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Abstract: I examine howdomestic workers havefared legally and politically in post­
transition democracies in Latin America. Paid domestic workemploys more than
15 percent of the economically active female population in Latin America, yet na­
tional labor codes tend to mandate lower salaries and benefits and longer working
hours to those working in this sector. They also s!'-ffer from race, gender, and class
discrimination. Althoughorganizations advocating for domestic workers havede­
manded equal rights, political actors in the region have been extremely reticent
to respond to these demands. By analyzing domestic workers' legal rights across
the region and process-tracing political reforms in Chile and Bolivia, I find that
although elite resistance to change is a constant, under the right circumstances,
domestic workers cangain legal reforms. Domestic workers' social allies are labor,
feminist, and indigenous organizations; however, toget theattentionof these allies,
andconsequently topressure politicians, theymustfirst organize autonomously and
publicize theircause. Althoughleftist parties are more likely to bereceptive to their
cause, they needpressure toacton behalfof theneeds ofsucha marginalized group.
Once they do, however, they need not be majority parties to get the issue on the
agenda. The key political battle is getting and keeping the issueof domestic work­
ers' rights on thepolitical agenda; once it goes to a vote, it is unlikelyto berejected.

The more just the law is, the harder it is to get it approved.
Waldo Albarracin, Asamblea Permanente de Derechos Humanos de Bolivia, 2001

Since the thirdwave of democratization, increasing attention has been
directed toward indigenous movements, women's movements, landless
movements, and equal rights and antipoverty policies in Latin America.
One significant group-domestic workers-has been overlooked. This
omission is surprising, not only because paid domestic work employs
more than 12 million women and girls, constituting more than 15 percent
of the economically active female population in Latin America (Oficina
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Internacional del Trabajo 2005),but also because with this group, perhaps
more starkly than with any other, race, gender, and class discrimination
is crystallized (Chaney and Garcia Castro 1989). Almost 95 percent of all
domestic workers are women (Hite and Viterna 2005), and many or most
are ethnic and racial minorities. Women working in this sector are not
granted the same rights in national labor codes as other workers, such
as salary, benefits, and working hours, and in some countries the codes
even maintain what could be considered feudal clauses (e.g., mandat­
ing respect of the employee toward the employer but not the other way
around). In addition, enforcement of the rights that do exist is inadequate,
and most domestic workers labor informally, without written contracts or
social security.

Advocates often claim that domestic workers are invisible and that their
work is underappreciated and goes unnoticed. This invisibility is, ironi­
cally, also reflected and perhaps reinforced by the scant attention that so­
cial scientists have directed toward domestic workers. In 1989, Elsa Chaney
and Mary Garcia Castro published a seminal edited volume on domestic
workers in Latin America, Muchachas No More: Household Workers. in Latin
America and the Caribbean. In the introduction, Chaney and Garcia Castro
(1989, 3) declared that lithe scant attention paid to this important sector of
working women is surprising" and called for further research. Although
several excellent historical and anthropological works have since been
published, the call has gone largely unanswered for studies from a socio­
political perspective.' This article seeks to partially rectify this shortcom­
ing. It also seeks to address the broader relationship between democratic
politics and equal rights in Latin America.

Demands for equal rights in Latin America today take place in a (for­
mally) democratic political context (aside from Cuba) and a neoliberal eco­
nomic context. On the one hand, neoliberalism has reduced the power of
organized labor (Cook 2007) as well as the working class as a social and
political cleavage (Portes and Hoffmann 2003;Roberts 2002). On the other
hand, democratization has allowed for other forms of previously mar­
ginalized groups, not as directly material (e.g., women's and indigenous
movements), to organize and demand more rights. This context poses
both opportunities and constraints for domestic workers as a group, as

1. Much of the extant literature on domestic workers in Latin America is sociologi­
cal, anthropological, and historical. Some of the main published works are by Bunster
and Chaney (1985) on domestic workers in Peru; Chaney and Garcia Castro's edited vol­
ume (1989) on domestic workers across the region; Sandra Lauderdale Graham's (1992)
book on nineteenth-century domestic workers in Rio de Janeiro; and Lesley Gill's (1994)
anthropological investigation of domestic workers and their employers in Bolivia. Several
others have written journal-length articles that are cited in text. More generally, much of
the social scientific literature has focused on domestic workers as immigrants from less to
more developed countries.
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their specific shared identity is through the nature of their labor, but also
virtually all are women and many are from ethnic or visible minorities.

The question I examine is how domestic workers have fared legally
and politically in posttransition democracies in Latin America. This is a
particularly central question in a region in which socioeconomic inequali­
ties are the highest in the world. Legally and economically, the interests
of domestic workers are opposed to the interests of their employers, who
belong to the middle and upper classes. That is, the more (enforced) le­
gal rights the workers have, the better their position is in relation to their
employers. The higher their salaries, the more the employers have to pay
them. How the state mediates this power relation-in terms of both laws
and enforcement-is an indicator of how the state balances the interests
of the rich versus the poor.

Although domestic workers' organizations have demanded social at­
tention and equal labor rights, political actors in the region have been ex­
tremely reticent to respond to these demands, given that such changes
go against the interests of their better-organized middle- and upper-class
constituents. Therefore, it is important to ask how such issues make it to
the political agenda and get passed, and when they 'do not achieve suc­
cess, why. Phrased another way, when do domestic workers' interests win
over those of their more powerful employers?

I propose a theoretical framework to understand how and when do­
mestic workers-and disadvantaged groups more generally-get their
demands for equal rights addressed. Although elite resistance to change
is a constant, I argue that, under the right circumstances, domestic
workers can gain legal reforms. There are two paths to legal reform: an
issue-specific bill on domestic workers and clauses on domestic workers
added to broader labor or constitutional reform. The first option is likely
to require more social and political pressure, but the second is likely to
result in only partial reform rather than equal rights, given that domestic
workers are· not the focus of the bill. In addition, the second is available
only attimes and in countries with labor or constitutional reform on the
agenda.

Domestic workers' social allies are labor, feminist, and indigenous orga­
nizations; however, to get the attention of these allies, and consequently to
pressure politicians, domestic workers must first organize autonomously
and publicize their cause. Although leftist parties are more likely to be
receptive to the cause of domestic workers, they need pressure to act on
behalf of the needs of such a marginalized group. Once they do, however,
they need not be majority parties to get the issue on the agenda. The key
political battle is getting and keeping the issue of domestic workers' rights
on the political agenda; once it goes to a vote, it is unlikely to be rejected.

To illustrate this framework, I analyze domestic workers' legal rights
across the region and process-trace political reforms in Chile and Bolivia.
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Of eighteen major Latin American countries, only six have reformed do­
mestic worker laws since democratization (see table 1). Of these, three
have resulted in virtually equal rights (Bolivia, Uruguay, and Colombia)
and three (Chile, Brazil, and Peru) have .resulted in partial reforms. Of
the former group, both Bolivia and Uruguay had issue-specific bills; in
the latter group, Brazil and Chile had reforms that were part of broader
constitutional or labor reforms, respectively. Peru's bill was issue specific,"
Finally, in Mexico, Costa Rica, and Guatemala, bills have been proposed
but have gone nowhere (CONLACTRAHO 2004).

I have chosen Chile and Bolivia as case studies to illustrate the two re­
form paths. Although Chile and Bolivia are very different, in terms of both
economic development and political institutions, they have both experi­
enced some form of reform: an issue-specific bill in Bolivia and clauses in
broader labor-reform bills in Chile. Given that Bolivia is South America's
poorest country andChile is among the richest, this implies that reform
is not simply a function of economic development. In addition, the goal in
my choice of case studies is to illustrate two types of reform paths rather
than explicitly compare these two very different countries to each other.
Finally, I do not explicitly analyze a no-reform case but draw on country
examples in my discussion to show the contrast.

