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Abstract
Global cities look to cheap, disposable (female) labour in developing countries as replacements for the high cost of labour in their own countries. Singapore is currently temporarily ‘home’ to at least an estimated 201,000 migrant domestic workers (MDWs), who are usually referred to as Foreign Domestic Workers or ‘foreign maids’. Indonesian migrant domestic workers (Tenaga Kerja Wanita  or TKWs) in Singapore are entrenched in the  political economy of migrant labour which is based on the power relations of gender, class, ethnicity, and migrant status. They are represented mostly as helpless ‘victims’ or deviant ‘criminals’, but also as ‘heroines’, by the Singapore state, media and employers. This research analyses the experiences of the TKWs who have been represented as ‘heroines’. This group of women study part-time for their undergraduate degree via online and distance-learning while working up to 15 hours as a full-time domestic worker for Singaporean employers. Using qualitative methods, this research investigates how these women bargain for freedoms such as off days and part-time study, in addition to subordinations in the form of the renewal of contracts. Although the success of their bargaining is largely determined by the final say of their employers, their skills (e.g. languages, cooking, cleaning, child-minding) obtained during migration constitute their bargaining power. This research reveals the complex nature of their agency and their desires.
Relevance to Development Studies

This research contributes to studies that investigate reasons behind the migration of women from the South to the North to do domestic work that women in the North no longer want or can do because of their own movement into their country’s workforce. While many studies focus on the exploitation and difficult working conditions of MDWs in doing unwanted ‘care work’, this research emphasises on their spaces for agency within these power structures of subordination. It specifically focuses on bargaining as an act of agency by Indonesian migrant domestic workers within the unique subordinating power structures in Singapore. In addition, it contributes a nuanced understanding of their desires in migration.
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Agency, Bargaining, Distance-learning, Domestic work, Education, Foreign domestic workers, Indonesia, Migrant domestic workers, Penata Laksana Rumah Tangga, Singapore, Structure, Tenaga Kerja Wanita, Transnational domestic workers, Universitas Terbuka
Chapter 1 
Introduction
1.1 Background
1.1.1
Victims, criminals, and heroes
The varying situations of migrant domestic workers (MDWs) in the world has been an area of great interest to me because my household has benefitted from the help of Indonesian domestic workers
 (TKWs) for over 20 years. In my home and in the public discourse, I had observed different discursive representations of MDWs. Complaints by relatives about their ‘lazy’, ‘ungrateful’ or ‘resentful maids’ mirrored the construction by the Singapore state, through its coercive policies on immigration and migrant workers, of MDWs as potential home-wreckers or naive charges. The mainstream media discursively binds them between the dichotomy of structure and agency, by representing them as either helpless ‘victims’ of subordinating structures, or as exercising agency as deviant ‘criminals’ or ‘sacrificing heroines’.
 

The ‘victim’ representation accompanies research on ‘maid abuse’ (Huang and Yeoh 2007) and media reports on unnatural deaths such as accidentally falling from window ledges, physical abuse from employers, murder or suicide.
 These incidents reached a peak in 2004, with 40 such deaths in that year (T. Tan 2009). However, the ubiquity of government-subsidised Housing Development Board (HDB) apartments, coupled with the predominant method of hanging laundry on long bamboo poles, still causes frequent falls, with 27 MDW deaths between 2006 and 2010 (Lim 2011). 
The ‘criminal’ representation emerges from legislation under the Singapore Ministry of Manpower (MOM) in the form of the Employment of Foreign Manpower Act (EFMA), which places a great amount of responsibility on employers. Cheah Wui Ling’s (2009) analysis of Singapore’s law and policy concludes that MDWs are portrayed as ‘naive’ and potentially deviant wards to be constantly managed and monitored. Mary Romero (1992) describes the consequence of such portrayals of MDWs on the self-perceptions of employers as being ‘superior moral guardians’ (cited in Lan 2008). Media reports on MDWs who commit crimes of grievous hurt, murder, or rape
 illustrate their agency, but this agency takes a pathological form – a result of mental illness or extreme stress. Sun Wan Ning (2008) points out that such hegemonic representations are problematic because the MDWs have ‘no modes of sexual subjectivity to identify with except as transgressive figures or victims of sexual offenses’.
I was intrigued by the third representation of MDWs as ‘heroines’ because there was comparatively much less positive coverage on TKWs than instances of abuse and crimes, and because this representation hints at a different kind of agency. Previous research on the use of mobile phones as resisting control (Sun and Lin 2010) and claiming public spaces (Yeoh and Huang 1998) illustrate acts of agency as resistance against employers and the state, but without gaining any improvements in their situation. Rosslyn von der Borch (2008) proposes that a ‘successful’ TKW can be measured in these aspects: financial gain, obtaining off days from their employer, and taking advantage of educational and training opportunities while in Singapore. However, these parameters of success remain strictly delimited because the employment conditions of even the most ‘successful’ TKWs are still ‘unregulated, unpredictable and largely beyond her control’. Nevertheless, they can exercise their agency in choosing their own employers, negotiating for off days and salary increases, and obtaining part-time training and education.

I became more interested in exploring different aspects of TKWs’ agency after reading a news report on TKWs who were studying for their degrees via online and distance-learning (Othman 2009). By studying part-time while working full-time as a domestic worker, these women allude to a tension between structure and agency. They demonstrate an apparent great deal of agency to migrate hundreds of kilometres for domestic work, but find themselves at the intersection of power relations in Singapore. Nevertheless, even within these power relations they present an exceptionally high level of agency. Thus, I do not take them as representative of the entire TKW population. However, they can provide us with exciting insights into the spaces for agency within patterns of migration and the global gendered political economy of domestic work. Hence, it is first necessary to understand the logic of the local, regional and global political economy of domestic work.

1.1.2
The need for domestic workers
David Harvey (1989) broadly explains how global capitalism creates the need for foreign migrant labour to enhance a country’s economy, whether to bring in new knowledge, supplement labour gaps by doing jobs disdained by locals, or due to a high opportunity cost for local workers to do low-skilled jobs (cited in Verma 2009). Saskia Sassen (2002) proposes that global cities (like Singapore) look to ‘cheap, disposable’ (female) labour from poorer countries as substitutes for the high cost of local labour. Johan Lindquist (2010) finds that the increasing demand for domestic workers in not just Singapore, but also the rest of Asia and the Middle East over the last decade means that Indonesian women are increasingly migrating for work and having their movement facilitated by offers of capital in the form of debt.
Audrey Verma (2009) finds that ‘economic necessity’ is the most popular answer to questions of why Singaporeans hire MDWs and why the state allowed the influx of MDWs in the 1980s. In the post-independence manufacturing boom of the 1970s, women increasingly left the domestic sphere to work outside the home. 
 Logically, MDWs became the only feasible option to assume low-skilled work in the (female) domestic sphere, in order to  free Singapore’s scarce resource of local female labour to engage in high-skilled paid employment outside the home. 

Paulin Straughn (2008) points out that MDWs are also an ideological necessity that respond to declining fertility rates in Singapore, which is manifested as an ageing population and smaller families (thus lower numbers of potential future carers). An ageing population means a growing need for elderly care, but there is a lack of availability and affordability. Despite this, state rhetoric insists that the best care is that provided within the household and family. The ruling People’s Action Party (PAP) introduced their five ‘Shared Values’ in 1991 which includes ‘Family as the basic unit of society’, upon which larger social structures can be built (White Paper 1991).
 This rhetoric is accompanied by policies that make it cheaper and more convenient to hire domestic workers than professional services or institutions such as nursing homes (Teo and Piper 2009, Yeoh and Huang 2010).
 Thus, women are encouraged to work by valorising them as mothers and care-givers. At the same time, men are not encouraged to take on more housework, which translates into the growing role and numbers of MDWs over the last two decades (see Figure 1). In this way, it is still women, albeit of a different class and ethnicity, who remain primarily responsible for the domestic sphere, allowing men to continue avoiding “women’s work” (Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2002:3), which keeps state-endorsed patriarchy intact.
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Sources: Asis, Huang and Yeoh (2004), Heyzer and Wee (1994), Sapawi (1999), Chew (2004), Gee and Ho (2006), Wong (2008), Basu (2011), A. Tan (2011).
The existing pattern of migrant work in Singapore was characterised by the Foreign Maid Scheme in 1978, where women from mostly Indonesia and the Philippines were allowed to migrate to Singapore to work as live-in domestic workers. Estimated to be around 90,000 (Basu 2011) to 92,000 (Hamzirwan 2011), TKWs make up half of the total number of MDWs, currently estimated to be about 201,000 (A. Tan 2011). Other MDWs mostly come from the Philippines and Sri Lanka, with Bangladesh, Hong Kong, India, Macau, Malaysia, Myanmar, South Korea, Taiwan, and Thailand being other ‘approved source’ countries (MOM 2011). TKWs were increasingly hired after a ban on the deployment of Filipino MDWs to Singapore in 1995, which came after the hanging of Flor Contemplacion, a Filipino MDW, for alleged murder, which strained relations between Singapore and the Philippines (Sim 2010).
1.1.3
Sites of agency

