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(Re)Negotiating Intimacy in Labor Migration Contexts 

Women Migrant Workers in Beirut 

Rola Alaedine 

 

ABSTRACT 

Migration studies generally tend to sideline the personal and the intimate in migrants’ 

trajectories. Analyses of labor migration are largely flawed by a focus on economic 

necessity and accounts on labor migrants are overly structural. In the context of Lebanon, 

academic publications and grey literature have portrayed women migrant workers as 

helpless victims of the inherently abusive sponsorship system, Kafala. The infamous Kafala 

and the abuse of women migrant workers are well documented but the trends of female 

agency countering the hardships of this particular migration have yet to be investigated. 

Motivated by a concern for social struggles taking place at the seemingly weakest 

intersection of race, gender, class, and immigration status, and seeking to steer away from 

the traditional paradigms, this research investigates the personal trajectories of women 

migrant workers in Lebanon with a focus on their ‘romantic’ intimate lives. It examines the 

interplay between global and local processes, public and private spheres, and the ‘free visa’ 

system, to identify how ‘freelance’ women migrant workers navigate the labor migration 

process and how this process becomes consequential in accounts of the intimate. As it seeks 

to understand how women migrant workers (re-)negotiate romantic intimacy and what 

intimacy-related patterns arise in contexts of high-structural violence, the research follows 

a multiple-case study design based on the country of origin. It adopts the framework of 

labor migration-specific intimacy field and national-belonging field and examines the role 

of gender capital.  

 

Keywords: Labor migration, Women migrant workers, ‘Free visa’ system, Labor 

migration-specific intimacy field, National-belonging field, Gender capital. 
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Chapter One  

 

Background Information  

 

Migration and globalization have reshaped the human social experience of the world with 

far-reaching transformative effects on individual histories. The increased movement of 

people, goods, services, technology, and capital across borders has created new markets 

and new forms of labor. Transformations brought on by these processes reverberate along 

macro, meso, and micro levels as these evolve in tandem feeding into each other. Neoliberal 

global processes and transnational mobility shape individual personal histories, and 

conversely trajectories of migrant social actors inform actions by macro-level entities. It is 

against this background that the feminization of specific labor markets and the emergence 

of gendered and racialized labor have engaged large numbers of women from the ‘Global 

South’ in transnational mobility and activity. Lebanon, prior to its ongoing socioeconomic 

crisis starting in late 2019, had undoubtedly established itself as a small hub for 

international labor migration building up from its days as a regional labor migration hub. 

Beirut and its suburbs are on the map for south-south labor migration and are home to a 

large population of migrant workers from Arab, African, Asian, and South Asian countries. 

Lebanon is notorious for its institutionalized enslavement of these workers, especially 

women migrant domestic workers, through the infamous sponsorship system, Kafala. 

Hence, women labor migrants in Lebanon are among social categories which seem to be 

situated at the weakest intersection of race, gender, class, and immigration status. The 

Kafala system and the abuse of migrant workers are well documented but the trends of 

female agency countering the hardships of this particular migration have yet to be 

investigated. The ‘free visa’, a parallel system to the regular sponsorship, established itself 

as a major counter-kafala method allowing many of these women workers a margin of 

freedom within their structurally oppressive status and highly racialized presence. It is 

within this space that I investigate how ‘freelance’ women migrant workers (re)negotiate 

issues related to dating and relationships with men in Lebanon. The research takes on a 



2 
 

poststructuralist lens to explore the particular case of women migrant workers in Lebanon, 

with a focus on the interplay of the public and private spheres, and the role of global and 

local processes in shaping individual intimate histories. The choice of this topic of research 

stems from an interest in steering away from the mainstream research patterns in migration 

studies that tend to sideline the role of the affect—the experience of feeling and emotion—

in the migration experience. Emotional and/or sexual ties are generally regarded as 

something essentially private, nevertheless, “the private is public for those for whom the 

personal is political” (MacKinnon, 1989, p.191), and the migration trajectories of women 

labor migrants cannot be understood fully without investigating the intimate. I also wish to 

steer away from the paradigm in research on women labor migrants in Lebanon and the 

Arab region which implicitly portrays them as vulnerable helpless victims, as well as from 

the general local social perception whereby migrants are not allowed to express their 

sexualities, feel love, and be intimate.  

A large body of literature examined the intersection of gender, power, and mobility. 

Researchers have focused more and more on how gendered mobility shapes intimate lives, 

and feminist scholars have investigated the intimate lives of transnational migrants and how 

intimacy and sexuality figure in global processes. However, the case of labor migrants in 

Arab countries has not been investigated through this lens although it presents a structural 

specificity. It is a South-South labor migration regulated in many of the region’s countries 

by the infamous sponsorship system known in Arabic as Kafala which constitutes an 

institutionalized form of modern-day slavery. Women hold a large portion of labor 

migration to the Arab world governed by Kafala. According to the International Labor 

Organisation (ILO), in 2017 the Arab States hosted 9 million women migrant workers, 39% 

of the total migrant workers’ population1. These women are predominantly non-Arab, and 

they have somehow been sidelined with regards to gender and women issues in the region. 

The study of the large-scale phenomenon of non-Arab women migration to Lebanon 

specifically has remained restrictive. Research focus has largely been on human rights’ 

abuse, mental health, regulatory frameworks, and policy reform, given the severity of abuse 

related to migrant domestic workers in Lebanon. The relevant literature provides an 

 
1 ILO’s areas of work in the Arab States, Labor migration. https://www.ilo.org/beirut/areasofwork/labour-

migration/lang--en/index.htm 

https://www.ilo.org/beirut/areasofwork/labour-migration/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/beirut/areasofwork/labour-migration/lang--en/index.htm
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important resource for examining the structural framework of feminized labor migration to 

Lebanon as almost all women labor migrants initially arrive to Lebanon under the domestic 

workers’ category (ILO, 2004).  

This study is motivated by a concern with social struggles playing out at a particular 

intersection of gender, race, class, and immigration status. Race and gender are understood 

here as “constituent elements of a power-laden social imaginary in which whiteness and 

masculinity are signifiers of superiority, whilst femininity and racialization function as 

markers of inferiority” (Hassan 2017, p.6). Following an intersectional approach, women 

labor migration is examined in this study with the aim of conceptualizing how labor 

migration becomes consequential in accounts of the intimate. How does labor migration 

and life in Lebanon affect the intimate love lives of heterosexual women migrant workers, 

and what intimacy-related patterns arise in such contexts? How are intimate relationships 

choices and dating experiences shaped under conditions of structural exclusion, social 

discrimination, vulnerability, precarity, and the liminality of the Kafala status, in a highly 

patriarchal and capitalist society such as Lebanon? The focus is on the process of internal 

negotiation that the woman migrant engages in when making decisions related to dating 

and romantic relationships. The population of concern to this research are women migrant 

workers who are not live-in maids. Studying labor migration requires a focus on political 

economy and the interactive systems of race, gender, and class which structure the 

individual’s experience of the world. While this research will identify such structures, it 

seeks to steer away from the victim-agent binary. It approaches women migrant workers’ 

experiences in the destination society as those of social actors operating within specific 

social fields where power relations are continuously and interactively negotiated and 

renegotiated.  

 Chapter one of this study is divided into three parts: Part one presents the notion of 

intimacy and its relevance to migration research. It then introduces the notion of a 

migration-specific field of intimacy, and its position in relation to other fields. Part two 

presents the structures underlying the migration-specific field of intimacy including the 

various dimensions of the phenomenon of labor migration, Lebanon’s background in this 

context, and life in Lebanon for women migrant workers. Part three presents the notion of 

gender capital which this research seeks to examine within the labor migration-specific 
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field of intimacy. Chapter two is divided into two parts: Part one presents the narratives of 

the women interviewed for this research organized under three cases based on the country 

of origin: The Philippines, Madagascar, and Ethiopia. It highlights the main findings in 

each narrative and summarizes the main emerging common themes. Part two presents 

cross-case conclusions focusing on the interplay between migration-specific intimacy field 

and national-belonging field.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5 
 

1.1 Labor migration-specific Field of Intimacy 

 1.1.1 Relevance  

Issues of intimacy in migration strictly defy any relegation to personal or domestic spheres 

(Groes & Fernandez, 2018), and issues of migration should not be examined without 

consideration of the personal and the intimate. An emotions-engaged approach to the study 

of labor migration is capable of generating new insights into research on migrant workers. 