In Bolivia, domestic worker. organizations, after years of organizing
and militancy, were able to gain social allies and politicize the emerg­
ing ethnic cleavage in favor of their cause, and their struggle came to be
equated with social justice for indigenous people. Their rights were equal­
ized with the rights of other workers by Bolivia's Congress in 2003,during
a time when Bolivia was rocked by political instability and the new left­
wing Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS) party was rising in political repre­
sentation (but before the presidential victory of Evo Morales, the country's
first indigenous president, in 2005). In Chile, on the other hand, domestic
worker organizations peaked during the late 1980s during prodemocracy
protests. They were able to gain two reforms in 1990 (severance pay) and
1998 (maternity leave) with the help of sympathetic left-wing legislators
who added clauses onto broader labor-reform bills, thus making it harder
for opposed politicians to simply bury them. However, the organizations
have declined since the 1990s and have been unable to foster effective so­
cial alliances. In July 2008 (as this article went to press), sympathetic of­
ficials in the current left-wing executive pushed through a clause during
national minimum wage negotiations to gradually equalize the minimum

2. Colombia's reform took place through constitutional courts, and given their unique­
ness, Colombia is not included in the discussion here. Peru's bill aimed for equal rights
but became watered down to the extent that I classify its reforms as partial (i.e.,eight-hour
workday limit applies only to live-in domestics, and domestic workers still do not receive
the national minimum wage).
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wage of domestic workers to that of other workers. However, importantly,
their legal working hours remain longer, the minimum wage of this group
is 75 percent of the national minimum wage, and there is no current pres­
sure to eliminate this discrimination.

The article proceeds in three parts. First, I discuss the socioeconomic
context and laws on domestic workers across Latin America and their en­
forcement. Second, I provide a theoretical framework on organizations,
coalitions, and agenda setting. Third, I illuminate the two legislative re­
form paths by using case studies of Chile and Bolivia; and fourth, I pre­
sent the conclusion.

SOCIAL CONTEXT AND LAWS

A domestic worker is a person who works at an employer's private resi­
dence to provide cooking, cleaning, child care, or other prescribed ser­
vices. Often domestic workers also live in the employer's residence.

Domestic service has deep historical roots in the region (Kuznesof
1989). ·Graham (1992, 3), writing about domestic workers in nineteenth­
and early-twentieth-century Brazil, mirrors the nature of the employment
relationship across the region and well into the twentieth century: lithe
power exercised over [servants] within the domain of family and house­
holds by masters was private and personal. No public institutions could be
appealed to by dependents that might, on their behalf, counter the weight
of private power or temper the personal actions of masters." When domes­
tic service became subject to government regulations in the early twenti­
eth century, authorities did not tend to view it as real work compared to
other professions, and the preeminent focus was on minimal protections
from abuse, regulation of the behavior of domestic workers, and on con­
taining potential diseases (Blum 2004; Gill 1994;Graham 1992).

Despite twentieth-century economic development, paid domestic work
has shown no indication of decline as a source of employment in the re­
gion. 3 The profession is prominent in both the more and the less devel­
oped countries of the region; even in more developed Argentina, slightly
less than 1 million women are domestic workers (CONLACTRAHO 2004,
176). In Brazil alone, there are more than 5 million domestic workers
(CONLACTRAHO 2004, 13).

Overall, the job remains low paid, of low prestige, and is subject to exploi­
tation. The subordinate socioeconomic position of domestic workers cuts

3. In 2003, the International Labour Organisation estimated that 15.4percent of economi­
cally active women across the region worked in domestic service. The rates have remained
relatively constant since 1980, indicating that this source of employment is not decreasing
(Abramo and Valenzuela 2005; Hite and Viterna 2005; Oficina Internacional del Trabajo
2005,97).
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across countries; they are economically less advantaged, which has driven
their choice of occupation (Chaney and Garcia Castro 1989; Human Rights
Watch 2002, 2004). Indeed, as Lesley Gill has stated, "Domestic service is
rooted in inequality, and its most enduring feature is that servants are
drawn from groups considered inferior by those in power" (Gill 1994,141).

Table 1 provides information on legal work hours as well as other legal
restrictions specific to domestic workers. The national labor codes of Latin
American countries regulate the workday in general at eight hours a day,
forty (or forty-eight) hours a week.

Table 1 indicates that there are striking similarities across countries on
laws: the legal working hours of domestic workers are longer in all coun­
tries (except in Bolivia and partially in Peru since 2003, and for urban do­
mestic workers in Uruguay since June 2007).Mexico and Brazil (and Peru
and Bolivia until 2003) allow for sixteen-hour workdays. In Mexico, this
explicitly contradicts the constitution that grants all Mexicans an eight­
hour workday. The Dominican Republic allows for fifteen-hour workdays,
and Venezuela, Guatemala, and Honduras allow for fourteen-hour work­
days. In addition, minimum wages are often set lower than the national
minimum wages (down to 40 percent in Paraguay), legally mandated va­
cations, are generally shorter, and in many cases, domestic workers do not
have any or equal rights to unemployment insurance or severance pay.
Finally, Venezuela, Paraguay, Honduras, and Guatemala mandate respect
of employee toward employer but not vice versa.

A set of surveys conducted in 1995 (funded by the International La­
bour Organisation) on the working conditions of domestic workers in six
Latin American countries reveals highly exploitative conditions and weak
enforcement of extant laws. For instance, in Peru, 41 percent of live-in do­
mestic workers worked more than eighty hours a week (CONLACTRAHO
2004, 20),and in Brazil, 27 percent of domestic workers did not receive the
eight hours of rest a night stipulated by law (CONLACTRAHO 2004, 13).

Clearly, the enforcement of laws is as crucial an issue as are the laws
themselves, especially in Latin America, where significant percentages of
the population work in the informal sector and even formal sector laws
are often not enforced. Here the focus is on agenda setting and legal re­
form. Given that so little analysis exists on this topic, this focus is a crucial
first step, from both a social scientific and a policy perspective.' I turn now
to a discussion of the theoretical framework.

4. For social scientists, understanding the political dynamics on equal rights-even if
the laws are not consistently applied-is an important theoretical question, particularly in
terms of democratic politics and citizenship. From an advocacy or policy point of view, it
may not be efficacious to promote enforcement if the laws on the books are discriminatory.
Equalizing laws is a necessary first, or at least simultaneous, step toward actual respect for
equal rights.
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-Food and lodging included in salary
-Up to 14 hours of work per day, 1 day off a week
-Paid vacation according to general labor code
-Can be immediately fired for lack of morality or respect
-1 month severance pay per full-time year up to 4 months
-Salary includes food and lodging
-National Commission of minimum wages decides the
wage for domestic workers, taking into account standard
of living of employers
-No specified hours: domestic workers need to have
enough time off to rest and to eat
-No mention of vacation or severance pay
-12-hour work day, 1 day off a week
-Salary: 50% of salary can be room and board
-No mention of vacation or severance pay

-Ifi-hour workday
-1 day off a week
-Paid vacation
-Food and lodging included in salary

Honduras

Mexico

Nicaragua

Panama

-16-hour workday
-Unemployment insurance
-National minimum wage
-Maternity leave
-Paid vacation

-12-hour workday, 1 day off a week
for live-in domestics, 75% minimum
wage
-Maternity leave
-Paid vacation
-4.11% of salary as severance pay
-8-hour workday, 10-hour workday
for live-in domestics, Sundays off
-Get legal minimum wage; up to
30 percent of this can be in kind
-Severance pay: 1 month per year
of work
-15 days annual paid vacation

Table 1 Labor Lawson Domestic Workers, WorkHoursand Other Legal Stipulations, in Countries with RecentReforms (date in brackets)
Argentina -12-hour workday, 1 day off a week Guatemala -14-hour workday; 6 hours off.per week

(or 2 half days) -Can be fired for lack of respect
-Paid vacation depending on time -No mention of vacation or severance pay
served
-Excluded from maternity leave

Bolivia [2003] 8-hour workday; 10-hour workday for
live-in workers, 1 day off a week
-National minimum wage

Brazil
[1988; 1997]

Chile
[1990, 1998]

Colombia
[1998]
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Costa Rica

Dominican
Republic

Ecuador

El Salvador

-12-hour workday, half a day off
a week.
-15 days annual vacation
-maternity leave
-Ifi-hour workday, 1.5-day weekend
-2-week annual vacation

-No work hours specified
-1 day off every 2 weeks
-15 days annual vacation
-12-hour workday, 1 day off a week,
room and board included in salary.
Legal requirement for morality and
subordination
-No mention of vacation or
severance pay

Paraguay

Peru [2003]

Uruguay
[2006]

Venezuela

-40% of minimum wage
-12-hour workday
-Paid vacation in accordance with general labor law
-Can be fired for lack of honesty or morality
-8-hour workday for live-in domestic workers (others not
specified), 1 day off a week
-No minimum salary
-15 days paid vacation
-Severance pay: 15 days per year
-8-hourworkday, 1.5 days off a week, equal benefits to
other workers
-Rural domestic workers excluded
-14-hour workday for live-in workers, regular workday
for others·
-1 day off a week
-Can be fired for lack of honesty, morality or respect
-15 days paid vacation
-Severance pay: half a month for each year worked

