Repak 1995.

[.opez, Popkin, and Telles 1996: 298.

According to 1990 PUMS Census data, about 70 percent of
Central American women between the ages of 24 and 60 in
Los Angeles County are in the labor force, while only
56 percent of their Mexican peers are. Among this same
group, 71 percent of Mexican immigrant women but only
56 percent of their Central American peers are married
and living with a spouse. To put it even more starkly,
28 percent of Mexican immigrant women and 43 percent
of Central American women report living with family
members or adults other than their spouses.

Repak 1995.

Mahler 1995; Menjivar 2000.

Some studies estimate that as many as 50 percent of poor
households in San Salvador were formed by “free unions”
rather than marriage by law. This pattern is related not just
to internal and intra-Central American labor migration
but also to urban poverty, as there is no need to secure
inheritance rights when there is no property to share
(Nieves 1979; Repak 1995).

Countries with traditions of consensual marriages afford
women more migration opportunities (Donato 1992).
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28. A survey conducted in Los Angeles and Orange County in
1986 revealed that 45 percent of Korean immigrants were
self-employed; many were business owners in the Korean
ethnic economy (Min 1996: 48).

29. Mar and Kim 1994.

30. Between 1966 and 1985 nearly 25,000 Filipina nurses came
to work in the United States, and another 10,000 came
between 1989 and 1991. Filipinas who were formally
recruited through government programs then informally

recruited their friends and former nursing school class-
mates (Ong and Azores 1994).

31. Parrenas 2001.

32. Wrigley 1995.

33. Palmer 1989: 140.

34. Personal communication with UCLA professor Abel
Valenzuela, fail 1998.

35. Bet Tzedek Legal Services.
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