Boccagni and Baldassar argued that the investigation of the ‘emotions’ component in 

migrants’ trajectories helps in understanding their subjective views, their ways of 

identifying and belonging and counter the highly structural accounts overshadowing their 

voices (Boccagni & Baldassar 2015). Mai and King (2009), calling for both a ‘sexual turn’ 

and an ‘emotional turn’ in mobility studies, argued that the decision to migrate and continue 

living and working abroad can only be understood, in full relevance, by including the 

examination of the affective, sexual, and emotional dimensions. Although it would be easy 

to conceive of labor migration as a survival strategy for the individual migrant or their 

household, this migration cannot be understood in economic terms alone. Furthermore, the 

increase in transnational labor migration processes demands new research on gender and 

intimacy based on intimate relations in destination countries. The notion of migration-

specific field of intimacy is used here to highlight the interplay between global processes, 

their local ramifications, and some of the most private aspects of migrants’ lives, namely 

aspects revolving around intimate relationships, emotions, and sex.  

1.1.2 What is meant by Intimacy?  

Love and intimacy could be hard to define, and intimate relations and practices are not 

limited to one type or two. The intimate can characterize several interactions and ties an 

individual might have with others. A dictionary definition puts it in simplified terms as “a 

situation in which you have a close friendship or sexual relationship with someone” 

(Cambridge Dictionary). The current study adopts Constable’s definition of intimate 

relations as social relationships that are or give the impression of being physically and/or 

emotionally close, personal, sexually intimate, private, caring, or loving (Constable, 2009). 

The interest of this research is in casual and serious intimate heterosexual relations 

involving emotional and/or sexual connection, i.e., what we might casually refer to as our 

‘love life’.  
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The focus of this research is how intimate relationships are (re)negotiated and navigated by 

women migrant workers under labor migration to Lebanon. It is not within the scope of this 

research to delve into the various theories on the meaning of love and intimacy or how such 

feelings are measured. We look at the end result itself – established intimate relationships 

– and how it is formed, not at the notion of intimacy and how it is perceived. The point of 

reference here is the migrant herself and her romantic experiences pre- and post-migration, 

not the predominant Western academia-generated theories on love and intimacy. It is 

pertinent to note however that there might be cultural differences in the perception of 

intimacy. In the predominant Western psychological literature, conceptualizations of 

intimacy revolve around two main processes: self-disclosure to the other and 

responsiveness to the other’s needs. This generates a mutual feeling of being understood, 

cared for, and validated (Marshall, 2008). In contrast, research on East Asians for instance 

has suggested that their conceptualizations and expressions of intimacy are different, and 

self-disclosure is inhibited due to the prevalence of gender-role traditionalism (Ibid). In 

fact, literature on intimacy and close relationships is Eurocentric and there exists very little 

research on other cultural groups. Furthermore, literature on theories of intimacy and love 

is largely based in methodological nationalism as subjects are studied as citizens in a given 

nation-state.  

1.1.3 Labor Migration and Intimacy: The Field   

De Haas (2021) argued that migration studies have yet to bring forth a meaningful 

conceptualization on structure and agency in migration processes. How individual migrants 

and migrants as groups exercise agency within constraining structures is lacking in 

migration theoretical accounts. When examining labor migration and intimacy, the pitfalls 

of the structure-agency dichotomy abound. To mitigate this theoretical trap-like aspect of 

migration research, this study uses the notions of ‘field’ and ‘capital’. Beyond any 

ideological interpretations linked to Bourdieu, and noting that Bourdieu’s contributions 

have been built upon by a large number of scholars from various disciplines and 

inclinations, these conceptual tools offer a valuable sober lens to examine the dynamics of 

structure and agency. They are adopted here to capture such dynamics at specific social 

intersections of migration, gender, race, and class; these categories inform in their own 

right the evolution of structures and agents and cannot be approached dichotomously. 
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The transformation of values and sexualities, gender, and sexual norms, in relation to 

migration dynamics, has been the focus of an interesting stream of research (Ahmadi, 2003; 

González-López, 2005; Hirsh, 2003; Sinding & Zhou, 2017; Groes & Fernandez, 2018). 

Intimate relationships of women labor migrants in destination countries have also been the 

focus of a number of studies (Batisai, 2016; Bloch, 2010; Fair, 2007; Kitiarsa, 2008; Ueno, 

2013;). Faier (2007) argued for the use of emotions as a lens for understanding specific 

forms of social organization and cultural difference. She focused on love as a “cultural 

discourse and a self-making term (…) through which women not only established and 

conformed to rules of conduct but also sought to transform themselves and their lives 

through their global encounters” (2007, p.150). Intimate experiences that allow women to 

enjoy love, have sexual agency, or have a form of ‘safety’, are also experiences that expose 

them to forms of control, manipulation, and/or exploitation by others. This might resonate 

with the realities of many women around the world under the current standing of gender 

inequalities and social norms and is all the more relevant in a context of feminized and 

racialized labor migration. Such contexts of structural violence are also the space in which 

women might mobilize certain capitals and exercise specific forms of agency as they 

renegotiate intimate relationships and choices of the intimate partner. 

Intimacy-relevant literature on labor migrants in the region and Lebanon is scarce. Some 

studies have examined the notions of sexuality and love through cases of migrant live-in 

maids in Lebanese households. Jureidini (2006) explored the images and perceptions of 

sexuality about domestic maids in Arab households, particularly Lebanon, and Moukarbel 

(2009) examined the control of maids’ sexuality and intimate lives by their employers in 

Lebanon. There is no study examining how women labor migrants in Lebanon engage, or 

refrain from engaging, in intimate relations as purposefully articulated actors. This is due 

to the predominant research-focus on ‘live-in’ domestic workers who generally have little 

to no freedom. However, a considerable number of women migrant workers in Lebanon 

are not live-in maids; they live independently after having ran away from the 

employer/sponsor and maintain an ‘irregular’ status or have managed to secure a semi-

independent package by having an acting sponsor/nominal sponsor, who is not their 

employer. They therefore have a larger margin of freedom allowing them to socialize more 

and engage in romantic, sexual, and/or conjugal relations. This study will not investigate 
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cases of ‘live-in’ domestic workers given their restrictive living conditions where “the 

public/private divide is not at all clear” (Moukarbel, 2009, p.331).  

This research focuses on labor migration as a structurally oppressing context resulting from 

the consolidation of global capitalism and its reworkings of the global labor market, and 

from Lebanon’s specific structural violence of free-market supremacy, laissez-faire 

economy, and its infamous Kafala system. I examine how the choice of intimate partners 

is (re-)negotiated by women migrant workers in such contexts and seek to understand 

intimacy-related decision-making processes and whether they have been impacted by the 

labor migration experience. To capture these dynamics at the intersection of race, gender, 

transnational labor migration, intimacy, power, and agency, I use the framework of 

‘migration-specific field of intimacy’. The term ‘field’ is used in a Bourdieusian sense as a 

social field of practice (Lovell, 2000); “a semi-autonomous network of social relations that 

follows rules and regularities that are not directly explicit” (Huppatz, 2009, p.50). As 

Bourdieu often described it, it is a game where players enter with different capitals which 

determine the player’s value in the game. The field approach allows for greater malleability 

in examining the power dynamics at play and steers away from the dichotomy of structures 

and agency. It is adopted here to examine how social agents, occupying the seemingly 

‘lowest’ social hierarchal positions, at the seemingly weakest intersection of gender, race, 

class, and migration, navigate the dating scene and intimate relations. The role of gender 

as a capital in the field of intimacy is also investigated. The notion of gender capital will 

help mitigate questions such as: Should women migrant workers be viewed as oppressed 

victims of the current capital- and market-focused global labor processes or as purposefully 

acting agents of globalization navigating structures of power and socioeconomic processes? 

Are their relationship choices in Lebanon another layer of emotional labor and 

commodified interactions or are they the cosmopolitan products of heightened agency and 

new forms of collaboration? 