Sources: For general information, for cross-checking, and for Costa Rica: Pautassi et al., 2004; CONLACTRAHO, 2003. For country-specific
information: Argentina: Ministerio de Trabajo, Tribunal del Servicio Domestico (http://www.trabajo.gov.ar/asesoramiento/domestico.htm);
Bolivia: Gaceta Oficial de Bolivia, Ley No. 2450, Ley de 9 de Abril de 2003; Brazil: Lei no. 10 208, March 23, 2001. Presidencia da Republica, Casa
Civil, Subchefia para Assuntos [uridicos: Chile: Direcci6n del Trabajo. Guiadeempleadoras y trabajadoras de casa particular. Gobierno de Chile;
Colombia: Ministerio de Protecci6n Social, Republica de Colombia, Laspreguntas masfrecuentes sobre lacontrataci6n del trabajo domesiico (http://
www.minproteccionsocial.gov.co);Ecuador:RegimenLaboralEcuatoriano14:68.474-476;ElSalvador:C6digodelTrabajo.no.15. libro I, titulo II,
capitulo III (http://www.leylaboral.com); Guatemala: C6digo de Trabajo de la Republica de Guatemala, capitulo 4: Trabajo Domestico (http://
www.mp.lex.gob.gt); Honduras: C6digo de Trabajo de la Republica de Honduras, 47-50; Mexico: Ley Federal del Trabajo. Diario oficial de la
Federaci6n ell de Abril de 1970.Camara de Diputados del H. Congreso de la Uni6n, Centro de Documentaci6n, Informaci6n y Analisis: Nicara­
gua. C6digo del Trabajo, libro I, titulo VIII, capitulo I; Panama. Ministerio de Trabajo y Desarrollo Laboral. Republica de Panama (http://www
.mitradel.gob.pa/codtrabajo.asp); Paraguay: Gaceta Oficial, Ley no. 213,que establece el C6digo del Trabajo, 32-33; Peru: Ministerio de Trabajo
y Promoci6n del empleo. Programa de difusi6n de la Legislaci6n Laboral. Dispositivos legales especiales que regulan trabajo del hogar (http://
www.mintra.gob.pe/leyeshogar.php); Uruguay: El Espectador, "Ley establece igualdad de derechos laborales para trabajadoras domesticas,"
June 27,2007;Venezuela: Ley Organica del Trabajo, capitulo II: De los Trabajadores Domesticos, Gaceta Oficial No. 5152,June 19,1997.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In this section, I outline the context of elite resistance, the dependent
variable of which is legal reform, and the key independent variables (orga­
nization, coalition building, and shifting political opportunity structures).

Given that increasing the position and rights of domestic workers
involves some form of redistribution, elites are likely to resist such de­
mands. Political elites tend to represent the interests of their more wealthy
constituents, who are also employers of domestic workers. Also, the leg­
islators' political participation, especially female legislators given tradi­
tional gender roles, is based on having domestic workers at home. The
workers, then, are not represented in Congress but their employers are.
Hence, there is an inherent conflict of interest among politicians in ex­
tending more rights to the workers, and the political system is, as a point
of departure, unlikely to be responsive to the concerns of domestic work­
ers. In addition, women's work within the household-whether paid or
unpaid-has not historically been considered "real" work and deserving
of the same rights as other forms of labor. Finally, racism among the elites
makes them less likely to consider domestic workers who are darker or
from different ethnic groups their social equals and deserving of the same
rights. Implicit opposition to extending rights is likely to be broad and
steadfast, and political elites will tend either to ignore such concerns or to
table legislative bills addressing them.

Dependent Variable: Routes to Reform

The key for reformists is to get a bill on domestic worker rights onto the
political agenda and to a vote. Once the issue is up for debate in Congress,
it is less comfortable (though still possible and not uncommon) for legisla­
tors to openly oppose equal rights on principle and by resorting to explic­
itly sexist, racist, or classist claims. Even when they do so in debate, they
are hesitant to actually cast a vote against such a bill, as more constituents
are likely to come from the classes that provide domestic workers rather
than the classes that employ them. Indeed, my research indicates that as
of yet-to my knowledge-no domestic worker bills that have made it to
a vote have been defeated.

The framing of arguments in favor of and opposed to equal rights is
interesting in and of itself. To summarize, my findings indicate that argu­
ments in favor focus on equal rights in principle and on protecting the
most vulnerable members of society-in this case, domestic workers-in
practice." For opposed arguments, the framing tends to focus more on prac-

5. Drawn from interviews and legislative debates in Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, and Peru.
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tical effects and is in some ways similar to broader neoliberal economic
arguments on the effects of increased labor rights on labor market con­
ditions." The argument is that increased rights will produce unintended
negative consequences for the intended beneficiaries of the bill by placing
an unacceptable burden on the middle classes and hence making them
reluctant to hire domestic workers. However, the arguments are unique
in their explicitly patronizing tone, underappreciation of the work of do­
mestic workers, and personal experiences that legislators often draw on
during debates. Across countries, legislators have brought up the special,
delicate relationship between employer and employee that may be dis­
rupted by increased legal rights, revealing a sense of threat they perceive
in equalizing the rights of this social group, both culturally and economi­
cally. This has deep historical roots in the region where the relationship
between servants and masters has long been seen by elites as private and
paternal (Blum 2004;Gill 1994;Graham 1992;Rubbo and Taussig 1983).

What, then, propels these reform projects onto the political agenda?
There are two routes to legal reform: (1) broader legislative reforms (e.g.,
labor-code reforms or constitutional reforms that include labor reforms)
that include domestic workers and (2) reforms that specifically address
domestic workers. In both cases, the key struggle is to get the issue on the
agenda and to force through a vote. However, the two routes have differ­
ent dynamics as well. In the first case, reformists can take advantage of
the fact that labor reform is already on the political agenda. Sympathetic
politicians can attempt to include specific clauses enhancing the rights
of domestic workers to general labor-reform projects and are better posi­
tioned to force a debate on such clauses. In the second case, initiating issue­
specific legislation, more social pressure is required to get political atten­
tion to the issue to get it on the agenda on its own. On the other hand, given
that its central focus is on domestic workers, it is more likely to result in a
bill that equalizes rights rather than engages in piecemeal reform.

I argue that organizational strength, coalition building, and political
allies (in Congress or in the executive) are key factors in forcing domestic
worker rights on to the political agenda. The first two factors are particu­
larly important for issue-specific bills. Subsequently I discuss how these
variables interact, drawing on literature on social movements, gender, la­
bor relations, and ethnic politics.

Organizations

Social movement theory analyzes the why and how of social mobili­
zation. Social movements propel social and political change across the
world, and they have become important players during and following the

6. I would like to thank Jennifer Pribble for this observation.

https://doi.org/10.1353/lar.0.0068 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1353/lar.0.0068


168 LatinAmerican Research Review

democratizations in Latin American countries (Alvarez 1990;Escobar and
Alvarez 1992;Alvarez, Dagnino, and Escobar 1998). Unlike more institu­
tionalized interest groups and lobbyists, however, social movements tend
to ebb and flow in "cycles of protest" and lack stable access to resources
(Tarrow 1994,4).

This is even more acute for poor peoples' mobilization. Economically
disadvantaged people do not have the resources, networks, time, or skills
to participate in the political system at the same level as more advantaged
groups, nor do they tend to have representatives who promote their in­
terests in politics (Bachrach and Baratz 1970; Piven and Cloward 1977;
Strolovitch 2006; Tarrow 1994). This is particularly the case among do­
mestic workers in Latin America. Although democratization and more
stable economic climates have allowed domestic workers more space to
organize, they face multiple barriers in trying to do so, particularly those
who are live-in domestics. Such workers tend to have lower levels of edu­
cation? The daily working hours of domestic workers are legally longer
in Latin America than those of other workers, and they often have very
few days off a month. In addition, their wages are very low. Given this,
time available for meetings, resources for campaigns, and skills to un­
derstand and access the political system are scarce. Finally, by the nature
of their work, domestic workers are socially isolated and hard to reach.
Consequently, organizational affiliations of any kind are likely to be ex­
tremely low among domestic workers (Chaney and Garcia Castro 1989;
CONLACTRAHO 2004; Gill 1994). Even if they manage to create organi­
zations, unionization as an option is more complicated, because domestic
workers negotiate with individual employers and do not have an orga­
nized employers' association to contend and bargain with. Given this, go­
ing on strike, for instance, is virtually inconceivable. Domestic workers
must go through political channels and lobby the state to extend equal
labor rights to them and to enforce the ones that exist.