The working conditions of TKWs contrast widely with that of their Filipina counterparts. Current legislation from the Philippines stipulates a minimum starting salary of SGD540 to SGD 580 (Sim 2010, Basu 2011) and four off days a month for non-experienced MDWs, who are nevertheless mostly university-educated. Furthermore, the lower supply of Filipinas vis-à-vis Indonesians means that Filipina MDWs can demand better working conditions (Pang and Tan 2011). On the other hand, the starting pay of non-experienced TKWs is around SGD350 to SGD380 (Basu 2011) and they usually are not granted off days during the first seven to nine months of their contract since most of their salary goes to repaying their debt to the labour agency. Although this is the estimated ‘market rate’, personal observations suggest that many TKWs have even lower starting monthly salaries around SGD250 a month, which rise to SGD350 after two or three years.
 Many more do not receive any off days during their entire first two-year contract. Furthermore, the change in minimum age for first-time TKWs from 18 to 23 years old in 2005 was partly due to the large number of deaths each year from accidents or suicides. Now, non-experienced TKWs must have at least with eight years of formal education, and undergo tests in Singapore to increase their chances of adapting to an urbanised work environment. 
 Apart from passing the entry test, they must also undergo and pass a medical examination (MOM 2011).
In Singapore, MDWs are governed by the ambiguous provisions of the EFMA that recommend rather than legislate. Hence, contractual stipulations on their salary, any off days, and working and living conditions are left to market forces or employers’ consideration. They are regulated by a work permit system that only allows live-in arrangements with a single household. Their stay is conditional upon a valid contract, which has to be renewed every two years by the same or another employer. Employers can cancel a contract at any time with seven days notice to the MOM. The lack of a clear job scope and working hours means that a MDW’s duties, working hours and off days are left to the employer’s needs and wants, which creates ‘potentially exploitative conditions of a different order’ (Yeoh and Huang 2010: 71).
The more restrictive working conditions of TKWs as compared to Filipina MDWs is perhaps reflected in the number of TKWs have run away from their employers’ homes to seek refuge at KBRI’s shelter.
 Various sources estimate that about 50 to 80 percent of MDWs do not get a weekly day off (UNIFEM Singapore, HOME and TWC2 2011). As TKWs especially are not guaranteed any rest days by law, they are subject to the most surveillance, such as only entering public space under close supervision (e.g. to nearby mosque) or by chance (e.g. to supermarket). The reason of ‘falling into bad company’ is often invoked to justify such social control (Ibid.: 4). According to my personal observations, the rhetoric of family often used by Malay employers may also result in more surveillance, policing and restrictive working conditions, due to power relations of ethnicity and class.
Although TKWs cannot control aspects of the migration chain which are left to market forces, such as the demand and supply of MDWs, and to a limited extent the ‘matching of potential employers and prospective employees’ (Yeoh and Huang 2010), they can have some say in the contents of their employment contracts (see Appendix 1 for an example of an employment contract). Each signing of a contract (whether first or subsequent) is an opportunity to bargain for certain desires such as off days, or a salary increase. At any moment during their contract, they can also bargain for permission to attend classes or courses during their off days.
This research selected TKWs who study part-time in an online and distance-learning degree programme as a case study for investigating agency within migratory power structures. This degree programme was launched in March 2009 by the Indonesian Embassy (Kedutaan Besar Republik Indonesia or KBRI) in partnership with the Indonesian Open University (Universitas Terbuka or UT). It is managed by the Education and Training Centre for Workers (Pusat Pendidikan dan Pelatihan Kerja or P3K), located in the Singapore Indonesian School (SIS) at Siglap Road. P3K provides the opportunity to follow three ascending schemes of education following two semesters a year. Paket B and C are six-semester programmes to complete junior high school (Sekolah Menengah Pertama or SMP) and senior high school (Sekolah Menengah Atas or SMA) certificates respectively, at SGD50 per semester. The fees are the same for English, computer, and sewing classes, while Mandarin, music, dance and religious classes are free-of-charge. UT is the most advanced education option, providing the option of completing undergraduate degrees in management, accountancy, communications, public administration or English translation within nine semesters or less. As of August 2011, there were a total of 905 TKWs registered at P3K (Saputra 2011), of which about 130 were enrolled in UT.
This group of TKWs in UT is a relevant case study for investigating the sites of agency in migrant domestic work because they had to bargain for certain liberties in order to participate in UT. For example, they needed to bargain for off days during which they could go to the SIS for registration, optional tutorials and exams. They also had to bargain for study time outside of their working hours in order to complete online tutorials, which also points to bargaining for access to a computer in their employers’ homes. These women also defy the stereotypes of MDWs being ‘victims’ with no agency, or ‘criminals’ with pathological agency.
1.2 Research questions
This research analyses a site of agency in migration, which that of TKWs studying part-time in UT. It is based on the premise that TKWs were not forced to study at UT, and that their bargaining for regular off days, time to study during a work day, and access to a computer are acts of agency.
Thus, this research aims to investigate:
· the reasons for their bargaining, and 
· the factors that determine its success.

1.3 Relevance and objectives

This research confronts discursive representations of TKWs as being ‘victims’ of structure or ‘criminals’ with an agency highly influenced by structure, since these representations do not consider their aspirations and abilities. Instead, it emphasises the agency of those who accompany the ‘heroines’ narrative. It takes as a starting point the situation of TKWs at the intersection of power relations of migrant status, class and ethnicity, and the existence of spaces for agency within them. It does not emphasise exploitative working conditions because this simplifies TKWs as ‘victims’, justifies the narrative of ‘criminals’ and simultaneously constructs their employers as villains. Hence, this research aims for a deeper insight into bargaining as an act of complex agency within migratory power structures. It looks at their complex agency and aims to analytically generalise the causal processes of bargaining. 
By studying TKWs who have not received much scholarly attention, this research also hopes to contribute to policy debates on improving protection for MDWs in receiving countries as well as providing opportunities for furthering their education and skill development during migration. Finally, since these women make up less than one percent of the estimated number of TKWs in Singapore, this research cannot provide a representative picture, but rather, it highlights their multiple identities and struggles. A poststructuralist approach that looks at dynamic conceptions of structure and agency will be used to look at their acts of bargaining (Chapter 3).
1.4 Research paper structure

This research is organised in the following sections. Chapter 2 elaborates and explains the conceptual approach used within the research and translates it into an analytical framework for ensuing chapters. It critically discusses the concepts of bargaining, agency and structure. It also creates a starting point for analysing bargaining and points to the need for empirical evidence for structure and agency. Chapter 3 addresses the methodology of obtaining empirical evidence of structure and agency, which addresses the premise of the research question, which is whether agency exists at all for these TKWs.  

Chapter 4 analyses the empirical data using the dynamic conceptions of structure and agency as outlined in Chapter 2. It addresses both sub-questions namely, the reasons and determinants of bargaining. Finally, I review my research process in Chapter 5 and reflect on what it has allowed me to discover with respect to the concepts of structure and agency, bargaining as a site of agency, and the influences of migration on access to education for transnational domestic workers.
Chapter 2  
Analytical Framework
In this section, I attempt to build an analytical framework by clarifying the concept of bargaining. In the field of employment relations, bargaining can be seen from neoclassical, neoinstitutionalist and Marxist perspectives, as summarised by Bruce Kaufman (2010). I first examine their underlying assumptions on power relations to see if they are useful for understanding bargaining between TKWs and their employers, as well as broader power relations in which TKWs are enmeshed in. 

The two broad theories in social science for understanding human behaviour is often referred to as the “structure/agency” debate. I will then look through both lenses of structure and agency to construct an analytical framework for bargaining. While these theories and perspectives are undoubtedly helpful, they are not fixed. Instead, their fluidity is valuable because I can engage critically with them throughout this paper.
2.1 Bargaining in comparative employment relations

The neoclassical perspective of employment relations emphasises the neutral function of institutions created by individuals to merely transmit market forces and facilitate production and exchange between themselves (Ibid.). There is no concept of domination or subordination in neoclassical employment relations; power relations are absent or balanced, making bargaining unnecessary. While neoclassical institutions are expected to eventually disappear with globalisation and market forces, a Marxist perspective expects a growing importance and need for them because collective bargaining between cooperative state-run institutions are more effective (Ibid.). 

However, a Marxist perspective considers only collective power relations of class, ignoring other intersections of power such as migrant status and gender. A neoinstitutionalist perspective considers a variety of representative and legitimate institutions in order to reinforce the value of collective and possibly individual bargaining, which could be based on multiple factors, not just class. The assumption of actors as having agency but at the same time, constrained by structures, captures the uncertainty of employment relations.