In the migration-specific field of intimacy, the state holds ultimate power. It holds the 

power of nomination (Bourdieu, 1989-1992) through the classification of individuals and 

groups of people. According to Bourdieu (Ibid), the state is the field of fields, a sort of a 

meta-field where all other fields unfold, and it therefore holds ultimate power in almost all 

fields. At the basic structural level, the lives of people who migrate are controlled by the 
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receiving state power. State classifications are key in making or breaking access to 

resources (Swartz, 2013), and the lived experiences of labor migrants “should be 

understood as those of actors whose lives are subject to tight regulation and control by state 

agents and employers” (Kitiarsa, 2008, p.596). This is particularly relevant in the context 

of labor migration sponsorship systems, especially the Kafala system in Gulf Cooperation 

Council (GCC) countries, Jordan, and Lebanon. Private citizens of these countries, in their 

role of sponsors, acting sponsors, employers, and/or recruitment agents, hold significant 

power over migrant workers. In fact, any citizen of a given nation-state holds power over 

non-citizens in general and sponsored migrant workers in particular. Ghassan Hage (2000) 

emphasized a spatial dimension that racism does not capture, which is better captured by 

nationalism, more pertinently through governmental or national belonging that functions 

as a field; he refers to it as ‘the field of whiteness’ (Ibid, p.57) i.e., ‘national-belonging 

field’. In this sense, ‘whiteness’ goes beyond skin color, it is a resource and a social 

hierarchy allowing access to economic, social, and cultural capitals (Garner, 2006). This 

notion is highly relevant in the case of the Lebanese nation-state, where citizenship is a 

highly sensitive issue given the country’s history, frail demographics, and consociational 

power system. Rules and practices on granting Lebanese citizenship are highly 

discriminatory, racist, sexist, and classist (Mikdashi, 2014; Howland, 2019). The same 

descriptors consequently apply to the country’s laws and practices on immigration. The 

migration-specific intimacy field is therefore bound to intersect with the national-belonging 

field.  
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1.2 Underlying Structures 

Analyzing any specific migration phenomenon must consider migration as an integral part 

of social transformation processes and examine the links between local experiences and 

global processes (Castles, 2010; De Haas, 2010). Labor migration brings a specific focus 

on the political economy and labor markets aspects. Labor migrants’ intimate and sexual 

relations cannot be understood fully without reference to power relations, globally with the 

consolidation of global capitalism and the resulting transformation of global labor markets, 

as well as locally with the structural anomaly of the sponsorship system in Lebanon and the 

affirmation of racialized and gendered labor commodification.  

1.2.1 Capitalism and Global Labor Markets 

Capitalist society is not just a “capitalist division of labor within the so-called ‘formal 

economy’ but divisions of labor that compel and constrain the activities of people within 

society as a whole.” (Munro, 2019) 

In the era of neoliberal capitalist globalization, the role of welfare states has been deeply 

transformed and the focus has shifted from populations to markets. The corporate capitalist 

class, facing a serious global threat both politically and economically in the late 60s and 

early 70s launched its arsenal to curb the power of labor that had been fueled by influences 

of communism and socialism. Capitalist imperialism has dominated the economies of ‘less 

developed’ states, transforming their societies to be integrated into the global economy and 

serving the process of capital accumulation worldwide. Neoliberal policies aimed at 

facilitating globalization, and increasing privatization and contracting out, have 

reconfigured labor markets globally. The exploitive nature of the relation between capital 

and labor has never been more pronounced. Such environment has ensured the perpetual 

maintenance of unequal class, race, and gender relations withing a capitalist, patriarchal, 

and racist system (Brenner & Laslett, 1989). The social reproduction of labor and the global 

working class is highlighted here along the lines of migration, race, and gender, with a 

focus on the urban space as an entry point for analysis. Beirut, the capital of the ‘less-

developed’ country Lebanon, is a hub of ‘South’- ‘South’ labor migration from many Arab, 

African, South Asian, and some Asian countries, and fits accurately in this analysis.      
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Racialized Gendered Labor Migration  

Migrant workers are the end result of neoliberal reworkings of labor markets. The 

‘coloniality of power’ (Quijano, 2000) whereby race and gender form global systems of 

hierarchy of power is clearly manifested in contemporary racialized gendered labor markets 

and labor flows. Workers are exploited differentially depending on their race position. 

‘White’ workers are commonly provided with more privileges compared to workers ‘of 

color’ who are systematically treated as inferior and exploited. Global labor is racialized, 

inferiorized, and exploited and the labor market is effectively segmented into migrant and 

non-migrant workers and formal and informal market. In this regard, ‘North’ and ‘South’ 

countries share the same characteristics as financial liberalization, privatization, and labor 

market policies are spread across the board (Razavi & Staab, 2012).  

Cities give a perfect representation of capitalist hubs and one of their main pillars is foreign-

born labor. The high demand for foreign labor in cities is mainly due to the high availability 

of low-paid undesirable jobs and employers’ craving for low-cost foreign-born labor (Wills 

et al. 2009). Employers offering the “least desirable” jobs are dependent on the “least 

desirable” workers (Ibid, p.259) who have the worst immigration status, no civil rights, and 

no alternative sources of income. Meanwhile, immigration policies ensure that foreign 

labor keeps coming. Sassen (2001) argues that the undesirable jobs, which she refers to as 

the 3Ds jobs – dirty, demanding, and dangerous – are concentrated in cities due to the 

intensity of capital in urban environments. These jobs are mainly in the service sector such 

as cleaning, repair, and maintenance in factories, hospitals, restaurants, private homes, or 

in childcare and elderly care (Banki, 2013). Sassen (2001) notes that the increasing demand 

in this sector has led to a casualization of work and facilitated the employment of 

disadvantaged foreign workers. With the resulting expanse in informal economy jobs, 

‘illegality’ and ‘irregularity’ make up the realities of too many migrant workers.  

Women’s Work 

The literature examining the intersection of gender, power, and mobility is not in shortage 

(Constable, 2009; Massey, 1994; Parreñas, 2000, 2001; Pessar & Mahler, 2003). Women 

labor migration showcases a particular intersection of these three notions. Generally, 

women migrant workers perform what is regarded as ‘women’s work’ revolving around 

activities traditionally undertaken by women within their families/households. Such jobs 



12 
 

include maids, nannies, caregivers for the elderly and the ill, sex workers, cleaners, and 

beauty-salon and spa workers. Most of these categories, in many countries, are among the 

worst possible occupational categories due to the low remunerations, poor working 

conditions, and absence of social recognition. According to the International Labor 

Organisation (ILO, 2016) domestic work remains one of the lowest-paid occupations in the 

labor market. Domestic work, and other jobs listed above, fall under reproductive labor 

which includes paid and unpaid care work ensuring the reproduction of the work force. In 

the book Global Woman: Nannies, Maids and Sex Workers in the New Economy, 

Hochschild argues that the care and love provided by women from the third world is a 

resource almost similar to ‘the nineteenth-century extraction of gold, ivory, and rubber 

from the Third World’ (Ehrenreich & Hochschild, 2003, p.26). Global capitalism 

undoubtedly shapes personal lives, and the lives of these Majority World migrant women 

are shaped by market demands characterizing modernity. Feminist analyses in migration 

research have denounced the global market system, the exploitation of women’s work, and 

the way the uneven development of capitalism along with the patriarchal system are 

impacting the lives and experiences of millions of women ( Brenner & Laslett, 1989; Hart, 

2005; Federici, 2012; Hassan, 2017). Ehrenreich and Hochschild (2003) emphasized the 

‘care drain’ effect of this feminized labor migration, whereby women who normally care 

for the young, the old, and the sick in their own poor countries, end up moving to care for 

the young, the old, and the sick in rich countries. They also argued that the emerging global 

order reflects the traditional gender relations as the richer countries take on the role of the 

stereotypical male head of household, and the poorer countries assume the role of the 

traditional servient woman within a household. This literature however has neglected 

South-South migration amongst women migrant workers, despite the fact that Arab states, 

South-East Asia, and the Pacific host 43% of the world’s women migrant domestic workers 

(ILO, 2015). In Global Variations in the Political and Social Economy of Care (Razavi & 

Staab, 2012), it was argued that countries of the ‘Global South’ and their experience with 

labor migration and care-work do not fit within the North-centric research on the Global 

Care Chain. The work presented important cases of South-South labor migration (Africa, 

Asia, Latin America), but omitted Arab countries.  
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It is important to note here that the racialization and inferiorization of women migrant 

workers is not only a byproduct of capitalist globalization (Parreñas, 2001). ‘Racial-ethnic’ 

women have been doing the ‘dirty’ chores for middle and upper-class households for a very 

long time (Glenn, 1992). This fate of theirs is deeply linked to legacies inferiorizing a 

specific intersection of race, class, and gender, and is heavily accentuated by capitalist 

globalization.  