These problems are, to an extent, a constant across Latin American
countries. Where we see more politically salient variation is in the de­
mographic composition of the domestic worker labor force (specifically
ethnicity and citizenship) and in organizational leadership, that is, in both
structure and agency.

Demographic composition, specifically the interaction of ethnicity and
citizenship, affects domestic workers' ability to present a unified organi­
zational front and it influences social receptivity to the cause. If domes­
tic workers are citizens and from a politically salient ethnicity or racial
group, this can help organizing efforts and broaden coalitional appeals. If
a visible sector of domestic workers are noncitizens, regardless of ethnic-

7. However, women who migrate to become domestic workers in wealthier countries
often can be highly educated.
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ity, it will hamper both organization and social receptivity to the cause.
Indeed, in some more developed countries, many domestic workers are
noncitizens, which makes it harder to push for equal rights. In Chile and
in Costa Rica, the two more dynamic economies of South and Central
America, a significant portion of domestic workers are Peruvian or Nica­
raguan, respectively, and because of their status as noncitizens, they are
less likely to organize and demand rights, and there is less pressure to
grant them or the entire sector equal rights. Hence, while the politiciza­
tion of ethnicity for citizens can act as a catalyst for more rights (as it did
in Bolivia), a bifurcated labor force consisting of citizens and noncitizens
(regardless of ethnicity) is likely to weaken support, as it has in Costa Rica
and Chile.

A second factor that also affects the political salience of domestic work­
ers' demands is leadership. In countries where domestic workers' organi­
zations have become politically more visible, strong, committed, and per­
sistent leadership has been essential. Some of the most successful leaders
have forgone a private family life and dedicated themselves to organiz­
ing efforts. In Bolivia, Casimira Rodriguez and Basilia Catari dedicated
all their free time to domestic workers' rights from the 1980s to 2003. In
Chile, similarly, Aida Moreno spearheaded organizing efforts, marches,
and political lobbying through the 1980s and 1990s; the current leader­
ship is weak, divided, and demoralized, which affects their strategies and
persistence.

Coalition Building

Potential social allies for domestic worker organizations are labor, fem­
inist, and indigenous organizations. International human rights organi­
zations can also help with financial support and international visibility
but are unlikely to replace the need for a domestic support base.

The ability to tap into a more broadly framed cause is essential to gain
social and political allies (Stetson and Mazur 1995;Tarrow 1994). For dis­
advantaged groups seeking equal rights, the injustice frame (Gamson
1992)and solidarity-based appeals are likely to be the most resonant. Also,
given domestic workers' particularly vulnerable positions and their need
to focus on solidarity, they are better off seeking to use legitimate forms
of protest rather than risk reducing sympathy by engaging in violent or
overly disruptive actions (Tarrow 1994).

Although labor unions as political actors have been around for a longer
time, women's rights groups and indigenous movements have increased
in visibility since Latin American countries emerged from authoritarian
rule. These potential allies for domestic workers, however, are certainly
not automatic ones. Given the marginalized status of domestic work­
ers from three dimensions (Le., class, gender, ethnicity and/or citizen-
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ship), organizations dedicated to the rights of workers, of women, or of
indigenous people broadly may not, as a point of departure, prioritize
this group. That is, domestic workers are subdisadvantaged within each
group (Strolovitch 2006).

The issue is even more complicated with gender. Although indigenous
people and workers as a group tend to be economically disadvantaged,
women cut across class lines (Blofield 2006; Htun 2004). Given deep class
divisions, the majority of middle- and upper-class women in Latin Amer­
ica employ domestic workers in their households, and their preferences
will be very different from those of their employees (Gill 1994). Opposi­
tion to legal reforms has also come from women, specifically right-wing,
female politicians and conservative women's groups such as homemak­
ers' organizations. /

Even for feminists, the issue of domestic workers'· working conditions
and. rights has, in general, not been a priority (Chaney and Garcia Castro
1989). Given the entrenched traditional household division of labor in the
region, which places the responsibility of housework on women, the os­
tensible liberation of most middle-class women is based on the availability
of cheap domestic workers, and many feminists rely on domestic workers
as well (for Brazil, see Alvarez 1990, 53-54). Although they are unlikely to
publicly oppose extending rights, it affects their priorities.

Although power mobilization theory finds that labor unions and leftist
parties promote workers' rights (Huber and Stephens 2001; Rueschemeyer,
Stephens, and Stephens 1992), labor unions in Latin America have tended
to focus on the interests of predominantly male workers in traditional la­
bor sectors and have done less for outsiders (Cook 2007). Domestic service
specifically has been denigrated as women's work and worthy of less at­
tention by unions (Gill 1994), which have tended to sidestep or ignore do­
mestic workers' organizations (Rodriguez and Moreno 2005, 102).

Where labor unions have been more successful are in enhancing col­
lective labor rights (Cook 2007; Shrank and Murillo 2005) and in trade­
related labor rights (Bartley 2003; Bellman 2004; Rodriguez-Garavito 2005;
Schrank 2006), neither of which has improved domestic workers' condi­
tions. Domestic work as a nontradable service is not, of course, covered in
the latter, which has also kept it less visible. At the same time, the general
increase in informal sector jobs has eroded labor organizing and rights
(Cook 2007; Gill, Montenegro, and Domeland 2002; Portes and Hoffmann
2003; Roberts 2002).

Ethnic identity has often been a more powerful organizing principle
than class (Tarrow 1994, 5). Indeed, during the past two decades, coun­
tries with indigenous majorities or significant minorities have witnessed
a substantial increase in indigenous mobilization and the politicization
of ethnicity (Brysk 2000; Madrid 2005; Postero and Zamosc 2004; Sieder
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2002; Van Cott 2005; Warren and Jackson 2002; Yashar 2005). Indigenous
movements have been conceptualized.as a "new social movement based
on identity and consciousness" (Brysk 2000, 34; Alvarez, Dagnino, and
Escobar 1998). Although much of the focus has been on land rights and
cultural autonomy, Yashar (2005, 72-81) highlights how, in the context of
democratic politics, "second-generation" indigenous groups have strategi­
cally framed specific social and political issues as indigenous issues, that
is, drawing on the politicization of the Indigenous cleavage to promote
their demands. This context can enable domestic workers' organizations
in countries with significant indigenous populations to frame the issue as
one of indigenous oppression, which has the potential to resonate with a
broader populace, and indeed it did so in Bolivia. This is less effective, or
can even be counterproductive, in countries where many of the domestic
workers are noncitizens.

None of these potential social allies is automatic. Domestic workers'
organizations will have to engage in significant social mobilization and
successful framing strategies (which may be country specific) to elicit soli­
darity, to broaden the coalitional appeal of their demands, and to embar­
rass politicians and the government into action.

Agenda SettingandthePolitical Opportunity Structure

Political instability, shifting alignments, and increased political access
create windows of opportunity for social movements (Kingdon 1995; Me­
Adam, McCarthy, and Zald 1996). Democratization in Latin America has
provided the context for marginalized groups to mobilize (Alvarez, Dag­
nino, and Escobar 1998; Escobar and Alvarez 1992). Also, left-wing parties
and parties with a popular support base are more likely to be sympathetic
to the rights of disadvantaged groups than are other parties (Huber and
Stephens 2001; Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens 1992; Stetson and
Mazur 1995). To be effective, these parties need not hold a majority; even
smaller leftist parties-or one very dedicated legislator-can playa cru­
cial role in agenda setting, given that a bill on domestic worker rights is
unlikely to be rejected once it is put to a vote.

Often, new left-leaning entrants to the party system or new majori­
ties can provide a window of opportunity in agenda setting if the social
pressure is there. This happened in Uruguay, when the left-wing Frente
Amplio took office in 2005, and a left-wing congressional majority passed
a law to grant domestic workers equal rights soon thereafter. In Bolivia,
Evo Morales's left-wing MAS party gained 20 percent of seats in Congress
in 2002 and forced the domestic worker bill to a vote in the recalcitrant
Senate. In Brazil, instead of a left-wing party, the 1988 constitutional re­
form process provided an opportunity for reformist lobbying, and do-
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mestic workers were granted the legal minimum wage and access to so­
cial security in the constitution, though the workday remained at sixteen
hours (Bernardino-Costa 2007).