A neoinstitutionalist perspective introduces the possibility of different types of contractual arrangements, as long the efficient working of markets remains the ultimate aim. This can include the unusual arrangement of TKWs, who live with their unrelated employers in the same household. However, the neoinstitutionalist perspective contains the risk of tautology, because there is no starting point between an efficient market and the types of contractual arrangements that occur.

These perspectives have limited insights into power relations in acts of bargaining. They focus on the broader goals of an efficient market or social transformation at the expense of a detailed understanding of the workings of power. Thus, further insights are needed into the specific goals and determinants of bargaining for TKWs who are embedded in multiple structures of power.
2.2 Bargaining in structure-agency debate

The global gendered economy of ‘care work’ enmeshes TKWs as subjects into power relations based on migrant status, gender and race. As a subject, she cannot exist externally from the structure she is embedded in, because migration is what makes her a MDW in the first place. The dichotomy of structure and agency in a structuralist approach would require the subject to ‘step out’ of the oppressive structure of migration in order to resist it.
However, although society influences human behaviour through a mode of production or the values and rules of culture (Walsh 1998), it may not be a ‘fixed and determining’ influence. This is central to the claims made about the agency of migrant domestic workers. Some scholars focus on the structures of migration as both oppression and opportunity, and thus agency is derived from structure. Others focus on their agency as an autonomous ability that is created despite structure. Engaging critically with both concepts of structure and agency through a poststructuralist approach will help shed light on my research questions and contribute to my analytical framework for bargaining.
2.2.1
Agency as autonomy

Bina Agarwal (1997) sees bargaining as an expression of agency within a family. The strength and success of one’s bargaining outcomes depends on bargaining power, which comprises quantifiable resources such as tangible economic assets, and less quantifiable resources such as support systems, social norms, and perceptions. Social exchange theory gives insights as to how bargaining works in a household. In a relationship of any kind, the party who is more dependent on the services or resources of the other will be subordinated by the other. This asymmetrical interdependence creates a power relation based upon motivations of different types and magnitudes (Emerson 1962). This helps us see that TKWs are subordinate to their employers because the former depend upon the latter in greater and more ways than the reverse. TKWs depend on their employers for their wages, approval for rest days, and permission to for part-time study, while their employers depend on them for domestic work and ‘good’ behaviour.

However, Agarwal only looks at power relations of gender, age and marital status between related family members. TKWs and their employers and workers are unrelated, so power relations of migrant status and race are more relevant than gender. Furthermore, TKWs are hardly endowed with any tangible resources when migrating to Singapore, so it may be helpful to look at the less quantifiable resources they use for bargaining.

Naila Kabeer sees agency as a process of empowerment, during which women gain material and intangible resources such as the ‘ability to define one’s goals and act upon them’ (1999: 438). She includes bargaining and negotiation as one of the forms of agency that a woman can exercise to resist power in the form of patriarchal structures, on her path to empowerment. According to Kabeer, agency is also a cognitive moment when a subject shifts to a different (and presumably enlightened) level of reality or ‘doxa’ (Bourdieu 1977, cited in Kabeer 1999) in which she decides to resist power. In other words, agency is an action only meant for resisting power structures. Despite this, Kabeer acknowledges the role of structures in shaping the resources that a subject needs in order to be empowered as well as the choices that a subject makes. These choices are qualified depending on the availability of alternative choices, how ‘strategic’ they are, and the extent to which they challenge or reproduce social inequalities.

While the acts of bargaining analysed in this research can be seen as resistance to power, TKWs are not always able to ‘pursue their own goals… in the face of opposition to others’ (1999: 437-8). More importantly, they may not want to always do so. While Kabeer would qualify such choices as ‘second-order’ and not ‘strategic’, it may be that these choices are complex, shifting, and therefore not so easily classifiable.
An autonomy-focused notion understands agency as the  ability to achieve one’s own interests despite individual or collective obstacles, such as traditional practices or ‘transcendental will’, and thus represents a ‘humanist desire for autonomy and self-expression’ (Mahmood 2004: 8). Saba Mahmood sees agency as encompassing a range of desires, including non-liberal ones such as submission to a patriarchal or divine authority. In the next section, I analyse how her Foucauldian conception of agency focuses on the influence of structure on agency.
2.2.2
Agency as structure

Instead of power structures being negative and restrictive, Michel Foucault considers them to be productive. Power is not only understood as domination, but also as being exercised by some individuals over others. Foucault (1978, 1980) conceives of power as omnipresent, mutually-supporting strategic relations of force that produces new forms of relations and discourses. The subject is then, an effect of these strategic power relations and does not exist autonomously and separately from these relations. Foucault (1980, 1983) calls this paradoxical process (a subject is created by being subjected to disciplinary power relations) ‘subjectivation’ (cited in Mahmood 2004). Following this idea, the oppressive structures of customs and traditions that Kabeer sees women resisting against would then in fact play a role in creating the agent herself.

Mahmood draws some of her insights on agency from Foucault’s conceptions of power and the subject. She summarises the phenomenon of subjectivation by reiterating that ‘the set of capacities inhering in a subject… are not the residue of an undominated self that existed prior to the operations of power but are themselves the products of those operations’ (Mahmood 2004: 17). Accordingly, a subject plays a role in both her subordination and subjectivation, so her agency is developed only by going through the processes and circumstances that caused her subordination in the first place. This idea helps us understand migration as an intersection of multiple, subordinating power relations. Migration is thus the starting point of these ‘operations of power’ that change them Indonesian women into TKWs.
Furthermore, Mahmood’s conception of agency departs from liberal notions of agency that presupposes a universal desire for freedom. Instead, she considers that some women desire submission to divine or patriarchal authority. In other words, there are subjects who choose to ‘express and reproduce social inequalities’ (Kabeer 1999: 460-1). This helps us understand the seemingly conflicting desires created by migration. TKWs want more liberties in the form of rest days and the time to study. At the same time, their goal is to not be autonomous and separate from their employers but instead, to remain subordinate and have good relationships with them. These complex desires illustrates the productive potential of power relations as proposed by Foucault. Bargaining can help us better understand power relations if the goals of bargaining are not dichotomously classified as either resistance or submission.
Concluding remarks
In this chapter, I have elaborated my analytical framework by exploring definitions of bargaining in employment relations and relevant poststructuralist approaches to structure and agency. Neoclassical, neoinstitutionalist and Marxist perspectives function as an introduction to bargaining, but autonomy- and structure-focused approaches to agency provide more insight into the nature and workings of the power relations that TKWs are embedded in. Recognising empirical forms of structure and agency using qualitative methods will then allow a critical engagement with these theoretical concepts. This is the challenge I face in the next chapter.
Chapter 3 
Methodology and data

This chapter lays out the methods of this research and justifications for the choices of methods. Besides how the data is generated, sampled for, and analysed, it also highlights some limitations, ethical considerations on the part of the researcher and the scope of the research.
3.1 Data generation methods

The phenomenon of bargaining and related issues of power and agency are not quantifiable. Furthermore, they are also sensitive issues that require openness that cannot be captured by written surveys. Qualitative interviews accommodates these concerns and so the primary data in this research paper is derived from a series of qualitative interviews with domestic workers, employers, and officials. Secondary data was obtained from newspapers, books, online journal articles and government web sites. Interviews were taped in situations where it seemed suitable,
 with the respondents’ permission and a guarantee of anonymity. Eventually, I taped six out of eight interviews with TKWs and relied on written notes for the remaining interviews.
On five out of seven Sundays in the months of July to August 2011, I interviewed a total of eight domestic workers originating from various parts of Indonesia. I also spoke briefly to two officials from the P3K secretariat to obtain more details about the programme. The interviews with TKWs were done in a classroom designated for UT students at SIS, while conversations with P3K officials were carried out in the SIS canteen. Interviews with employers were all carried out over the phone.

As I had not been able to obtain official permission at the start of my fieldwork to interview TKWs studying at the SIS, I went to the school on a Sunday to look for potential respondents. I was let into the school because the security guard assumed I was a domestic worker. By chance, I met one of the officials from the Indonesian Embassy (also part of the P3K secretariat), with whom I had been trying to establish contact. He then introduced me to my key informant Mita,
 who helped me find my research participants. 

A fieldwork session each Sunday consisted of interviews lasting from 30 to 45 minutes, with two or three respondents consecutively. After the interviews, I spent about another hour in the classroom observing and having informal conversations with other TKWs. The first fieldwork session coincided with a special event organised by the UT students, which was an invaluable opportunity for me to meet with TKWs from different study programmes and also other UT students from Batam.
 During the other sessions, interviews were carried out in the UT classroom because my respondents were more comfortable having their friends around them. However, interviewing in a crowded environment with occasional interruptions proved to be an unexpected distraction in the interviewing process.