 

Emotional Labor   

The management of emotions in care services, and body-related service provision, is a topic 

that should not go unexamined in the study of racial-ethnic immigrant women in the global 

service economy. We all engage often in emotional work in our personal interactions 

whereby we manage our feelings to maintain harmony in our closest connections by 

obeying privately-negotiated ‘rules’ as to what we express and how we express it. Such 

work is at the heart of our interpersonal negotiation of relationships with our parents, 

children, partners, lovers, and friends. Emotions’ management also extends to our working 

public life with the basic rules of professionalism. But when emotional management has to 

follow rules dictated by the service industry in service-based interactions, it takes a heavy 

toll on the worker. Hochschild (1983) captures this best with the notion of emotional labor 

in which she focuses on a particular form that “requires one to induce or suppress feeling 

in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others 

– in this case, the sense of being cared for in a convivial and safe place” (p.7). In her study, 

Hochschild focused on two groups of service-related work, flight attendants and bill 

collectors. But the applicability of the notion of emotional labor extends to several jobs 

where human feeling is controlled and commercialized. The notion is all the more relevant 

in care related services and gendered occupations dominated by racialized migrant workers 

(Kang, 2003). Women labor migrants provide various low-paid care services requiring 

direct close interaction: child and elderly care, housekeeping, cleaning, body-related 

services such as manicure, pedicure, body hair-removal, and massage. Kang (2003) 

introduced the concept of ‘body labor’ to capture the embodied dimensions of emotional 

labor. She studied interactions in nail salons owned by Korean immigrant women in New 

York city, and extended Hochschild’s concept of emotional labor to gendered occupations 
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held predominantly by racialized immigrant women, emphasizing the role of gender, race, 

and class processes in shaping the performance of emotional labor.    

1.2.2 Labor Migration to Lebanon 

Situating Lebanon in the Political Economy of Migration and Labor  

Being a country of both emigration and immigration, and an asylum for several refugee 

flows over the past century, Lebanon presents complex migratory dynamics. Lebanese 

outward migration has been a feature of the country even before state formation in 1920. 

People of Lebanese descent worldwide are estimated at 14 million (De Bel Air, 2017). 

Large outflows had started in mid-19th century and increased in the 20th century with the 

Lebanese war and are set to continue increasing with the economic and financial collapse 

of late 2019, the rising political tensions following the October uprising and the Beirut Port 

explosion, and the ever-looming threat of another Hezbollah-Israel conflict.  

Lebanon is a typical rentier economy relying heavily on migration. Emigration and diaspora 

remittances are a pillar of the economy. Immigration and import of cheap labor managed 

by the Kafala system, and the resulting informal economy, are another pillar. Lebanon 

constituted a globalized mercantile and financial economy long before the neoliberal spike 

and the liberalization frenzy of the post-war reconstruction years (1990s-2000s) when the 

need for foreign investment was high. There was never a real liberalization of the market 

in Lebanon but rather a consolidation of the private interests of the Lebanese capitalist class 

(Picard, 2013). The ensuing monopolization of wealth cemented clientelism in such a way 

that effectively paralyzed any real development in the country. Laissez-faire capitalism is 

the guiding principle in most matters, and foreign workers affairs are practically being 

handled by the business community. Lebanon’s handling of local labor affairs in general 

follows the same logic, and its labor unions have been paralyzed by political clientelism 

(Picard, 2013; Longuenesse & Tabar, 2014). The labor force in Lebanon is composed of a 

majority of service workers given its largely service-based market, with a predominant 

foreign manpower (Longuenesse & Tabar, 2014). The labor market in Lebanon is 

segmented between primary white and blue color jobs, and secondary ‘unskilled’ labor 

jobs. A good example showcasing this divide is the residence permits categories for 

foreigners: Categories 1 (company owners, CEOs, etc.) and 2 (technicians, engineers, 

athletes, etc.) for ‘skilled’ labor, and categories 3 (low-wage male workers) and 4 (female 
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domestic workers)2 for ‘unskilled labor’. Categories 3 and 4 became almost exclusively the 

domain of Asian and African migrants. It is a split market opposing nationals/foreigners, 

Arab/non-Arab, and other differentiations among the various non-Arab nationalities. There 

are “ethnic and national specialization of tasks by branch of activity and within firms, with 

specific nationalities restricted to specific occupations” (Picard, 2013, p.12). 

This fragmentation is a strategy of labor control and foreign labor is effectively controlled 

by the legal status tying the migrant to a national sponsor. With the exception of Syrians 

(who benefit from a bilateral labour agreement between Syria and Lebanon3), almost all 

foreign labor in Lebanon is dependent on labor recruitment agencies (Longuenesse & 

Tabar, 2014). The strict and costly conditions for their stay in Lebanon effectively drag 

foreign workers into the informal market, which is set up for maximum exploitation of 

workers, in a sort of state-enforced precarity. The conditions of migrant workers in Lebanon 

are the product of the straightforward market rule of offer and demand for ‘cheap labor’ to 

fill jobs in the secondary labor market. Local labor is not cheap as it comes with a full set 

of national rights, hence the demand for foreign labor. On offer initially pre-1970s was 

neighboring Arab ‘unskilled’ labor. And even after the national sentiment turned against 

certain Arab nationalities post 1970s, Palestinian refugees stuck in Lebanon and Syrians 

who fled to it later, were and are still being hired in the secondary labor market as they fit 

the ‘rightless’ precondition for cheap labor. On offer post 1970s was Asian labor – and later 

African labor – as certain Asian states actively pursued labor export as a ‘development’ 

strategy, and as transnational networks of labor trafficking were set up to exploit economic 

migrants. Gardner (2012), examining the migration system in Gulf countries referred to this 

as “a migration industry (…) including the money lenders in South Asian villages, the labor 

brokers in sending countries, the manpower agencies in the Gulf states, the citizens who 

sponsor foreign labor, and managers and supervisors who serve as these sponsors’ proxies” 

(p.44).  

 
2 As per Lebanon’s General Security categories. Link in Arabic http://portal.gov.lb/browse/work/hire-foreign-

workers/foreign-workers/type_worker.html  
3 The situation is not as straightforward post-2011 with the high Syrian refugee flows. As of 2014, Syrians who are not 

registered as refugees with UNHCR Lebanon, also need to secure a sponsor to have ‘legal’ residence.  

http://portal.gov.lb/browse/work/hire-foreign-workers/foreign-workers/type_worker.html
http://portal.gov.lb/browse/work/hire-foreign-workers/foreign-workers/type_worker.html
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Overview of Foreign Labor Flows to Lebanon    

In Lebanon, a small country of 6.8 million people4, migrant workers and refugees/asylum-

seekers make up a large proportion of Lebanese society (Kassamali, 2017), and they form 

the large body of the foreign labor force. There are about 4 million Lebanese in Lebanon 

and, according to UNHCR, there are currently 1.5 million Syrian refugees, more than 

200,000 Palestinian refugees and 18,000 refugees of Iraqi, Sudanese, and other origins5. 

Most refugees take part in the informal economy in their attempts to survive (Fathallah, 

2020). Labor migrants to Lebanon come from Arab and non-Arab countries. There is an 

unknown number of male workers from Egypt, Sudan, and from pre-crisis Syria. There are 

300,000 to 400,000 female domestic workers, and an unknown number of male workers, 

from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Philippine, and several West 

African countries (Dahdah, 2014; Kassamali, 2017). Non-Arab migrant workers in 

Lebanon are estimated at around half a million but their total number is likely higher 

(Kassamali, 2017). Since the country’s civil war and the switch to non-Arab labor force, 

the capital Beirut and its suburbs are home to a large international migrant workers’ 

community.  