However, this relationship between the left and disadvantaged groups
is far from automatic. Many ostensibly leftist governments shift away from
their electoral platforms once in power (Campello 2007), and even if they
do not completely do so, they face pressures to serve the needs of their
more advantaged constituents first. In addition, there have been few con­
sistently programmatic leftist parties in the region (Roberts 2002). Even
Venezuela, with an avowedly left-wing government in place since 1998,
retains very unequal laws on domestic workers vis-a-vis other groups of
workers (see table 1).8 Unless they face significant and organized pressure
from disadvantaged constituents and their allies, even leftist politicians
are likely to table such issues. In Peru, it took twenty-four years for the do­
mestic workers' bill to become law. In Mexico, Costa Rica, and Guatemala,
issue-specific bills are languishing in legislative commissions. Hence,
broad.social pressure often must be maintained over many years to make
it onto the political agenda.

In summary, autonomous organizing, coalition-building strategies,
and sympathetic political allies, even if only a handful, are essential to get
domestic worker rights onto the agenda and passed. In the next section, I
illustrate two different reform paths: clauses in broader labor reform bills
in Chile and an issue-specific bill in Bolivia. I discuss the social and politi­
cal context, as well as organizations, coalitions, agenda setting and legal
reforms, first in Chile and then in Bolivia.

REFORM PATHS IN CHILE AND BOLIVIA

Chile

Chile has close to four hundred thousand domestic workers today.
The number has doubled since 1980,indicating that the profession shows
no signs of disappearing in South America's most dynamic economy
(Galvez and Todaro 1984,13). It is estimated that roughly half of domestic
workers have written contracts," This figure is higher than in other' Latin
American countries, indicating a generally stronger state and enforce­
ment of the rule of law in Chile. However, often the legal rights that the
workers have are not enforced, contract or no contract, particularly in the
case of live-in domestic workers. According to one survey, domestic work-

"8. In the constitutional reform referendum that Hugo Chavez held in December 2007
(and lost), he proposed extending pensions to informal sector workers, including domestic
workers.

9. Author's interview with Claudia Iriarte, Servicio Nacional de la Mujer (SERNAM),
August 12, 2006, Santiago.
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ers work, on average, seventy to ninety-four hours a week, though the
legal limit is seventy-two hours a week (twelve hours a day, six days a
week),"

Traditionally, many of the domestic workers in the urban areas, most
important Santiago, have come from the rural areas of Chile, many of
them Mapuche and from the south (Sintracap 1992). Increasingly, how­
ever, Peruvian women have also migrated to Santiago to work in domestic
service, given the economic differences between the two countries (Maher
and Staab 2006; Stefoni 2003).

Chile redemocratized in 1990 after the seventeen-year military dicta­
torship of Augusto Pinochet, and has since remained stable, with rela­
tively programmatic political parties compared to other Latin American
countries. Since 1989, the left (Party for Democracy, PPD; Socialist Party,
PS) and the center (Christian Democratic Party, PDC; minor Radical Social
Democratic Party, PRSD) have joined forces in the Concertaci6n coalition.
Meanwhile, the two right-wing parties-the Independent Democratic
Union (UDI), most closely identified with the previous authoritarian re­
gime, and the National Renovation (RN), right-wing but less identified
with Pinochet-have formed Alianza por Chile. Since the transition, the
left and the center together have tended to receive just more than half the
votes (split between the PDC and the left), while the right has tended to
receive just more than 35 percent of votes. All four post-Pinochet presi­
dents (1990-2006) have come from the Concertaci6n-the first two from
the PDC, and former President Ricardo Lagos (2000-2006) and current
President Michelle Bachelet (2006-2010)from the left.

The Chilean labor code defines a specific regimen for domestic work­
ers. At the time of the transition in 1990,domestic workers had few rights.
Their workdays could extend to twelve hours, with only one day a week
off, and they were legally entitled to only 75 percent of minimum wage.
They had no severance pay and no maternity leave. Since then, two re­
forms have provided domestic workers with severance pay and maternity
leave in 1990 and 1998, respectively, and in 2008 the executive introduced
a scale to equalize domestic workers' minimum wage by 2011. However,
legal work hours remain unequal.

Organizations, Coalition Building, and Agenda Setting / There are two main
organizations of domestic workers in Chile: Asociaci6n Nacional de Em­
pleadas de Casa Particular (ANECAP, a Catholic Church-affiliated na­
tional organization) and Sindicato de Trabajadoras de Casas Particulares
(SINTRACAP, a domestic workers' union). The former was created in the
late 1950s and the latter in 1964. Although the 1973 military coup put an

10. Results from a study conducted by Rosario Corcoll of three thousand domestic work­
ers, reported at BBCMundo, "Quieren nana las 24 horas," August I, 2006.
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end to political organization, the 1980s witnessed the emergence of broad­
based, prodemocracy protest movements. The domestic workers' organi­
zations also gained momentum and peaked in their membership levels.
They even organized street marches in 1988 to demand equal rights from
the military government and submitted a petition to the Ministry of La­
bor (SINTRACAP 1989, 1992). In 1989, the center-left coalition won the
presidency and gained a majority in the Chamber, although appointed
(right-wing) senators' tipped the balance of power in favor of the right­
wing opposition in the Senate, forcing the governing coalition to negotiate

,with the opposition.
After inauguration' in March 1990, given pent-up social demands and

its mandate, the government set out to repeal some of the most radical
Pinochet-era labor laws. The executive proposed a bill on labor rights that
overturned the ability of employers to fire workers at will and gave them
some, if weak, protections. The initial executive bill explicitly excluded
domestic workers from employment protection and from severance pay,
without explanation (Biblioteca del Congreso Nacional199~ 6). Domestic
workers mobilized against the exclusion and found a political ally in Laura
Rodriguez, a left-wing legislator. The bill was introduced for debate in the
Senate and, with Rodriguez's lobbying (she wasin the Chamber), two left­
wing senators (Jose Ruiz de Giorgio and Ronaldo Calderon, both former
union leaders) recommended their inclusion with a 4.11 percent flat-rate
severance pay. Given that the exclusion was particularly egregious, the
clause was accepted by both the executive branch and the opposition and
no public arguments were made against.it. Interestingly, while the left had
put the clause on the agenda, the right sought to appropriate ownership
of it, given that it was one of the measures the right had been willing to
accept. Of the thirteen speeches by senators regarding the bill in general,
domestic workers were mentioned by only three, all of them on the right.
One right-wing senator claimed personal credit for introducing the sev­
erance pay clause. Another congratulated his institution for passing "an
extraordinarily important advance and a grand element of social justice,"
while a third expressed his "personal joy" at its passage (Biblioteca del
Congreso Nacional199~ 130-158). The left, dissatisfied with the compro­
mises it had had to make with the right, focused on the remaining chal­
lenges regarding labor rights.

The second change took place during consideration of an executive bill
on women's labor rights, specifically the rights of pregnant workers, intro­
duced in 1995and passed in 1998. Although other Chilean female workers
already had maternity leave, a law from 1981 explicitly excluded domestic
workers from it (Jimenez Mira and Parodi Macias 2003, 228). Under the
leadership of Aida Moreno, the domestic workers' organizations lobbied
the executive, unsuccessfully, to include maternity leave f?r them in the
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bill." However, one of the same senators, Ruiz de Giorgio, took up the
cause and inserted a clause to expand maternity leave to them during
a Senate commission meeting. This clause, unlike the other, divided the
commission and the Senate along party lines and became the subject of
heated debate.

Once the issue was on the agenda, right-wing senators had to publicly
articulate their opposition. The arguments of the opposition centered on
the adverse (if unintended) economic effects of maternity leave on the
middle-class employers of domestic workers (many referred to personal
examples and connections). In effect, several senators argued, maternity
leave would either terminate domestic employment as a source of work
altogether or lead to massive informalization, as employers would no lon­
ger want to contract employees with so many legal rights. Improved legal
rights would hence end up hurting the intended beneficiaries. One sena­
tor argued that the employers made almost the same amount of money
as their employees and hence could not afford it (though the leave would
have come from a separate social security account). The second type of ar­
gument focused on the special nature of the work within a family, which
made it very uncomfortable to "maintain a labor relationship after the
worker has broken the employer's trust [by becoming pregnant]" (Biblio­
teca del Congreso Nacional 1998, 153). Arguments in support focused on
the need to promote equal rights for all, the injustice of discriminating
against a group of workers who are already particularly vulnerable, and
the need for Chile to legislate in accordance to international treaties it has
ratified (Biblioteca del Congreso Nacional 1998, 150-159, 179-210). The fi­
nal vote took two rounds. After the first round (sixteen in favor, fourteen
against, and eight abstentions), some senators changed their mind (per­
haps concerned of negative publicity and given that their abstention did
not kill the clause) and the final result was twenty in favor, fifteen against,
with one abstention (Biblioteca del Congreso Nacional1998, 158-159).