The interviews were in-depth, semi-structured and done individually except in two cases where I interviewed two TKWs at the same time because they preferred to have a fellow respondent sitting with them. This may have affected what each respondent chose to share with me during those interviews. The rest of the interviews were in-depth because I wanted to know as much about their experiences as possible, and doing them individually allowed the TKWs to speak more intimately about their experiences.
 Although I asked the same questions to each respondent, some respondents veered into different topics. Since I did not interrupt them, I benefited from the new themes that surfaced in their interviews. Conducting semi-structured interviews gave the opportunity for comparison as well as space to each respondent’s personal experience.

During the last fieldwork session, I was able to speak to one TKW respondent again with whom to validate my findings. Nevertheless, I communicated to another TKW by phone to carry out similar validation. The nature of migrant domestic work made it extremely difficult to meet them on weekdays or Saturdays since their employers had only given them permission to go out only on Sundays. Some TKWs had every Sunday off, while others only had alternate Sundays off. Last minute requests from their employers also prevented them from going out to meet me on two occasions. Hence, some follow-up questions for three TKW respondents were done via email, which reduced the richness which comes with a personal interview.

Interviews were carried out in a mixture of ‘Singlish’
 and Bahasa Indonesia. In fact, some of them felt more at ease speaking in Singlish, having been accustomed to speaking it with their Chinese employers, although they used Bahasa now and then during the interview. Although I can speak Bahasa fairly well and can make myself understood, there may be translation errors because I do not have a full understanding of the ‘rules’ or syntax that govern the use of that language.
 This affects the knowledge that I obtained from these women and my subsequent deconstruction of their words. However, I asked whenever I was in doubt, to confirm that they understood my questions as well as that I understood their responses.
Religio-cultural reasons may have also played a part in inhibiting some of my respondents who hesitated to elaborate on negative experiences with their employers. For example, Sinta, on several occasions mentioned something negative that her employer did, but “did not want say anything” or elaborate further because she did not want to mengumpat (engage in gossip).
 It is then possible that the other respondents may have withheld some information for similar reasons.

3.2 Sampling methods

Extreme case sampling is useful for learning about exceptional and unusual phenomena (Patton 1990). Although there are more than 900 TKWs registered for various educational and training programmes, the 128 studying in UT are purposefully sampled because of the high level of education they pursue. I then sampled for TKWs with Singaporean employers because they form a disproportionately small percentage of employers that allow TKWs to study, and also because previous research on ‘successful’ TKWs focused on expatriate employers (see Von der Borch 2008). An informal survey revealed that while local employers are estimated to form more than 80 percent of employers in Singapore, about half of the TKWs studying in UT were employed by them. 
I varied the sample, finding TKWs with employers of different ethnicities because this different condition was important for an intersectional analysis. Among the eight respondents, one was employed by Malays, and the rest were employed by Chinese. All the TKW respondents came from rural areas and had a high school certificate (SMA) or its vocational equivalent (SMK) before coming to Singapore. With the exception of Diah who arrived the most recently in 2006, all of them came to Singapore between 1998 to 2003 to work as a domestic worker for their first time. Most of them were aware of their job scope, although like Ati they may not have been prepared for the long hours of work. As an exception, Sinta was told she would work in a hawker centre but only knew that she would be a domestic worker when she arrived at the agency in Singapore. Table 1 below details the background of TKW respondents, who constitute the major source of data for this research.
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	Name
	Age
	Origin
	Education
	Arrival Singapore
	Years in Singapore

	Ika
	36
	Java
	SMA
	2002
	9

	Ayu
	30
	Sumatra
	SMA
	1999
	12

	Murni
	29
	-
	SMA
	2003
	9

	Diah
	29
	Sumatra
	SMA
	2006
	5.5

	Mita
	32
	Java
	SMK
	1999
	12

	Ati
	29
	Java
	SMA
	1998
	11

	Sinta
	33
	Java
	SMK
	1999
	7

	Kartika
	28
	Nusa Tenggara
	SMA
	2002
	9


The initial intention of majority of the TKWs in UT for coming to Singapore was to save up enough money and then go back home to enter university. However, a large portion of their savings go towards paying off their initial debt, which can be as high as SGD2400. On average, a TKW can only save up about 2000 SGD after working for two years in Singapore, which is insufficient for three to four years of tuition fees and living expenses for a full-time degree programme in a public Indonesian university, where it can cost costs about SGD85 to SGD290 per semester, depending on its reputation. Some also feel that they are too old to study full-time in a university back home. Therefore, studying part-time at UT while working full-time as a domestic worker is for them more feasible in terms of age, time and money.

They had varied working experiences. For example, Ayu had been working for the same employer for 12 years. Contrastingly, Sinta had transferred to different employers seven times in 11 years before staying with her present employer for the past four years. She had even gone to Hong Kong for a few months to try and earn a higher salary there. Table 2 below shows the employment details of the TKW respondents.
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	Name
	Employer
	Salary
	Off days

	
	Ethnicity (current)
	Total
	Deduction (mths)
	First (SGD)
	Current (SGD)
	None (years)
	Asked/

Given?

	Ika
	Chinese
	2
	7
	-
	550
	5
	Asked

	Ayu
	Chinese
	1
	7
	-
	400
	-
	Given

	Murni
	Chinese
	2
	8
	230
	480
	2
	Asked

	Diah
	Chinese
	1
	8
	-
	-
	1
	Given

	Mita
	Chinese
	1
	7
	230
	500
	2
	Given

	Ati
	Chinese
	1
	6
	240
	650
	4
	Asked

	Sinta
	Malay
	8
	20*
	220
	400
	5
	Asked

	Kartika
	Chinese
	1
	7
	-
	500
	5
	Given


* Total from three separate contracts.

All of them had been granted regular off days after two to four years of working. Before that, they were receiving little (10SGD to 20SGD) or no salary for a probation period ranging from the first seven to nine months of their contract. They have all completed at least four out of nine and a half semesters in UT, and although not all of them had personal computers, they had the use of one from their employers.

While I had intended to contrast the experiences of my respondents with a control group of TKWs who wanted to study in UT but were not able to, it was difficult to establish contact with them as they did not have regular off days. Regular off days are a pre-requisite to studying as they are when TKWs can get to know about UT, register and pay for a course in person, and attend optional computer classes, tutorials and exams. Interviews over the phone would have to take place either very early morning or very late night (outside of working hours) while they were at their employers’ home. Although I asked two TKWs in this situation to obtain their employer’s permission, they said that they were afraid their employers would get angry if they spoke for extended periods on the phone, and eventually did not respond to my requests for interviews. In fact, just as we learn from ‘missing data’ (Ryan and Bernard 2003), we can also learn from a ‘missing sample’. In this case, the difficulty of contacting the abovementioned TKWs points to their constrained social and employment conditions – largely due to their restrictive employers. 
It would have been interesting to juxtapose their experiences with the other women studying for other educational qualifications (SMP and SMA) at the SIS to see how previous education levels could affect their bargaining power. However, time was a limitation and I aimed for in-depth interviews with the respondents. Thus, this research attempts to uncover and explain the unusual phenomenon of bargaining among the exceptional sample of TKWs in UT that have some rest days, who are employed by Singaporeans, and have at least a high school education.
3.3 Data analysis methods

I listened to the recordings of the interviews and repeatedly read through the interview transcripts and interview written notes. A thematic analysis through the looking out for ‘repetitions, similarities, and differences’ (Ryan and Bernard 2003) allowed an inductive  analysis of the data.

The themes that surfaced were 1) their reasons for migrating to Singapore, 2) their fears of being sent home because of awkwardness in doing domestic tasks or initial inability to communicate with their employers, 3) negotiating for regular rest days, 4) finding time to study during their working day, 5) and their plans for future paid employment in Indonesia. Out of these five themes, I considered the second, third, and fourth ones important for elaborating on my research questions on why and how TKWs bargain.
I also investigated the discursive representations of TKWs found in the interviews of some employers, as well as in secondary data by the Singapore state and media. This data underscores the influence of discursive representations of TKWs on the actions of employers, which consequently affects bargaining outcomes, which has been covered in Chapter 1.
3.4 Ethical considerations

This research focuses on the agency of TKWs, and not on the disposition of their employers. Since my research can be used to TKWs further their education, I risk seeing their agency too positively. The ‘authority’, ‘agency’ and ‘authenticity’ (Henry 2007) that my respondents may have perceived me to posses may have influenced the data generated. I had to consider if my presence as a single, educated, female Singapore citizen studying in an overseas university had an effect on the aspirations and narratives of my respondents. Obtaining my respondents through my key informant may have given me more ‘authority’, or less. Unexpectedly, my typically Javanese appearance became a source of ‘authority’ since my respondents immediately welcomed me into their social gatherings, and other TKWs in the school also mistook me for a TKW.