To understand this switch to non-Arab labor and to better capture the logic behind labor 

policies, it is important to look at the region’s political and social dynamics in parallel with 

Lebanon’s history and polity. There are 8 countries in the region that manage foreign labor 

through the infamous inherently exploitive Kafala system: the GCC countries of Bahrain, 

Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and the 

Levantine states of Jordan and Lebanon (MFA, 2012). Kafala was introduced in GCC states 

in the 1950s and was adopted by Lebanon and Jordan in the 1960s (Hassan, 2018). All 

these countries initially employed Palestinian labor as Palestinians were uprooted from 

their land and were trying to find homes in the region (Picard, 2013; Kassamali, 2017; 

Dahdah, 2012). In the Gulf, in the 1950s and 1960s, the workforce relied largely on Arabs, 

particularly Palestinian, Egyptian, Lebanese, and Yemeni workers (Kassamali, 2017). 

Lebanon, in that same period of time, was a finance and merchant hub to which neighboring 

 
4 World Bank, 2018. 
5 UNHCR Lebanon Fact Sheet January 2020. 

http://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Lebanon%20Fact%20Sheet%20-%20January%202020.pdf 

 

http://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Lebanon%20Fact%20Sheet%20-%20January%202020.pdf
http://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/UNHCR%20Lebanon%20Fact%20Sheet%20-%20January%202020.pdf
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Syrians had started flocking and dominated labor in the agriculture and industry sectors. 

They were soon joined by Palestinian refugees (Ibid). And as the 1950s Beirut expanded in 

what was known as the ‘golden days’ of the city, it attracted large numbers of Arab workers 

from other nationalities. Domestic workers coming to Lebanon were also Arab, mainly 

Syrian women (1920s to 1950s), Palestinians (1950s) and Egyptians (1960s) – in addition 

to Lebanese women from poorer families (Jureidini, 2009). It is pertinent to note here that 

the Syrian labor migration to Lebanon differed from that of other Arab migrants as it 

followed a pattern based on a long-standing bilateral cooperation policy between Lebanon 

and Syria (Picard, 2013). An open-borders policy was maintained between the two 

countries up until 2015 when Lebanon enforced new entry requirements for Syrians with 

the increasing numbers of people fleeing Syria’s war.   

The 1970s, with pan-Arabism and Nasser’s Egypt, the Arab Israeli wars, the Palestinian 

cause, the Iranian Revolution, and the Lebanese civil war (Kassamali, 2017) were a turning 

point for the region’s dynamics and radically transformed labor affairs.  Gulf states began 

to shift to non-Arab migrant labor as tensions, popular movements, and workers strike 

began to rise. With Petro-capitalism it became vital for Gulf countries to ‘protect’ the rights 

of citizens (defined as those loyal to the State) and local labor. Therefore, the switch was 

made to ensure that migrant workforce will be non-Arab, temporary, and excluded from 

local labor (Ibid). In Lebanon, tensions were high as the Palestinian cause polarized the 

different sectarian communities, Arab nationalists, and Lebanese nationalists. With the 

eruption of civil war each Arab nationality became laden with political meanings, with 

Syrians and Palestinians becoming highly controversial. Many workers were expelled, and 

many workers of other Arab nationalities fled the war zone. Against this background, it 

becomes slightly clearer why Lebanon has not ratified the ILO conventions of 1949, 1955, 

the 1951 Geneva Convention and the 1990 convention on the Protection of the Rights of 

all Migrant Workers (Picard, 2013). The role of Palestinians factions and Syrian troops in 

the Lebanese war – not to mention Syria’s hegemony over Lebanese politics – was a major 

factor in Lebanon’s shift away from Arab labor. It is argued that this was one of the major 

pull factors for Asian labor migration to Lebanon as of mid-1970s (Chalcraft, 2009; 

Kassamali, 2017). Asian – and later African – migrant workers started coming to Lebanon 

during the country’s civil war (Dahdah, 2012). The war also led to the emigration of around 
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40% of the Lebanese population between 1975-1989 (Tabar, 2010). And some scholars 

argue that this is the main pull factor for Asian and African labor. However, as Kassamali 

(2017) points out, there are more than one factor coming together to trigger the shift in 

foreign labor demographics, and some are related to the sending countries. In fact, with the 

global crisis of the 1970s, some Asian countries, such as Sri Lanka and the Philippines, 

pursued strategic policies to employ their workforce abroad in order to relieve 

unemployment and benefit from remittances (Jureidini, 2003; Dahdah, 2012). For these 

sending countries, their labor force is a “major export item” (Jureidini, 2003, p. iii). 

The first evidenced presence of non-Arab domestic workers in Lebanon, from Sri Lanka 

and the Seychelles, dates back to the 1970s (Jureidini, 2003). Despite the war their numbers 

continued growing in the 80s; in 1982, the year Israel invaded Beirut, Asian foreign 

workers’ share of the annually issued work permits was one fourth (Chalcraft, 2006). 

However, it is mainly the post-war years of the early to mid-90s that attracted the vast 

majority of Asian migrants. In 1997, 64.7% of foreign labor was reported Asian versus 

22% Arab (Moukarbel, 2009). Recruitment agencies, initially focused on recruiting female 

domestic workers, started opening during the 1970s (Jureidini, 2003) and mushroomed 

quickly going from 150 in the 2000s to more than 400 in 2014 (Dahdah, 2014). In the late 

2000s, recruitment agencies were actively engaged in bringing male migrant workers as 

well as females to fill jobs in the secondary labor market (Dahdah, 2014; Kassamali, 2017).  

Most numbers are based on legally issued work permits, however, there is a large 

population of undocumented migrant workers and migrants who have been smuggled in. 

Today, it is estimated that foreign workers constitute one fourth to one third of the active 

population in Lebanon (Dahdah, 2012), including Arab and non-Arab workers.  

Categorization of Foreigners Working in Lebanon 

The Ministry of Labor has four distinct categories for foreigner working in Lebanon. The 

classification follows a descending order according to salary range and working conditions. 

Any foreigner wishing to come to Lebanon for work can only apply under one of these 

categories. The first category includes professional and managerial staff (mainly white-

collar jobs held by Westerners, small number of Arabs and other nationalities); these have 

a privileged status and protected working conditions. The second category includes middle 

management staff, and many foreign journalists and foreign media staff fall under this 
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category (various nationalities); they also enjoy privileged status and protection. The third 

category includes skilled, unskilled, or agricultural labor including janitors, gas station 

workers, agriculture workers, porters, sanitary workers (mainly Arab and non-Arab males 

from Sudan, Egypt, Syria, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka). The fourth category includes 

domestic servants, both males and females. However, the overwhelming majority under 

this category are female domestic workers with few numbers of males employed as home-

caregivers for male Lebanese nationals (Howland, 2019). 

Kafala and the State  

As argued in previous sections, the Kafala practice in Lebanon managing foreign labor is 

very likely the product of political and economic factors with direct connections to the GCC 

states and the oil boom, and Lebanon’s civil war and the post-war reconstruction era. The 

term Kafala is used “to refer to a mixture of laws, jurisprudence, and customary practices 

governing foreign labor sponsorship in the country” (Kassamali 2017, p.26). More 

specifically, it is founded on the Law on Entry and Exit of Foreigners of 1962 and its 

operational decrees and decisions ensuring that the migrant’s work permit and residence 

permit is tied to an individual sponsor (Anti-Racism Movement, 2020). The system is based 

on a solid cooperation between the State’s General Security apparatus (managing borders 

and foreigners) and a network of private recruitment agencies. The number of recruitment 

agencies has increased exponentially in parallel with the increase in domestic work 

migration to Lebanon. Sponsorship regulations apply also to migrants employed outside 

the domestic work sector in other secondary labor jobs such as cleaners, porters, sanitation 

workers, among others. But generally, these workers face slightly less restrictive conditions 

than domestic workers who often become captives of the house they work in.  