In the Chamber, support and opposition were also divided along party
lines. However, an external event produced an unexpectedly speedy and
unanimous vote in favor of domestic workers' maternity leave: forty votes
in favor and one abstention (Biblioteca del Congreso Nacional1998, 211­
212). This was because the vote took place right after Pinochet's arrest in
London in late October 1998. Right-wing legislators had all rushed off to
protest the detainment."

11. Author's interview with Aida Moreno, former president of SINTRACAP and long­
time activist, August 14, 2006, Santiago. By this time, Rodriguez's untimely death meant
they had lost their ally in the Chamber.

12. Author's interview with Maria Antonieta Saa, Partido par la Democracia (PPD) legis­
lator August 10,2006, Santiago.
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Both legal advances addressed the explicit exclusion of domestic
workers from rights that other workers had. In both cases, the initiative
came from left-wing legislators, in .response to pressure from domestic
worker organizations and in the .face of executive reticence. The third
initiative-to gradually equalize the minimum wage-came from sym­
pathetic left-wing officials at the Ministry of Labor. They agreed with do­
mestic workers' demands for an equal minimum wage and included them
in the national minimum wage adjustment negotiations in July 2008. This
change, which Congress approved without a fight, was largely viewed
as a symbolic affirmation of equal rights, as the current market wage for
domestic workers is greater than the national minimum wage. Although
these legal advances are not negligible, work hours of domestics remain
much longer compared to other wage workers and changes are not on the
agenda. I subsequently discuss why.

Domestic workers' organizations have, since 1990, gradually declined
both in terms of their social base and their influence (Coordinadora Nacio­
nal 2000; SINTRACAP 1992). Several factors have contributed to reduced
organizational strength and social mobilization. First, these problems are
part of a broader defusion of social mobilization in Chile since the late
1980s (Blofield 2006; Haas 2000; Oxhorn 1995),thus reducing potential so­
cial allies. Second, the composition of the labor force in this sector has
fostered structural barriers to organization. Although many of the domes­
tic workers have traditionally been rural Chileans and Mapuche, ethnic
discrimination was and is prevalent but not broadly and effectively po­
liticized," Since the 1990s, an increasing number of immigrants from Peru
have become domestic workers in Chile, particularly among the upper
classes, who prefer what they consider more submissive workers (Maher
and Staab 2006). Given the concerns the Peruvians as noncitizens have
of losing their jobs and being deported, this has undercut labor rights
and organization in the sector (though this is partly perception as well
as reality)." It hasalso fostered negative media coverage of the Peruvian
"invasion."

Third, the organizations currently suffer from lack of unified and per­
sistent leadership. A key domestic workers' rights activist-Aida Moreno,
who spearheaded marches and both legal reforms-stepped down from a

13. For example, the Mapuche, only 4 percent of the population, do not have national
political representation in representative bodies; rather, the government has somewhat
halfheartedly set up national commissions instead (Richards 2004).

14. The director of the immigrant organization Programa Andino para la Dignidad Hu­
mana, Pro andes, estimated that only about 4 percent of domestic workers in Chile are of
Andean origin. However, 86 percent of those work in the two most-upper-class districts
in Santiago (Las Condes and Vitacura), creating a popular and media-fostered percep­
tion of a Peruvian takeover in this field. Author's interview with the director of Pro andes,
August 10,2006, Santiago, Chile.
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leadership position in the late 1990s as a result of internal divisions, and it
has been hard for the organizations to recoup momentum. Although both
organizations claim that they have submitted petitions to politicians to
equalize domestic workers' rights, both lack strong leadership and effec­
tive strategies to follow up (ANECAP 2005). The leadership of ANECAP is
hampered by its dependence on the Catholic Church, which has in recent
years strongly discouraged militancy in favor of equal rights (e.g., street
marches), while SINTRACAP's lack of resources (e.g.,no full-time employ­
ees) has made it hard to foster constructive alliances and to lobby politi­
cians." In addition, the two organizations are divided. This has. fostered

, a general demoralization among the leadership of both organizations and
reduced their ability to form productive coalitions with labor unions or
other groups. They cannot afford union dues and have not continued to
aggressively promote their interests to the Central Labor Confederation
(Central Unitaria de Trabajadores, CUT). Currently, they have virtually
no contact with feminist, indigenous, or immigrant organizations for
Peruvian domestics. According to the leaders, they are simply "trying to
survive." As Moreno points out, "without a strong team to pressure politi­
cians nothing gets accomplished./l16

Indeed, their links to politicians, even sympathetic ones on the left, are
weak. Although the current leaders of domestic workers' organizations
claim that politicians ignore them, Maria Antonieta Saa, one of the most
sympathetic left-wing legislators in Congress, claimed she had neither
received a petition nor heard about a campaign to equalize labor rights
when asked about it,"

The current left-wing executive-specifically officials in both the
Servicio Nacional de la Mujer (SERNAM)18 and the Ministry of Labor­
are sympathetic to the needs of domestic workers," and, in addition to the
minimum wage change, are focusing on the enforcement of labor rights
more broadly, which should benefit domestic workers as well.

However, we are unlikely to see a change in working hours, a more
contentious issue, in the near future. Equalizing these rights would re-

15. Author's interview with Maria Gloria Fernandez, president of ANECAP, August 10,
2006, Santiago; author's interview with Elena Urrutia, president of SINTRACAP, August 6,
2006, Santiago. For instance, the president of SINTRACAP can engage only in union-related
activities on Sunday, as she works the rest of the week, and pointed out that it is hard to call
legislators on a Sunday.

16. Interview with Moreno, August 14,2006.
17. Interview with Saa, August 10,2006.
18. In 1991,the center-left government set up the women's state agency Servicio Nacional

de la Mujer (SERNAM), which has become important in drafting and implementing legisla­
tion on many women's issues (Franceschet 2005; Haas 2000).

19. Author's interview with Pamela Farias, Ministerio del Trabajo, August 12, 2006,
Santiago, Chile; Author's interview with Claudia Iriarte, SERNAM, August 12, 2006,
Santiago.
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quire significant political campaigning, for which domestic worker orga­
nizations currently are not prepared.

Bolivia

In Bolivia, the social and political process has been very different.
There are approximately 144,000 domestic workers in the Bolivian nation
of 9 million people, 95 percent of whom are women (Fundacion Solon
2001b). Ethnicity is very salient in this workforce. A 1995 survey of do­
mestic workers in La Paz found that the first language of 83 percent of
live-in domestics and 72 percent of live-out domestics in the sample was
Aymara (CONLACTRAHO 2003, 35). The divide between the often white
employers and indigenous employees is not only economic but also social
and cultural (Gill 1994). Prior to the 2003 law, the labor code discrimi­
nated explicitly against domestic workers. It established a maximum daily
workday of eight hours for other workers, but a separate clause for domes­
tic workers allowed for. a sixteen-hour workday, with only six hours off
per week on Sunday, in effect making Sunday's workday ten hours long.
Domestic workers received only ten days of legal annual vacation, as op­
posed to fifteen to thirty days for all other workers. In addition, employer
notice for domestic workers was fifteen days, while it was ninety days for
all other.workers (Fundacion Solon 2001b, 26-29).

The 1995 survey revealed highly exploitative conditions. Of seventeen­
to twenty-five-year-old workers, 85 percent worked more than eighty
hours a week. Some received an average of only three hours of sleep per
night. Less than one-quarter actually received the legally mandated an­
nual vacation. Many were not allowed by their employers to go see a doc­
tor when ill (having to wait until time off on Sunday), and more than
one-third complained of not receiving enough food (CONLACTRAHO
2003, 43-50). In addition, humiliating treatment and sexual abuse were
common (Capitulo Boliviano 2005; CONLACTRAHO 2003; Gill 1994; Pe­
fiaranda Davezies, Arandia Davezies, and Castro 2005;Sindicato de Traba­
jadoras del Hogar 1982). Adolescents and girls were particularly vulnera­
ble to exploitation (Defensa de Nifios y Nifias Internacional 2004).