This research is an exercise of power on my part, since it is linked to my interests, and so I had to also make the effort to give a fair and balanced account of my findings. Wayne Booth, Gregory Colomb and Joseph Williams (2003) suggest conducting research and preparing the report as a ‘conversation among equal “characters” all working toward new knowledge and better understanding’. As far as I could despite my respondents’ erratic schedules, I attempted this by validating my findings with two respondents. Later on, I also sent them drafts of this research paper to get their feedback and ensure the accuracy of my portrayal of their situation.

The fieldwork also illustrated power issues in the research relationship. I considered my respondents’ comfort during the interviews when I complied with their request to be interviewed in the UT classroom where many other TKWs were present. Even though it created unexpected difficulties such as background noise and interruptions, I felt that as a researcher, I would simply have to overcome these challenges because of the need for data.
3.5 Scope of research
All the TKW respondents had completed senior high school (SMA) or its vocational equivalent (SMK) before coming to work in Singapore. Hence, this research only looks at the role of university education in Singapore itself, and not at the role of the other available accelerated learning programmes for junior and senior high school at the SIS.
All my respondents had been in Singapore for more than the standard duration of a contract (two years), ranging from five to 12 years. During this time, they could have developed their capacities to exercise their agency, in the form of bargaining. Hence, this research does not investigate the situations and bargaining acts of TKWs who have worked for less than two years in Singapore and therefore face a different set of financial-related constraints.

One of the emergent themes from the data analysis was incidents of bargaining related to obtaining rest days. These took place as early as 10 and as late as five years ago, and may have consisted of more relevant details which have been diluted by time. As I was not able to interview the employers of my respondents, I could not corroborate or gather more information on the TKWs’ reports of bargaining. 

Much of the agentive capacities of TKWs were cultivated while they were in Singapore. It may be difficult to disentangle which aspects of their agency were already there before they came to Singapore, and which parts are a result of their subjectification while in Singapore. Thus, this research focuses on determinants of their bargaining which have clearly emerged as being a result of migration, such as domestic and language skills.

Chapter 4 
Analysis
This chapter aims to first uncover the reasons for TKWs’ bargaining, and then identify some factors that determine their bargaining power, in order to add to the understandings of agency, as outlined in Chapter 2. The first section looks at migration as an intersection of power relations in which TKWs are embedded, which produces certain desires which can be obtained by bargaining. The second section analyses the factors which influence bargaining power and the success of bargaining itself.

4.1 Reasons for bargaining
The process of migration consists of power relations of migrant status, gender and race, produce three desires to bargain for: 1) off-days 2) study hours, and 3) good relationships with their employers and renewal of contracts.

4.1.1. 
‘Off’ days

When a TKW first arrives in her employers’ home, she signs a contract with her employers in the presence of the labour agent. It is during this first meeting that she can negotiate for regular rest days (better known as ‘off’ days) in her contract, or a monthly compensation ranging from SGD10 to SGD20 for no off days (see Appendix 1 for an example of an employment contract). An overwhelming majority of TKWs do not have off days for the entire duration of their contract, unless granted by their employers. Many are not aware that they can negotiate for off days, or they have been warned by the agent to opt for compensation instead of off days. 

Four out of the eight TKW respondents (Ayu, Diah, Mita, Kartika) were given off days by their employer without any request on their part. This hints to a structuralist view of their agency – their agency is completely separate from their surrounding structure. In such a view, the global economy of domestic work and migration are ‘external and constraining’ structures that constitute an ‘entirely new level of reality’ even though they are created by individuals, according to Durkheim (Walsh 1998). TKWs would then be subjects who are completely separate from the structures of migration, which is inaccurate since a MDW is only created through the process of migration. By examining why TKWs bargain, we can see that the TKW subject is embedded, and not merely placed into power relations.

Ati did not have any off days during her first four working years because she was ‘scared’ when she first arrived in Singapore, and did not dare to ask for anything. Social exchange theory helps us distinguish the dependence that Ati’s employers had for her based on her household work and bond with their children, from the dependence that Ati had for them based on her migrant status and salary. Ati depends on her employer for much more than vice-versa, so she was subordinate to them (Emerson 1962). However, she progressively manages to bargain for more liberties such as fewer working hours in a new contract and off days.

Because after the first year I went home her child had a high fever… then my boss said “Please lah please come back to work for me again”. So when I came back I asked to not be too tired because they have three children right slowly slowly like maybe they liked my work and so because I was close with their children so they were happy lah… After that, no off day in four years so I said “Okay, I will renew my contract with you but I want to ask for rest day, once a month.” (Ati, 29)

In Ati’s case, the success of bargaining for fewer working hours was determined by the bond she had fostered with her employers’ children, and by her satisfactory household work. After four years, the success of bargaining for off days were determined by the overall good relationship she shared with her employers.

This points to a poststructuralist conception of structure and agency, in which structure and agency are not fixed and separate concepts; instead they constitute one another. Even though Ati was in a subordinated power relation with her employers, she was able to reduce the subordination by bargaining for more freedoms such as fewer working hours and off days. This shows that Ati as a subject is able to influence structures such as power relations. These structures are not an ‘entirely new level of reality’ as purported by Durkheim, but rather, created and influenced by individuals.

If don’t have then you can ask, if they give you then your luck lah. If not, then no choice lah. Because sometimes after you finish contract and then let’s say you want to transfer or continue your employer if you are good and comfortable with employer then go ahead. If not ok lah you ask your off day if want to stay. Because you bargain right, okay I will work for you and you give me money. So if you increase my salary I will stay. If not, I will change employer. Because now it’s very easy in Singapore the information is very easy to get. It’s not like in Hong Kong lah they just terminate you and send you home. 
 (Mita, 32)

Although Mita did not have to bargain for her off days, she encourages and advises other TKWs to do so. According to her, a good employer-worker relationship is a determining factor for the success of bargaining. In the event that both parties are ‘comfortable’ with each other and the employer wants the TKW to stay, it is possible to bargain for off days or a salary increase in exchange for renewing the contract. At the same time, she acknowledges that it is the employer who makes the final decisions. This desire for an agreeable working relationship recognises the importance of the employer for a TKW’s working conditions.

In light of Mita’s account, structure seems to have a strong influence on a subject and her agency. Employers subordinate TKWs in power relations of migrant status and they can set the boundaries of TKWs’ agency with their ultimate decisions. Despite this, TKWs can attempt to enlarge these boundaries when they bargain for freedoms like off days and salary increases.
4.1.2
Part-time study

Table 3 below lists time they spend studying, the payment of tuition fees, the course they are enrolled in and how this relates to their future career plans. With the exception of Diah who was sent to UT by her employers, all of the TKW respondents asked their employers for permission to enrol in UT. This meant that they had already received off days (whether requested or given) during which they could go to the SIS for registration, optional tutorials and exams. Part-time studies require them to find time outside of their working hours to complete online tutorials, which also means access to a computer in their employers’ houses. One would expect then, that if a TKW already has more freedom (or less subordination) by having regular off days, she is more like to succeed in bargaining to study part-time. 
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	Name
	Study hours
	Tuition fees (%)
	Course
	Future plans

	
	Day
	Night
	Employer
	TKW
	
	

	Ika
	-
	22h-01h
	0
	100
	Accountancy
	Business (farming, recycling)

	Ayu
	-
	22h-01h
	50
	50
	English translation
	English teacher

	Murni
	04h-06h
	Any
	50
	50
	English translation
	Business (vegetable, poultry)

	Diah
	Any
	Any
	100
	0
	Administration
	Administration

	Mita
	Any
	Any
	0
	100
	Communications
	Deejay

	Ati
	After 13h
	22h-00h
	Varies
	Varies
	Communications
	Business 
(food stall)

	Sinta
	Sunday
	-
	0
	100
	English translation
	English teacher

	Kartika
	14h-15h
	21h-23h
	100
	0
	English translation
	English teacher


The previous behaviour of the TKWs – whether as well-behaved, hardworking, trustworthy or efficient domestic workers – played a role in determining the success of their bargaining for part-time study. For example, during her first two-year working contract without off days, Murni read a lot and often borrowed books from her employers or the library, which is perhaps why her employers felt that she had a serious attitude towards learning. Mita on the other hand had been attending computer classes during her rest days, although without her employers’ permission. Nevertheless, when they found out later on through a newspaper article commending the computer class, they had even more confidence in her because of her discretion.