The foreign worker must be formally sponsored into the country by either a Lebanese 

agency or Lebanese employer. Labor recruitment agencies often assume the role of sponsor 

in order to skip the requirement of a work-permit request from the future employer 

(Longuenesse & Tabar, 2014). Many individuals and recruitment agencies make a lucrative 

business by providing migrant-sponsorship services. The Kafala system allows the 

government to delegate the responsibility of labor migrants to private citizens or private 

companies, giving them effective power to co-opt the migrant’s life. When compared with 

temporary work visa programs in the USA and Canada, which share many features of the 
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Kafala (Kassamali, 2017), one unique aspect of the Kafala is the diminished role of the 

state, and the legalized and customary transfer of responsibility for labor migrants to citizen 

sponsors or their proxies (Gardner, 2014). Kassamali (2019) has examined this aspect 

thoroughly arguing that through the Kafala the authority of the state has been invested in 

the Lebanese citizen as “the citizen-employer (kafeel) has become metonymic of the state 

and the law itself” (2019, p.1). 

Under Kafala a migrant worker cannot enter or leave the country or transfer employment 

without an explicit written permission from their sponsor. Under Kafala, migrants arriving 

as domestic workers fall under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Interior, rather than the 

Ministry of Labor, given that work within the home is not considered labor (Kuzbari, 2018). 

Due to this structure aimed at securitization of migration, domestic migrant workers are 

denied the protection of labor law and the relevant access to legal recourse mechanisms 

(MFA, 2012). Other migrant workers in the secondary labor market might fall under the 

jurisdiction of the Ministry of Labor, but neither that nor the existence of labor contracts 

guarantees rights for the worker (Jureidini, 2011). Contracts are mandatory for all migrant 

workers, including domestic, but they are often disregarded given that there is no official 

sanctioning for breaking them under Lebanese law, at least on the part of the employer 

(Kuzbari, 2018). It is common practice in Lebanon that the sponsor – be it an individual, a 

recruitment agency, or a company – withholds the migrant’s passport (Kuzbari, 2018; 

Hamill, 2012; Jureidini, 2002).  

Lebanon profits from the foreign labor recruitment are high. The gains of local recruitment 

agencies providing the domestic worker’s passage from her home country to Lebanon have 

totaled around $57.5 million in 2019 (Wood & Boswall, 2021). The Lebanese government 

protects these lucrative businesses as it has much to gain as well. It makes huge profits from 

administrative fees for labor and residence permits every year, on the one hand. On the 

other hand, the large numbers of migrant workers, male and female, help fill the tremendous 

gaps in Lebanon’s failing social services as these workers provide cheap labor for taking 

care of the elderly and the children and fill the direly needed sanitation jobs that Lebanese 

refuse to take.  

https://english.alarabiya.net/features/2020/12/11/Lebanon-crisis-Lebanon-recruitment-agencies-benefit-from-sponsorship-system-lobby-against-reforms
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Recruitment agencies in Lebanon have their own syndicate: the Syndicate of the Owners 

of Recruitment Agencies in Lebanon (SORAL) which was established in 2005 and includes 

about 280 members, while the number of agencies was about 500 in 20156. Domestic 

workers attempted to unionize in 2015 but the government put an end to their efforts by 

deeming their action illegal. In May 2020, sanitation migrant workers in Lebanon, all 

mainly employed by the company RAMCO, held protests inside the company headquarters 

and refused to resume work as they had not been paid for months. The riot police were 

called in to subdue them7.  

As Gardner (2012) has argued, the Kafala system is part of a ‘migration industry’ linking 

brokers, individuals, and agencies in sending and receiving countries, which profit greatly 

from the migrant dependency cycle. Migrants wishing to work in Lebanon have to pay large 

sums of money, reaching USD 3000, in order to travel and get the job (Dahdah, 2014). 

They either borrow the money from lenders in their home country and become indebted, or 

they are sent to Lebanon without paying in advance and have to work their debt off 

remaining without pay for long periods of time (Kassamali, 2017). On a structural level, 

the inherently abusive sponsorship system renders labor migrants in Lebanon vulnerable to 

exploitation, compromises their rights, obstructs their access to legal redress, and 

completely limits their employment and work mobility. It creates a cycle of dependency 

that dehumanizes and entraps migrants the moment they enter the country. Many 

individuals and businesses in Lebanon feed off this dependency cycle.  

At the time of writing this study, the Lebanese Minister of Labor announced reforms to the 

Kafala system in September 2020. The proposed reform in fact did not bring significant 

change. Nevertheless, it was successfully legally challenged by the recruitment agencies 

syndicate SORAL in October 2020 and did not go into effect.  

In the Aftermath of the 2019 Crisis 

Lebanon is experiencing multiple crises between political turmoil, total financial collapse, 

banking sector collapse, depletion of foreign currency reserve, scarcity of basic goods 

 
6 International Labor Organization (ILO), 

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/migpractice/migmain.showPractice?p_lang=en&p_practice_id=155 
7 ALJAZEERA https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2020/5/19/long-marginalised-migrant-workers-in-lebanon-strike-

over-pay 

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/migpractice/migmain.showPractice?p_lang=en&p_practice_id=155
https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2020/5/19/long-marginalised-migrant-workers-in-lebanon-strike-over-pay
https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2020/5/19/long-marginalised-migrant-workers-in-lebanon-strike-over-pay
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including fuel and medication, in addition to the pandemic related complications. The 

country’s foreign currency reserves are depleted, and the local currency has lost about 90% 

of its value. This has led to a massive wave of migrant workers’ return migration or onward 

migration given that migrant workers have lost their jobs, are no longer getting paid in 

USD, or not getting paid at all. Scenes of employers abandoning their maids in front of 

their embassies/consulates continued for several months. Few freelance workers are still 

getting paid in foreign currency—like two participants of this study—and are able to 

manage the challenges better. 

Lebanon’s ongoing economic and financial crisis has undoubtedly shaken the Kafala 

system. The country effectively lost its lure for foreign workers. Ministry of Labor records 

reflect a drop in new arrivals by 75% from 2019 to 2020, and more than half the number of 

recruitment agencies have closed down (Wood & Boswall, 2021). The industry is still going 

however, even if the numbers have shrunk. Some migrants are still coming, either as they 

are unaware of the situation in Lebanon or as they have been promised salaries in USD. 

Beirut’s migrant workers   

 “The Migrant Metropolis is where both capital and territorially defined ‘national’ states must 

confront transnational labour as the premier manifestation of the sheer restlessness of human life 

itself, in its active (productive) relation to the space of the planet” (De Genova, 2015) 

 

Beirut, the Lebanese capital, is classified by the Globalization and World Cities Research 

Network as a Beta World City. It is a city that has been transformed by capitalist 

globalization; in addition to its solid connection with world economy, it is the hub of a large 

international South-South migration flow (Dahdah, 2012). In fact, Beirut and its suburbs 

are a good example of globalization from below (Portes, 1997), especially when we 

consider neighborhoods such as Dora and Bourj Hammoud which form a buzzing migrant 

center. Bourj Hammoud is the Armenian district adjacent to the Nabaa Slum and along with 

Dora they include a large number of ethnic businesses of mixed nationalities and house a 

large number of migrant workers. And in contrast neighborhoods such as City Center and 

Beirut Souks are an emblem of economic globalisation showcasing gentrification and 

uniformization (Sassen, 2008).  