Bolivian politics has, since the fall of the authoritarian regime of Hugo
Banzer and the holding of democratic elections in 1982,been characterized
by high levels of political instability. Although three parties, the histori­
cally leftist parties Movimiento Nacional Revolucionario (MNR) and Mo­
vimiento de la Izquierda Revolucionaria (MIR) and the right-wing Accion
Democratica Nacional (ADN), dominated the Bolivian political landscape
in the 1980s, the 1990s witnessed new entrants to the party system. Two
populist parties briefly rose and fell, and a more solid indigenous move­
ment was gaining a social and political base (Albo 2002; Yashar 2005). As
a gesture to recognize this rising movement, President Gonzalo Sanchez
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de Losada appointed an indigenous activist, Victor Hugo Cardenas, as his
vice president in 1993.The indigenous movement continued to mobilize,
and various factors propelled the rise of programmatic indigenous-based
parties, most prominently, MAS (Van Cott 2005).By the 2002 elections, the
MAS leader, Evo Morales, finished second in the presidential elections
(of eleven candidates), and candidates from his party gained 22 percent
of seats in Congress. Right-wing President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada
governed with just one-fifth of the vote from 2002 until he was forced to
resign in October 2003 amid increasing social protests and government
repression. Carlos Mesa, his vice president, was installed as president.
The growth of the indigenous movement and politicization of the ethnic
cleavage, combined with highly unpopular government policies toward
natural gas reserves and privatization, culminated in the 2005 election of
Evo Morales to the presidency and his party, MAS, to the Congress, both
with an absolute majority.

Organizations, Coalition Building, and Agenda Setting / Domestic workers'
organizations began organizing during and following the democratic
transition.In 1993,they introduced to Congress a bill to instate equal rights
for domestic workers. After years of stalling, Congress finally approved
an updated version in 2003 under severe social pressure, two years before
the presidential victory of Morales, equalizing the legal rights of domestic
workers. What accounts for this victory in the poorest country in South
America?

First, the different composition of the labor force created a political
space and networks to foster organization. Instead of transnational im­
migration (Bolivia is a labor exporter) rural-urban immigrants-virtually
all Aymara or Quichua-form the majority of the domestic workers' labor
force. Although they have been marginalized both socially and politically
in La Paz, their large numbers and mutual isolation combined with their
common cultural background has fostered solidarity and social networks
among themselves (Gill 1994).20 This created a more amenable social base
for mobilization once ethnic discrimination became increasingly politi­
cized and domestic workers could make demands as indigenous Bolivian
citizens.

In addition, leadership has played an important role. A group of
women dedicated to the cause has, since the late 1970sand despite numer­
ous obstacles, tirelessly sought to recruit domestic workers and organize
marches to fight for social attention to the plight of domestic workers and
equal rights (CONLACTRAHO 2003). With the democratic transition in
1982, they were able to organize openly, though grassroots organizing

20. Author's interview with Basilia Catari, domestic worker and former president of the
domestic workers' federation FENATRAHOB, July 24, 2006, La Paz.
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was difficult at first, given fears of the workers and employer reprisals for
participation (Gill 1994,chap. 7).21

Despite the obstacles, by 1992, growing small-scale organizations
across the country were able to come together and create a national­
level domestic workers' federation (Federaci6n Nacional de las Trabaja­
doras del Hogar de Bolivia, FENATRAHOB). The first bill on domestic
workers-written by FENATRAHOB with legal help-was introduced by
a sympathetic legislator in the Women's and Minors' Commissions in 1992
(CONLACTRAHO 2003). The broader indigenous movement was gaining
political force by this time, and traditional politicians had begun paying
attention to and courting it (Alb6 2002; Laurie, Andolina, and Radcliffe
2002;Postero and Zamosc 2004;Van Cott 2005;Yashar 2005).The executive
appointment of Cardenas to the vice presidency raised FENATRAHOB's
expectations that this high-level ally would force a congressional debate
on their bill. However, he ignored their requests and the bill was buried
(CONLACTRAHO 2003), showing how this group still remained margin­
alized within the indigenous movement as well.

From 1993 on, domestic workers staged marches and sought media at­
tention to their cause. Although they were first isolated and targets of police
repression and employer reprisals, their persistence paid off. Indigenous­
based claims continued to gain increased political attention, and the
organizers framed the issue of domestic workers as one of indigenous op­
pression and equalizing their rights as an issue of indigenous vindication.
This brought them allies, and after 1996,more organizations joined the ef­
fort to force a congressional debate on the bill. International organizations
provided funding, and domestic feminist, human rights, indigenous, and
popular organizations came to support the cause (CONLACTRAHO 2003,
17).22 The rights/of domestic workers became entwined more broadly with
indigenous rights and social justice, and their fight for rights became iden­
tified with a broader struggle against colonialism and racism." In 1998,

21. Key figures in this struggle were Casimira Rodriguez and Basilia Catari. The former
led the federation for many years until she was appointed to the regional confederation and
then as minister of justice by Evo Morales in 2006 (she stepped down a year later). Interview
with Catari, July 24, 2006

22. Author's interviews with Lisette Davalos, researcher at Fundacion Ebert, July 25,
2006, La Paz; and with the leaders of FENATRAHOB, July 24,2006, La Paz.

23. The following quotes are examples of public speeches on the struggle of domestic
workers by social and political allies: "This theme brings out a broader dimension which
are attitudes, colonialism, and racism" (Elizabeth Peredo, president of Fundacion Solon;
FENATRAHOB et al. 1998, 29); "In this colonialist society ... there is discrimination....
We need to consider domestic work as any other form of work and give it the same respect
and the same rights" (Legislator Clara Flores; FENATRAHOB et al. 1998, 37); the situation
of domestic workers is one of "patriarchal colonialism" (Senator Erika Brockmann, quoted
in Fundaci6n So16n 2001, 18); domestic workers suffer from "ethnic, racial, economic and
gender discrimination" and a "colonial relation" (Waldo Albarracin, Asamblea Permanente
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FENATRAHOB and its allies formed an ad hoc committee to force con­
gressional debate on the bill (Fundacion Solon 2001b, 37-38). The com­
mittee exerted pressure on Congress, where sympathetic legislators kept
trying to put the issue on the agenda through different commissions. The
Women's Commission in the Chamber organized a series of workshops
with the ad hoc committee, and the latter lobbied other commissions to
break through the lack of political will (FENATRAHOB, Tahipamu, and
Fundacion Solon 1998;Fundacion Solon 2001b,44-45). The ad hoc commit­
tee even took the cause to the international level and added a civil society
report on domestic workers to Bolivia's first official report on the state
of its human rights to the UN Economic and Social Commission, which
monitors human rights in each country. As a result, the UN Commission,
in its 2001 report, noted lithe deplorable de jure discrimination against
domestic workers" in Bolivia (United Nations 2001).

Although the federation is affiliated with Bolivia's Central Labor Union
(Confederacion de Obreros de Bolivia, COB), the union initially paid little
attention to the domestic workers' cause and was generally focused more
on protecting the interests of the male support base rather than extend­
ing rights to women and the informal sector (Cook 2007;Fundacion Solon
2001,41; Gill 1994, chap. 7).24 However, once the organization had reached
prominence and gained social allies. COB also sent its representatives to
their events (Choque 2003, 75).

This broad-based attention and pressure from so many social organiza­
tions, combined with political allies, finally forced the Chamber to open
up debate on the bill. In Congress, positions on the bill did not coalesce
along either party or gender lines. In fact, the most public opposition to
reform came from a woman, Mabel Cruz, a self-identified feminist legis­
lator from the (ostensibly leftist) MIR party. She argued that lack of legal
regulation in domestic service was positive; it was not a purely contrac­
tuallabor relation but a process by which indigenous girls were educated
and socialized into modern urban life by becoming domestic workers.
According to Cruz, the relation was not one of abuse but one in which
lithe girls form part of the family." The proposed bill, she argued, would
destroy these nonmarket relations and make the situation worse for its
intended beneficiaries." This paternalist framing of the relationship is
deeply historically grounded in the region.

de Derechos Humanos de Bolivia, Fundacion Solon 2001,25, 27); "The cultural resistance to
recognizing the quality and just pay for work that is not considered real work, because it is
done by women who are not only poor but also are from an indigenous background" (Ana
Maria Romero de Campero, people's defender, Fundacion Solon 2001, 9).

24. Interview with Davalos; author's interview with Betty Pinto, official at the Defensoria
del Pueblo, July 26,2006, La Paz.