If morning before work, I can study. I’m already awake from 4a.m. I study until 6a.m. Then I will prepare breakfast for them. If Grandma is awake I get her ready. If I finish at 10p.m., 10.30p.m. I can study again. I asked for permission to buy laptop, they bought it for me but using my money. But alhamdulillah
 I can use it anytime, if I’m already free, if the work is done. (Murni, 29)

Sometimes if I finish work it’s usually 10p.m., so I study 10p.m. to 12a.m. Then sometimes the children go to school in the morning right but sometimes my boss is at home. So if I want to read also it’s like “I’m paying you” like that. So I have to finish my work first, like after lunch, like that(…) because that day I told him “I need laptop for tutorial online”, “You don’t have to buy lah, don’t waste your money, just use mine” but it’s old so it’s lagging. So lagging like that it’s ok I just try even though it’s hard I still try. Then that day I said again “Your laptop is so lagging” and “I want to buy”. “You don’t have to buy, use my the other one” so in the end I use the another laptop. I mean, he’s good like that, he’s not, what’s that, stingy. (Ati, 29)

TKWs have to arrange their study timetable with their employers. They follow lessons online at their own convenience, so the number of hours they can spend studying during the day varies and is largely an outcome of bargaining. Since there are no legislated working hours for a MDW as a worker in the private sphere of the household, they may work up to 15 hours a day and end up studying early in the morning or late at night. For example, Diah and Mita could study at any time during the day, while Sinta did not have any time at all. Murni and Ati could study after working hours, or any time during the day if they had completed their household tasks. The mixture of freedom and subordination makes it interesting to analyse their situations.

Most of the study is done online, so TKWs also need to bargain for access to a computer. Murni bought a laptop with her own money (although her employer went out and bought it for her), while Ati and Diah use their employers’ computers to minimise their distractions and “play-play”  (Diah, 29) from their primary role as a domestic worker. Their employers’ control over their purchases is an outcome of power relations of class, since they provide the TKWs’ income. Although a TKW may use her own money to make large purchases like a camera or a laptop, she still requires their employers’ permission, which illustrate the boundaries of their subordination. As live-in household help, domestic workers do not ‘completely belong to the ‘public’ or ‘private’ realm, instead dwelling somewhere in between’, where they are ‘often treated ambivalently, neither as a rightful family member nor a trained employee’ (Yeoh and Huang 2010: 78).

Payment for school fees suggested a perceived or desired dependence between employer and worker. Mita sees any contribution by her employer towards her education as a reduction in her freedom to continue studying. In other words, her employers would be stakeholders in her education, leaving her feeling obliged to complete her education. Ayu’s employer pays half of her school fees, and she feels that if she stops halfway it would be a ‘waste of money and time’. On the other hand, Murni sees her employers’ contribution as a financial relief. Therefore the mere payment or not of school fees is not necessarily indicative of the extent of dependence of worker on employer. A fuller understanding of the employer-worker relationship requires more time and observation.
Kabeer (1999) sees agency as a process of becoming gradually more autonomous from authority, with complete autonomy as the ultimate goal. One could also argue that being regarded as a ‘trained employee’ (Yeoh and Huang 2010: 78) could be a similar goal. If we consider a spectrum of autonomy in being able to arrange one’s study timetable, Sinta is on the opposite end from Diah and Mita, while Murni and Ati would be somewhere along the spectrum. However, they are only bargaining to have more studying hours, not to be completely autonomous from their employers. The power relation of migrant status is especially important, because it is the structure that shapes a TKW, while also endowing her with the structures from which to obtain resources. Domestic work provides her source of income (whether her own or from employer) to pay for her tuition fee. Migration provides her an option to study via distance-learning and as a mature student. 

Thus, the TKW’s bargaining cannot be seen simply as an act of resistance on the path to empowerment. Clearly, they want more freedom in terms of having off days, time to study and using a computer, but they do not aim to be autonomous because they will lose these resources.

4.1.3
Renewal of contracts

But in the end my boss don’t allow me to go home yet, until 2014, then “If you want to go home be my guest”. Actually I want to stop working lah, I told my employer I don’t want to be with her anymore, but she said “Please lah, just stay here, no need to go back. At least you work until my youngest go to secondary school”. The youngest already in Primary Five, the eldest already Secondary Two, 14 years old. It’s quite nice lah, actually. But boss hopes I don’t go home, I stay here for always. I said “You ask me to work here okay lah pay me SGD5000 a month as compensation, I don’t get married!” (Ati, 29)

Ati’s employer was not coercing her to stay against her will because Ati held her own passport and could leave if she made a formal request. However, because she was also attached to her employers’ children (especially the youngest one), they used this as a bargaining tool to persuade her to stay. Also, while recounting this, she concluded that the conditions of her employment were in fact rather favourable and that she enjoyed working there (“tapi enak lah sebenarnya”), although she still planned to settle down soon in Indonesia.

TKWs do not only bargain for freedoms, such as off days and part-time study. They also bargain to renew their contract and remain in Singapore as a domestic worker. Kabeer would qualify this as a ‘strategic life choice’ in the long-term or ‘second-order choice’ that reproduces their subordination in the short term (1999). Mahmood on the other hands, would consider this a non-humanist expression of agency (2004) and point towards a better understanding of power relations through the analysis of an agency that does not propose ‘autonomy and self-expression’ as the ultimate goal. Thus, by investigating why TKWs renew their contracts and continue working long hours, we can better understand power in the employment-worker relationship.

After working for five years, Ati had already cultivated a good relationship with her employers. She wants to remain on good terms with them by staying until 2014 because they were kind to her in the first place.
 The subordination which was initially restrictive was less now that she had regular off days and could continue her education. Furthermore, she enjoyed going on holidays with them and she wanted to accumulate more savings to bring home and start her own family. Even on holidays, she still worked to take care of the children, but she enjoys being able to travel and see other places for free.
Hence, it is simplistic to say that TKWs are choosing to reproduce their subordination when they bargain to renew their contracts. Their primary aim is to earn money, and in decent working conditions. Once they have invested in cultivating an agreeable working relationship with their employers and able to have off days and continue their education, they may choose to stay on to save up more money to bring home. Alternatives are either legally impossible (migrating permanently in Singapore) or temporarily undesirable (going home to Indonesia).

All of the TKW respondents assert that they have good relationships with their employers. P3K maintains that ‘understanding from both sides’ is necessary for a good working relationship (F. Innayah, personal communication, 17 Jul 2011). In the next section I look at the factors from ‘both sides’ – structure and agency – that determine bargaining power.

4.2 Factors determining bargaining power
4.2.1
Structure in the form of employers 
Since Agarwal (1997) looks at bargaining within a family, he does not consider power relations of ethnicity and class, which are other determinants of bargaining success. For example, Sinta’s Malay employer does not have a structured schedule of household tasks and assigns her tasks in a spur-of-the-moment manner, even on her off days. Sinta thus ‘never’ studies during weekdays and sometimes not even for an exam. Her employers’ irregular working hours, and her high workload in a house of four children meant that she only had time to study during her off days. 

This one, they don’t give presents, what, birthday, even say “Happy Birthday” also no. No attention. One day I was ill, I was so ill I couldn’t get up, they looked after their children, but they didn’t, they don’t care about me. Dinner they bought McDonald’s and ate by themselves, I didn’t eat anything the whole day. But why eh, I’m still working there. 
Sinta described her employer-worker relationship as being ‘typical’ of Malay employers (“kerja dengan Melayu macam gitu”). Her employer allows her to study (“lepaskan kepala”) but she does not support her by giving her adequate time (“tarik bontot”).
 Although she had successfully bargained for off days in her contract, sometimes she is given unexpected tasks and thus finds herself constantly bargaining. Sinta also finds her employers’ household a ‘difficult’ place to work in. She complained of not being paid on time because of her employers’ low income, which she attributed to their young age (both 36 years old), number of children (four), and unstable employment.

Ah, because those Chinese employers they eat pork. If I have to cook pork, every day I wash my hands with soil (…) Alhamdulilah, with this one, they let me pray, but no time. Same lah, they let me study, but no time to study.

Despite this, because they shared a common religion (Islam), she has been working with them for the past five years. Not having to cook or touch pork was a big convenience for her, and being allowed to perform her daily prayers gave her peace of mind.
 Hence, because of the compensation of being able to practise her religion more easily, Sinta accepts her subordination. Thus we can see how ethnicity and class can determine what a TKW eventually bargains for.

Ya, for everybody it’s not the same. Because some, ok let’s say maybe your employer is very rich and you can get whatever you want, maybe you can get a TV in your room and then every let’s say every year they give you two month’s bonus or something like that, they have also, but most of them they don’t get also. (Mita, 32)

The ethnicity and class of a TKW’s employer makes a different in the difference in the success of their bargaining, as Sinta’s testimony shows. The extent to which an employer is understanding or sympathetic is a major determining factor for the success of their bargaining. In her study on TKWs, Von der Borch (2008) found that no matter how ‘successful’ domestic workers are, they still experience employment conditions that are ‘largely beyond her control’. Although they may negotiate with their employers, the latter ultimately have the final say.