There is no official housing policy for labor migrants in Lebanon like those regulating the 

use of labor camps in some GCC countries (Brusle, 2012). Migrant workers in Lebanon are 
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scattered within the urban and rural fabric of the country. In Beirut and its suburbs their 

presence cannot go unnoticed. In fact, the movement of internal migrants, foreign migrant 

workers, and refugees has contributed over the years to the formation of what is known as 

the city’s ‘misery belt’ (Fawaz & Peillon, 2002). Slum-like accommodations for 

migrants/refugees can also be found within the capital city. Kanafani (2019) examined how 

migrant workers live in residual urban spaces, derelict neglected nooks within the city, even 

in higher end neighborhoods like Ras Beirut. These spaces are neglected on purpose as a 

real estate strategy (Ibid) or fell victim to the impoverishment of Beirut’s landlords in the 

post-civil war. They are often rented to migrant workers who most commonly share the 

accommodation with other migrant workers; they either rent a room or a bed depending on 

their income. Some hired as building keepers are accommodated within the keeper’s room 

on the ground floor, and the preference goes for small families more than single men or 

women. Some migrant workers employed by big service companies such as RAMCO or 

BUTEC are housed in company-owned shared apartments where housing can be 

overcrowded with no privacy (fieldwork data8). Gas station workers and parking attendants 

are often housed in makeshift accommodations near the worksite. Construction workers, 

predominantly Syrian9, are often housed within the construction site. The Taste of Cement, 

a film essay by Ziad Kalthoum (2017), masterfully depicts this world as he follows Syrian 

construction workers on the site of a high-rise building in Beirut’s suburbs. They work 

during the day, a curfew10 bans them from going out in the evening, and they spend their 

night in the basement. They are trapped in this world of cement while the war in Syria is 

ravaging their homes. Many migrant workers live within Lebanon’s Palestinian refugee 

camps mostly situated in urban areas. These camps especially attract migrants as rent prices 

inside camps are lower and Lebanese security forces seldom enter these spaces rendering 

them a haven for irregular or undocumented migrants (Dorai, 2010). 

 
8 Data was collected during interviews undertaken in the context of research assistance for an ILO project investigating 

conditions of male migrant workers in Lebanon in December 2019 (report still unpublished). 
9 Construction jobs in Lebanon have historically been held by Syrians. After the civil war, Beirut was, and is still being, 

reconstructed by Syrian workers. Chalcraft (2009) has argued that Syrian workers have been central to the building of the 

modern Lebanese state and economy. Refugees in Lebanon are not allowed to work. Syrian refugees however are allowed 

to work in very specific sectors such as construction and agriculture. 
10 Nighttime curfews for Syrians in Lebanon have been common practice in several municipalities in the years following 

the high refugee flows from Syria.  
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As emphasized by Kanafani (2019), stigmas depicting these migrant/refugee communities 

as dirty and loud contribute to their systematic marginalization and dehumanization. 

Jureidini (2003) emphasized how certain jobs perceived as dirty are racialized to such an 

extent that some of the poorest unemployed nationals refuse to work them. Migrants are 

pushed to occupy exceptional and extraterritorial spaces such as camps, or deviant spaces 

such as urban slums and ruins. But the intense activity, networking, and collaboration 

spurred by their precarity and forced invisibility are shaping new ways of collaborating and 

organizing, creating networks of social and economic activities and unions that shape 

underground Beirut and its large informal economy. They create a non-conventional force 

making a claim to the city.  

1.2.3 Women Migrant Workers in Lebanon 

Non-Arab women in the Arab world are predominantly migrant workers. The ILO 

estimated that in 2017 the Arab States hosted 23 million migrant workers, with 9 million 

(39 per cent) women migrant workers11. Most estimates and official numbers confirm that 

non-Arab labor in Lebanon is dominated by women working in the domestic sector 

(Kassamali, 2017). As stated before, these women started coming to Lebanon for work 

since the 1970s, and the post-war phase in Lebanon witnessed an incredibly high demand 

for female foreign domestic workers by the Lebanese middle-class. Jureidini (2011) 

estimates that 1 in 4 Lebanese households employs a domestic worker. Not too long after, 

in the 2000s, demand for non-Arab male workers also increased, and they have been 

coming to Lebanon in larger numbers in the past decade (Bret, 2007; Kassamali, 2017). 

They are not any less vulnerable than their female counterparts, and are in fact more 

invisible, especially given the scarcity of information about them and the focus of policy 

and human rights research on women migrant domestic workers. Acknowledging that more 

research is needed on male migrant workers in Lebanon, and that research on intimacy and 

love in labor migration contexts should consider all genders and LGBTQ relationships, the 

scope of the current study however does not allow focus beyond women migrant workers 

and their heterosexual relationships.  

 
11 https://www.ilo.org/beirut/areasofwork/labour-migration/lang--en/index.htm 

https://www.ilo.org/beirut/areasofwork/labour-migration/lang--en/index.htm
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Women migrant workers in Lebanon are effectively the most vulnerable group socially, 

economically, legally, and linguistically. Estimates on their total number varies between 

300,000 and 400,000 (Dahdah, 2014). In addition to domestic work, they are increasingly 

filling jobs in care, cleaning, and beauty salons, and their heightened presence in Beirut and 

its suburbs cannot go unnoticed. The majority of WMW arrive to Lebanon under the 

category of ‘foreign domestic worker’. The residence permit of the foreign domestic worker 

is tied to an individual employer who also acts as her sponsor and she lives within the 

household she works in (Hamill, 2012). Less commonly, some might arrive as migrant 

workers who are employed in sectors other than domestic work (public sanitation workers, 

grocery store employees, beauty salons, etc…). Nevertheless, their status also falls under 

the sponsorship system, and their residence permits require a sponsor, whether it is an 

individual, a small business/company, or an institution (Ibid.). Sri Lankan women form the 

oldest and largest community of migrant workers (Moukarbel, 2009). With the early 1990s, 

women workers from Philippines, Ethiopia, Kenya, Madagascar, Nigeria, Benin, Togo, 

India, Bangladesh, and Nepal, started coming in larger numbers (Dahdah, 2012). As argued 

by Dahdah (2012), these women have long remained invisible in the city, and as their 

numbers grew larger and as many of them escaped the homes of their sponsor/employer, 

they stayed in the country and worked as ‘freelancers’.  

Jureidini (2002) reports the reality of the residence situation of WMW in Lebanon which 

can be classified under three types with different living and working conditions: ‘live-ins’, 

‘freelancers’, and ‘runaways’. Live-in maids live and work within the household of the 

sponsor/employer. The latter is responsible for covering all financial costs, medical 

insurance, and residence /work permit renewals. The employer has control over the maid’s 

freedom of movement and can withhold her passport. The domestic worker cannot resign 

or terminate the contract without the consent of the employer. This consent is established 

through a notarized ‘release’ form. But the release procedure also requires that another 

employer/sponsor takes full responsibility for the migrant worker by signing a notarized 

pledge to hire and sponsor her. Employers might request large sums of money to go through 

with the release (Hamill, 2012).  

‘Runaways’ are former live-in domestic workers who escaped the house of the employer, 

usually without their passport which would be withheld by the employer. Once the police 
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are notified, these women become ‘illegal alien’ (Jureidini, 2002; Dahdah, 2012). 

Runaways take refuge wherever they can until they manage to return to their country of 

origin or secure a new sponsor. To return to her country, the runaway must find a way to 

retrieve her passport from the employer, sometimes in exchange of money, or to get a 

laissez-passer from her embassy (Jureidini, 2002). To find a new sponsor, the migrant will 

have to find a way to have a fake ‘release’ document from the initial employer and find a 

person willing to sponsor her. This could entail paying large sums of money to both parties. 

A number of these women come legally to Lebanon through the domestic work category 

with the intention of switching from a position of live-in maid to freelancer (Dahdah, 2012). 

The ‘Free Visa’ and the Freelancers  

There are no studies on the ‘Free Visa’ system in Lebanon, although it is referred to in 

several studies and reports on migrant workers in the country. The system however is not 

particular to Lebanon and is a feature of labor migration in all countries adopting Kafala. 

It is therefore a practice in almost all GCC countries, Jordan, and Lebanon. Pessoa, 

Harkness, & Gardner (2014) have investigated the ‘Free Visa’ system in Qatar in which 

they highlighted the lack of literature on the topic and presented the advantages and 

disadvantages from the viewpoint of migrant workers.  

Bureaucratically, a ‘free visa’ is not distinguishable from the regular sponsored work visa. 

The only difference is that the sponsor is an acting sponsor who does not interfere with the 

migrant’s work or living conditions; they are just a sponsor on paper. Acting sponsors 

charge an annual fee from the migrant worker. This arrangement offers the migrant workers 

freedom and flexibility; it allows them to work for several clients or one major client in 

addition to parttime jobs, provides them with considerably better income, and gives them 

the freedom to choose where to live, be it in shared accommodations or on their own.  