25. Author's interview with Mabel Cruz, MIR deputy from 1998 to 2002, July 19, 2006,
La Paz.
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. Once Cruz's opposition was publicized, hundreds of middle-class
women in La Paz came together and created a homemakers' organization
for the specific purpose of fighting the law with Cruz. Many middle-class
women felt that the bill was biased against them." On a political level,
many legislators privately confessed to Cruz that they agreed with her op­
position. In fact, although Cruz claimed she was not racist, she acknowl­
edged -that many of those who supported her in Congress were. How­
ever, given what she referred to as the political power of the "indigenous
anticolonial discourse," they were unwilling to publicly support her and
oppose the bill.27

The bill passed the Chamber in 2000-with the ad hoc committee
watching in attendance-but was stonewalled in the Senate. Here, the
only female (and self-identified feminist) senator, Erika Brockman, who
was from the same party as Cruz, spearheaded the support for the bill.
She engaged in intensive lobbying against what she called "feudal argu­
ments" by senators (expressed in private) against the bill."

Meanwhile, the federation and ad hoc committee continued to fight
from the outside, and Casimira Rodriguez, president of FENATRAHOB,
delivered fourteen thousand signatures in support of equal rights to the
president of the Senate (Choque 2003, 79). Despite this, the Senate decided
to postpone dealing with the bill. Over the next two years, the ad hoc
committee organized regular marches, media events, and protests, one in
which police used tear gas on the protestors (Choque 2003, 80).

What finally forced the bill in the Senate onto the political agenda was
the rise of the indigenous left-wing parties to Congress in 2002. By this
time, indigenous politicians had articulated a clear stance in favor of ap­
proving the domestic workers' bill, which they viewed as an issue of in­
digenous rights. In fact, MAS had included in its 2002 electoral campaign
a video clip of the plight of domestic workers, which was very effective."
Once the indigenous legislators gained eight of twenty-two seats in the
Senate, they demanded a vote on the bill.

This rise in-electoral representation of indigenous parties was accom­
paniedby increased levels of mobilization against the right-wing govern­
ment of Sanchez de Losada. In February 2003, the government responded
to indigenous protests with repression, in what came to be referred to
as Black February. The fallout and increased support for MAS drove the
government to seek to shore up some legitimacy. One of the strategies was

26. See, e.g., journalist Gloria Luz Eyzaguirre (Memoria 1998, 22).
2Z Interview with Cruz.
28. One senator told her that if domestic workers are given more rights, they will "get

educated, they'll be ungrateful and leave." Author's interview with Erika Brockman, for­
mer MIR senator (1997-2002) and feminist activist, July 16, 2006, La Paz.

29. Interview with Brockman.
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to ·give in to pent-up social demands such as the domestic workers' bill.
With pressure from MAS legislators, the executive opened debate on the
domestic workers' bill in early April, citing its need to respond to social
concerns. Most senators did not dare to voice public opposition any lon­
ger. The few who did focused on the difficulties the middle classes would
economically have in meeting provisions such as the minimum wage and
paid vacations." One senator argued that domestic workers, unlike other
workers such as miners who really needed to rest, were not in need of leg­
islated vacation time." The majority of arguments supported equal rights
and social justice for indigenous women, and a modified version granting
domestic workers equal rights was approved on April 2, 2003.32

Since 2003, FENATRAHOB, along with the Ombudsman's Office have
been working to ensure adequate implementation of the law (Defensoria
del Pueblo 2004). Although the current political climate has been favor­
able, progress has been uneven (Capitulo Boliviano 2005, 407-408), partly
because of a "down phase" in the organization's leadership." This is not
surprising given the inordinate amount of effort that was required to sim­
ply get the bill passed. Recent meetings with F~NATRAHOB, lawyers,
and Ministryof Labor officials may bode well for an improvement in en­
forcement mechanisms.

CONCLUSION

Democratization has provided the opportunity for civil society groups
to organize and contest tradition, discrimination, and privilege in many
areas. Yet persistent assumptions and prejudices have often gone un­
questioned when it comes to domestic workers and their rights, and most
countries in Latin America continue to retain unequal laws for this sec­
tor of society. There are remarkable similarities across countries in how
political elites justify this; their discourse tends to be patronizing and re­
veals an underappreciation for the work of domestic workers. It is filtered
through their personal experiences as employers of domestic workers and
through their class, gender, and racial biases. It also reveals the threat they
perceive in equalizing the rights of this group of workers.

Under what circumstances, then, does change come about? Domestic
workers' organizations have had to, over many years, dedicate the few
hours a week they have off to this collective cause. They have had to deal

30. Fifth and Sixth Extraordinary Session, Bolivian Senate, April 2, 2003, 3, 10, 21-25.
Earlier congressional debates in the Senate or the Chamber have not been transcribed and
are unavailable.

31. Ibid., 25.
32. Ibid.
33. Interview with Pinto; interview with Davalos; author's interviews with leaders of

FENATRAHOB.
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with sexism in the labor unions and in indigenous organizations and with
classism in the feminist organizations, and convince their potential al­
lies that their cause is worth supporting. They have dealt with politicians
who refuse to take them seriously and demean the work they perform.
In many countries, they have simply been unable to break through this
firewall of active resistance or indifference. When they have succeeded,
many factors have had to come together to propel their social demands
into the political arena.

What I contribute to the literature at this point is, more than a well­
defined theoretical framework, a set of interactive variables. In both Chile
and Bolivia, autonomous organizing by domestic workers was essential.
In Chile, the momentum from the 1980s mobilization enabled domestic
workers' organizations to form ties with key political allies who ensured
that broader labor reforms did not sidestep them. Although the 1990 and
2008 reforms were easier, maternity leave was a more difficult fight and
relied heavily on the support of key left-wing senators. In Bolivia, domes­
tic workers, after years of organizing, broadened their support base as
they were able to articulate their demands as one of social justice for in­
digenous people. This finally paid off as the indigenous movement gained
political representation and broke through Senate resistance.

This study reinforces the findings of power mobilization, social move­
ments, and comparative feminist literature that autonomous organizing
in civil society is a necessary but not sufficient cause of reform. It also
shows that movements of disadvantaged groups tend not to prioritize the
interests of groups that are multiply marginalized, or subdisadvantaged,
as Strolovitch (2006) has shown in the case of the United States. Labor
unions have not, in this case, been strong allies, reinforcing the arguments
that they have become'insiders-nor have feminists or indigenous move­
ments. In Bolivia, what the rise of the indigenous movement did was not
provide 'an automatic ally; rather, it allowed domestic workers to use their
frame to their advantage.

In both Chile and Bolivia, strong leaders played an important role in
mobilizing people and pushing domestic workers' rights onto the politi­
cal agenda. From the perspective of advocacy, a useful strategy may be to
help strengthen the skills of spokeswomen for domestic workers and their
organizations. Such skills would help them assume leadership positions
and promote visibility by mobilizing supporters, talking to the media,
and lobbying well-placed politicians.

The political system, of course, is the final arbiter of social demands.
In both countries, and especially in Chile, insider allies in Congress (and
later in the executive) were essential. Although in general Latin American
countries have been dominated by the executive branch, in this case, we
see an important role played by sympathetic legislators in both Chile and
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Bolivia, often in the face of not only legislative opposition but also execu­
tive reticence or indifference.

This study poses as many questions as it does answers. We need more
research on other countries to determine how organizing, coalition build­
ing, and political allies-or lack thereof-interact to promote or to deter
reform. How much does citizenship and ethnicity influence the political
salience of domestic worker rights? How determinant has leadership on
the outside or inside-or lack thereof-been in other cases? Are there
cases-perhaps Uruguay-where the executive branch has played a more
proactive role?

We also need to further explore the relationship of labor, feminist, and
indigenous movements to the causes of other subdisadvantaged or dou­
bly disadvantaged groups. If it is the case that feminists tend to prioritize
middle-class concerns, that labor unions tend to prioritize the concerns of
the relatively advantaged sectors of the labor force, and that indigenous
movements tend to prioritize the concerns of their more prominent mem­
bers, how and when do they break with this mold? How much of a medi­
ating role does the media or international visibility play in promoting the
causes of subdisadvantaged groups?

Ultimately, promoting domestic workers' rights is a two-step process:
first, domestic workers need to equalize their rights with those of other
workers. This is what I have analyzed here. The second step is to en­
force those rights, which means seeking to enhance monitoring and to
reduce the informality of the labor force. This is a broader struggle that
involves the entire informal sector labor force. It is also difficult given the
lack of organization within the informal sector and the weakness-and
biases-of organized labor in the current neoliberal economic context.
What this will entail, more than passing legislation, is enhancing the en­
forcement capacity of the ministries of labor (Schrank 2006).

Although democratic politics have provided the opportunity for dis­
advantaged groups to organize and make demands, the actual achieve­
ment of equal rights for those who most need such legal protection has
been slow. The difficulties domestic workers have faced in translating
their democratic right to organize into improved legal rights merits more
scholarly attention. This article represents a step in that direction.
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