Maid is human, not all maids will think of the effect of bad things that they do. You as employer should know how to handle your maid.
 Maid versus employer is not balanced, maid is still below, low, low, low, and low so why are you getting mad about them? Ya I just don’t care as long as my relationship with my employer is ok. Because no matter what, I’m still under employer. The power is in employer’s hands. Because let’s say, these other people very good to me, but if tomorrow my employer send me home? This other person cannot help me at all right? Ya, so other people is really outside. (Mita, 32)

Mita aptly describes the importance of employers in shaping their working conditions in Singapore – TKWS are far ‘below’ the employer. She considers her relationship with her employer as more important than other relationships such as those with friends and her own family while she is a TKW, because her employers control her existence as a TKW i.e. they can renew her contract or send her home. 

Ati’s accident on her first day of work reveals that getting an understanding employer is due to chance, as she considered herself ‘lucky’ that her employer did not send her back to the agency. Likewise, Kartika also considers her placement with her current employers as a ‘blessing’, although she acknowledges that it is up to the workers to ‘help’ and ‘trust’ their employers so that they will do the same to them. Since they cannot control their initial placement with an employer, they consider themselves ‘lucky’ to get a compassionate and fair employer. 

The testimonies of Sinta, Mita, Ati and Kartika point to the salience of structures (in the form of employers and power relations of ethnicity and class) in determining a TKW’s bargaining success. Indeed, an employer makes the ultimate decision to accept or refuse their TKWs’ bargaining. In a survey done by UNIFEM et al. on employer’s attitudes towards granting off days, it was found that employers who refuse express a fear that their MDW will get into trouble and thus inconvenience the employer who loses their SGD5000 security bond (2011: 4).
 Alternatively, they assert the power imbalance by insisting on ‘control(ling) a domestic worker’s behaviour or social life’ (Ibid.). One out of 15 employers in the survey cite the ineffectiveness of their MDW’s performance as a reason for refusing their requests for off days. This reason is addressed in the next sub-section, where I argue that the more a TKW becomes what her employer wants her to be, the more likely she will be able to successfully bargain. The next sub-section looks at how structure and agency interlink to determine their bargaining outcomes.

4.2.2
Agency in the form of skills

In the midst of migration, the TKWs obtained language and domestic (cooking, cleaning, child-minding) skills that helped them do their work more efficiently, which helped to foster good working relationships. Since all of them spoke only Bahasa Indonesia before coming to work in Singapore (although they learnt English in school), having to communicate in only English or even an uncommonly-used dialect such as Hokkien, was a challenge. 

One of the first skills that they picked up was language. Murni had been working for nine years for two different Chinese employers. In both households, she had to take care of an ailing grandmother, the first of whom had to undergo daily physiotherapy and kidney dialysis at a medical centre. When she arrived she could not speak nor understand English, which was the only language spoken by her employers, or Hokkien, which was used by the elderly woman. This caused her a lot of frustration and stress, and frequent disagreements and misunderstandings with her employers meant that she cried every day (“hari-hari juga nangis”).

With the help of her employer, the staff at the dialysis centre where she spent three days a week with the elderly woman, Murni managed to informally learn Hokkien within a year and a half by ‘writing down all the words she heard’ for vegetables, numbers, food and so on. As she was then transferred to another Chinese employer to take care of another elderly woman (who also only spoke Hokkien), her language skills came in useful and led to a good relationship with her current employer (“semuanya baik”). Murni is satisfied to have finally mastered Hokkien, because it was difficult to have a good working relationship without being able to communicate effectively (“hidup tanpa bahasa susah”).

But like before I didn’t have any experience I had never worked before, English also I knew only ‘yes’ and ‘no’ so when we talk it’s confusing… I was at grandma’s house only one week but can because the way she spoke was clear. So Singlish was easy to understand, not like English that’s too fluent, that’s confusing if we don’t know that much. After that, who, my boss was like, amazed. He said “Hey I put you at my mother’s house you can already speak English”. Then I could speak it, so fast, I pick up so fast. (Ati, 29)

Ati’s ability to learn English impressed her employers to the point that they wanted her to continue working for them after the first contract. This was a surprise to her because she had had several accidents and ‘did not show any initiative’ to the point that they wanted to send her home as she could not ‘do anything’ (“gak bisa apa-apa”). She could not speak any English besides ‘yes’ and ‘no’ when she first arrived at her current employer’s household. In addition, she felt overworked because she had to spend half the week in the household of her employer’s mother.
 Nevertheless, it was at this household that she picked up basic English because the elderly woman spoke clearly and slowly to her.

That’s one thing I learnt from my male employer. He works as a marketing manager. “If you want to be something, you have to be professional’ so if I clean the house, “you must be like a hotel service”. Then if you cook, you must cook ‘like a real chef’. From there I learnt to cook, I really learnt how to clean, and food for the children I learnt from then on. (Sinta, 33)
As is more evident for the job scope of  domestic worker, cooking, house-cleaning and child-minding were other skills that the TKWs developed. Ati learnt how to cook certain dishes for her employers’ weekly parties, and similarly, the advice that Sinta received from one of her eight employers to do her work like a ‘professional’ encouraged her to improve her cleaning and cooking skills. 

Developing an emotional bond with their employer’s children is a two-way process. Ati aptly describes this two-way process when her employer’s children dared to come to her for consolation when they were rude to their parents because they had become more familiar with her over the years (“semakin dekat semakin berani”). One of their children had grown so attached to her that while he was ill, he asked for her even though she had gone to Indonesia for her annual vacation. Ati’s testimony illustrates the links between structure and agency, which thus need to be seen as dynamic concepts.

Foucault’s concept of ‘subjectivation’ as a conceptual process links structure and subject. The above narratives demonstrate how structures ‘create’ agency by providing TKWs with language and domestic skills, and also ‘enable’ the exercise of agency by placing TKWs with an understanding employer. Their desires for off days and part-time study also seem to be mixed products of structure and agency. While they desire for freedom in the form of off days and part-time study, they do not aim for complete autonomy.

In this way, structure plays a large influence in shaping the agency of MDWs. They do not appear to be acting out of pure autonomy since most of their actions are centred around gaining the good favour of their employer. Since MDWs exist as MDWs only within this subordinating power relation, they do not seek (or are discouraged) to leave it but rather, to enlarge its boundary for agency (see Figure 2). As a result of bargaining, power relations ‘dissociate’ (Foucault 1982: 780) and the boundary of their agency enlarges, as shown by Figure 2. Therefore, it may be more meaningful to speak of bargaining as an act of agency that has the reduction of subordination, and not complete freedom, as its ultimate goal. Bargaining as an act requires skills acquired from structure itself, and not from an external source.
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Concluding remarks
In this chapter, I analysed empirical examples of structure and agency through the narratives of TKWs to find out firstly, why TKWs bargain. The analysis has shown that TKWs bargain in order to obtain more freedom in the form of off days and part-time study, from their subordinating power relations of migrant status in the form of their employers. Their desire to renew their contracts could be seen a ‘strategic life choice’ as they aim to save up and complete their university education or future family or career plans. Although some TKWs themselves do not exactly know why they choose to continue working in less-than-ideal conditions, it may be more of wanting to earn money in acceptable working conditions and not a desire to ‘reproduce  subordination’ (Kabeer 1999), or a ‘non-humanist expression of agency’ (Mahmood 2004).

Secondly, I identified some factors that determined their bargaining power. An employer’s disposition (in turn, linked to ethnicity and class) seems to be the major factor because they have the final say in these bargaining outcomes. Other factors are the language and domestic skills that the TKWs developed during migration. All these factors point to a structure-focused conception of agency, especially because bargaining seems to only be a form of strategic resistance to – but not elimination of – subordination.

Having identified their reasons for bargaining as well as the determinants of their success in bargaining, I will now move on to reflect on the relevance of these analytical generalisations of bargaining for TKWs in Singapore and MDWs globally.
Chapter 5 
Conclusions and Reflections
In this paper, I have argued that the agency of TKWs who study part-time is complex. Representations of TKWs in the media that represent them as helpless victims, deviant criminals, or blameless heroes do not take into account their aspirations and desires (Chapter 2). The methodology has allowed me to obtain empirical data on bargaining as an illustration of their agency (Chapter 3).  While the data is not representative, it has surfaced some useful analytical generalisations which may echo the experiences of other MDWs. Their agency is complex because it encompasses both liberal and non-liberal desires. In other words, while TKWs want more freedoms in their movement and the organisation of their time between work and study, they also want to prolong their contracts (Chapter 4). In this final chapter, I reflect on how this research exploration has led me to re-examine the notions of bargaining, agency, and the education of transnational domestic workers.

While saving up for further education back in Indonesia may have been the motivation for many TKWs to come to Singapore, they are often unable to do so because of unexpected amounts of debt. Paradoxically, being subjectivated into domestic workers and developing skills like language, child-minding and housecleaning allowed them to change their surrounding structure by bargaining for freedoms such as off days and part-time study. The process of subjectivation is a determinant of successful bargaining because it influences the dependence of their employers on them. The more a TKW is how their employers want them to be, the more dependent the latter become on them. However, I find that the disposition of employers influences the outcomes of bargaining more greatly since they have the final say. Bargaining that occurs in a relationship marked by migrant status, ethnicity and class does not take place on equal grounds and will tend to be in favour of the one with more privilege.

As for the notion of agency itself, it may be truer to speak of not just one, but multiple agencies. Saba Mahmood warns feminist researchers of the danger of imposing an ‘emancipatory politics’ on women’s acts of agency. In other words, not all acts of agency aim to resist power structures; some can be viewed as the reproduction of subordination. Likewise, there is equally the danger of not seeing the emancipatory potential in certain acts of agency. While it can seem like MDWs in a asymmetrical power relation with their employers are at their employers’ mercy, they can still exercise their agency to lessen the strength of the power relation. This research has led me to reflect on the need to acknowledge both kinds of agency, as well as the possibility of a combination of both.

Migration has several interesting effects on the TKWs’ access to education. The availability of education changes when combined with migration. It is the development of their skills that leads to their access for education, and not the other way around. These skills however, are completely unrelated to their course of study but they form a stepping stone towards reaching it. The multiple power relations in migration also influence the access to education. Instead of being constrained by only financial costs, the TKWs are constrained by the disposition of their employers. Education then is not a right, but a privilege dependent on the permission of employers. 
On the optimistic side, migration can also ease their access to education. While in Indonesia UT would normally attract middle-class full-time employees, in Singapore it has become available to a marginalised group in society because of its part-time status and links to the KBRI. However, KBRI has framed education for TKWs as a form of protection, and as a political symbol for their dedicated help to prevent exploitation of their overseas workforce. Such framing means that any funds made available to the programme are filtered through a ‘protection budget’, and not an ‘education budget’, reducing the possibility of future subsidies for education beyond a minimum level considered sufficient for being a domestic worker.
This research has also led me to think differently about transnational domestic work. Education and future career plans become a source of further motivation for migrating for work, not just money. In this way, domestic work can be seen as a stepping stone for other better-paying jobs in their home countries – they are a means to an end, and not an end in themselves. However, the difficult working conditions of many MDWs can be easily wished away by saying that they “choose” to migrate for domestic work.  I agree with Arlie Hochschild (2002: 27) who argues that economic pressure is a form of coercion since there are few feasible options nearer to home. They further argue that the dominant free market ideology constructs migration as a “personal choice”, devoid of structural influence. Hence, these women are taken to be making autonomous decisions, when in fact Hochschild argues for looking at the effects of the global capitalist system.
Finally, this research has personally given me a human face to the many stories of MDWs in the world. In my own personal experience, before embarking on this long exploration of MDWs, I only encountered one type of representation: MDWs as deviant ‘criminals’. It still remains a sensitive topic at the personal, social and political level because of the location of domestic work in the private sphere. Even though discussing the lives of MDWs also means discussing the lives of their employers and the policies of the state, the personal is always political. Although my research remains a controversial topic, especially among those near to me who hire MDWs, I hope that my contribution can provide insights into the complexity to the lives and aspirations of those who work among and for us.
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Appendix 1 – Example of employment contract
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Agency of Indonesian migrant domestic workers in Singapore









































































































































� In Singapore, MDWs are popularly and officially known as Foreign Domestic Workers (FDWs). Among Indonesians, female migrant workers are widely known as tenaga kerja wanita (TKW) or tenaga kerja Indonesia (TKI). The official term for migrant domestic workers are penata laksana rumah tangga (PLRT), although ‘TKW’ is also often used since most Indonesian female migrants work as domestic workers. For the purposes of clarity and brevity, the term ‘MDW’ is used to refer to all migrant domestic workers, while ‘TKW’ is used to refer specifically to Indonesian migrant domestic workers working in Singapore.


� The term ‘sacrificing heroines’ is taken from the title of Helen Schwenken’s article (2008).


� For example, 24 year-old Nia Wulandari fell from the third floor of a HDB apartment and broke her spine (The Straits Times 2008), 23 year-old Susilawati Kusnata was physically abused almost daily by her employers (E. Chong 2008), 30 year-old Ruliyawati was killed by a male Bangladeshi migrant worker and found dead in a HDB water tank (Soh and Spykerman 2011), and 26 year-old Sulastri Wardoyo hung herself after failing a MOM-stipulated entry test three times (Cai 2011).


� For example, 16 year-old Nurhayati was jailed for causing the death of her female 12 year-old disabled charge (E. Chong 2010), Kumaeroh was jailed for stabbing her female seven year-old charge (Lum 2011), 25 year-old Etik was caught on closed circuit television hitting a two month-old baby (AsiaOne 2009), and 22 year-old Sundarti Supriyanto stabbed her female employer and her daughter to death (S. Y. Chong 2008).


� For more examples of MDWs bargaining for off days and salaries, refer to Pang and A. Tan (2011), Basu (2011), Hock (2011) and Hoe (2011),.


� In 2008, female labour force participation was 55.6% (Huang and Yeoh 1996).


� In their analysis of the narratives of the PAP, Geraldine Heng and Janadas Devan (1992) argue that the gendered and patriarchal ideologies of reproduction revolved around a ‘biologically and socially reproductive’ heterosexual, nuclear, and self-reliant family. Men live primarily in the public sphere as breadwinners and heads of households while women manage the private, domestic sphere.


� For example, Jamiyah Darul Takrim nursing home will only take in patients who have ‘exhausted all possible care arrangements such as hiring a domestic helper’ (Jamiyah 2011). Orange Valley Nursing Home has almost identical requirements (Orange Valley 2007).


� The KBRI however, quotes SGD450 as the ‘official’ market rate for a non-experienced TKW and helps TKWs to bargain for this amount by writing directly to their employers (F. Innayah, personal communication, 17 Jul 2011).


� The FDW written multiple-choice entry test, introduced in 2005, was designed to ensure that first-time applicants have basic numeracy and literacy skills. It is in English and aims to determine their ability to understand basic safety instructions in an urban environment. Applicants must also attend a Safety Awareness Course and pass the entry test within three attempts and within three days of arrival before their Work Permit can be issued (MOM 2011). TKWs are under great pressure to pass, because otherwise they have to pay back loans amounting to about SGD2500. In June this year, a TKW attempted suicide after she failed an English test three times (Cai 2011).


� Since 2009, more than 2000 TKWs have sought help at the shelter, where there are about 130 TKWs present at any one time (Basu 2011).


� For example, I did not record the short interviews with the P3K officials in the canteen because there were two other officials from Jakarta present.


� The names of all respondents have been changed to protect their privacy.


� About 20km away, Batam is the closest Indonesian island to Singapore.


�“What I told you, about driving a trishaw all that, my friends don’t know”  Sinta confided that she had never spoken about her difficult working experience in Hong Kong before.


� Singlish is a mixture of English, Malay and Chinese dialects.


� This goes beyond the rules of grammar to symbols and their meanings in a discourse such as the use of slang, hidden meanings and code words (Chomsky, 1972).


� She considers gossip or slander a sin.


� During the four years, Ati worked in two households simultaneously: that of her employers’ and that of their mother. According to the Employment of Foreign Manpower Act, working in more than a single household is illegal.


� At the time of the interview, Mita and Sinta saw Hong Kong as a country with the possibility of higher wages, but also where MDWs were far more vulnerable to being fired and deported. A recent change in its constitutional law now allows MDWs to apply for permanent residency, so in cases of termination, they can stay and search for another employer instead of being immediately deported (Agence France-Presse 2011).


� ‘Alhamdulillah’ means ‘praise be to God’ in Arabic.


� Since MDWs cannot stay in Singapore without a work permit, choosing to leave their employer will mean deportation.


� Ati recounted how she feared being sent home on the first day of work for causing her employer’s son to slip and fall while she was mopping the floor.


� Sinta uses an analogy of an animal whose head is released but whose behind is restrained.


� The Malay Muslim community form a disproportionate percentage of the lower socioeconomic class in Singapore.


� Pork is considered a major ritual impurity by Muslims, requiring purification with water and soil before prayers or other acts of worship are considered to be valid. Although Sinta is allowed to perform her five daily prayers as prescribed in Islam, she says she often has no time to do them because of her workload.


� It is also interesting to note that in acknowledging the subordinating power relation of migrant status, she reproduces discursive ideas of MDWs being potential deviant ‘criminals’ who should therefore be under the guardianship of their employers.


� These employers reproduce the discursive representation of MDWs as helpless ‘victims’ and deviant ‘criminals’.


� Although this is illegal as MDWs are only allowed to work in one household, working at another location (whether for extra pay or not) is often not reported. Ayu also discloses working part-time on weekends cleaning other houses.
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