To become a ‘Freelancer’ the migrant worker has to secure a ‘release’ from her initial 

sponsor/employer and secure an acting sponsor. Some employers provide a ‘release’ for 

free, others might charge for it. Some freelancers might have entered Lebanon initially by 

securing an acting sponsor, and without having worked as domestic maids. Freelancers live 

and work independently from their sponsors. An acting sponsor would usually request a 

financial retribution of around USD 1000 to 1200 which includes residence permit renewal 
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(Jureidini, 2002; Dahdah, 2012). For every annual renewal of papers, the migrant has to 

make a new payment to the sponsor (Pande, 2017). This has become a prosperous business 

for many who are taking advantage of this structural discrimination against labor migrants. 

Jureidini (2002) reports that in a number of such cases the money was taken but the passport 

was not returned, and the papers were not arranged. Such cases often go unpunished as the 

migrant usually has no proof to support her claim. Oftentimes, she is too scared to approach 

the police given her ‘illegal’ status and the risk of arrest and deportation. Even if she would, 

the migrant has no access to legal representation.  

Freelancers have less controlled living and working conditions. They pay rent and live on 

their own, in shared accommodations, or get accommodation in exchange for work. They 

work on an hourly/weekly/monthly basis for different employers with no binding contract. 

In all cases, to be ‘legal’, freelancers must have a sponsor. Freelancers, or independent 

migrant workers, constitute a considerable category of migrant workers in Lebanon, as 

many households not wishing to employ a live-in maid, and shops, gyms, offices, and 

companies, rely on freelance cleaners whom they hire regularly, on daily or weekly basis. 

Many foreign diplomats in Lebanon rely on the cleaning services of freelance migrant 

workers. For instance, the community of French-speaking African migrant workers, such 

as Malagasies, are known to be hired by French diplomats and embassy staff.  

For the purposes of this research, the term ‘freelancer’ would be used to include migrant 

workers who are working in Lebanon and are not live-in maids, regardless of the legality 

of their stay in Lebanon and the type of work they do. They could be working for one or 

more employer(s) and could be currently unemployed.  

Sexualized and Racialized Labor Commodities 

WMW in Lebanon are highly racialized and sexualized. In addition to the dehumanization, 

they face through structures treating them as labor commodities, their race and gender are 

perceived as threats by the Lebanese state and society. There are clear official guidelines 

for WMW to refrain from sexual activity, marriage, and pregnancy, in addition to practices 

aimed at controlling their procreational relationships. Digressions from these rules are 

punished and the migrant will suffer the legal repercussions. This section examines such 
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processes in detail analyzing how and why the state and its proxies become a de facto 

guardian over women’s sexual and emotional lives.      

Muffle Your Gender 

The Information Guide for Migrant Domestic Workers issued by the Lebanese Ministry of 

Labor in 2012, in collaboration with ILO, attempts to scare the migrant out of any 

consideration of marriage and pregnancy. It states the following on marriage: “As a migrant 

worker, you should know the possible legal outcomes of getting married or planning a 

pregnancy in Lebanon. (…) According to the Lebanese constitution, it is legal for anyone 

to marry. However, when the migrant worker is under the sponsorship (kafala) system, 

getting married becomes a complex and difficult issue” (Ministry of Labor 2012, p. 21). 

The Guide states the following on pregnancy: “Both before and soon after you arrive in 

Lebanon, you are requested to take a pregnancy test. (…) If you are pregnant, you cannot 

stay in the country as a migrant domestic worker and the employment agency will repatriate 

you immediately. (…) The health insurance that covers women migrant domestic workers 

does not include the fees for delivering a baby neither does your contract include maternity 

leave. (…) Falsifying a pregnancy test can put you into a difficult situation. (…) Bear in 

mind that according to the Lebanese law, it is not possible for a woman to pass her 

nationality to her children” (Ibid, p.22). The Guide also presents recommendations 

regarding social manners and social conduct under which it instructs the migrant on how 

to dress inside and outside the employer’s house: “It is recommended that you do not wear 

clothes like shorts, short skirts or tight-fitting shirts while working” (p. 27).  

These gender-specific instructions cannot be ignored, and they confirm that the gender of 

these migrant women constitutes a form of threat to the state. The Lebanese state indeed 

fears the procreational capacity of the female gender and has since its inception enshrined 

laws banning Lebanese women from transmitting citizenship to their children and husbands 

in its efforts to protect a conceived ‘Lebaneseness’. The only option available for the 

husband and children of a Lebanese women to stay in Lebanon is the ‘courtesy residence’, 

a temporary residence for up to 3 years.  
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Lebanese Citizenship and the Threat of Non-Lebanese Women 

Citizenship in Lebanon is a social force to be reckoned with and it dictates the life stories 

of large numbers of people residing in the country. Demographics is a highly sensitive issue 

as any change to it constitutes a direct threat to the delicate frail sectarian ‘balance’. The 

state only acknowledges Jus Sanguinis, and citizenship is only granted through paternal 

lineage and patriarchal kinship. Citizen belonging is neatly defined on sect-based and 

gender-based differences, and constitutes a highly discriminatory, racist, sexist, and classist 

field. A robust work on Lebanese citizenship was done by Mikdashi (2014) emphasizing 

the role of sex and gender in the constitution of sect and citizenship. Sextarianism is the 

notion she introduced to refer to this intersection of sect and sex that informs the state’s 

biopolitical engineering of citizenship. Personal status laws are based on paternal lineage, 

as such, Lebanese men are the sole purveyors of ‘Lebaneseness’ or citizen and sect 

belonging. When it comes to women migrant workers in Lebanon, the state, and the various 

religious sects, have much at stake. Lebanese men could mate with an African or Asian 

woman and give birth to a fully endowed mixed-race Lebanese citizen (Howland, 2019). A 

non-Lebanese woman can access citizenship rights after one year of marriage to a Lebanese 

man (Dahdah, 2012). But in the specific case of women migrant workers arriving to the 

country under the domestic work category, the Ministry of Interior established an exception 

to this rule. WMW can only access citizenship through their Lebanese husbands after the 

birth of one to two offspring from this union. This practice was supposedly introduced by 

the General Directorate of General Security (GDGS) to deter sham marriages (Ibid). During 

this waiting period the migrant worker loses her work permit (Ibid). Dahdah (2012) reports 

that the financial means of the couple will also determine the naturalization process.  

The ‘courtesy residence’ is given in specific cases including cases of wife/husband of 

Lebanese citizen, and sons and daughters of a Lebanese mother, (and I’ll add the case of 

‘diplomats wishing to stay in country after end of service’ to showcase the sexism and 

classism of the system). The GDGS official website states that the courtesy residence once 

issued is automatically valid for 3 years, except if the passport validity is less than 3 years 
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and more than 1 year in which case the residence is limited to one year12. However, the 

same 1-year-only exception is stipulated under one specific category, out of all others, that 

of ‘the wife of Lebanese man’, and reads the following: “If the wife has previously worked 

in Lebanon as an artist or domestic worker, the courtesy residence will be issued for one 

year only, by virtue of a first instance decision13.”   

WMWs face colossal complications if they choose to love, have sex, marry, and get 

pregnant in Lebanon, be it with a Lebanese or a migrant/refugee man. The state deals with 

their presence on the national territory as a problem, but they are an essential element of 

the smooth functioning of its split labor market. While their travel to Lebanon is encouraged 

and facilitated – for instance, by having 400 licensed private recruitment agencies in 2014 

(Dahdah, 2014) and by turning a blind eye to smuggling and trafficking of migrants – the 

presence of WMWs in the country has to be limited to their essential function of labor, and 

they are denied basic human rights, to the point of criminalizing their right to a personal 

life.  

Banning Love  

In addition to protecting ‘Lebaneseness’ and Lebanese belonging, state’s measures 

controlling the procreational relationships of WMWs are also meant to limit the number of 

foreigners on its territory (The Legal Agenda, 2015). Rules and regulations controlling the 

relationships of WMWs are not limited to relations with Lebanese men but also migrant 

men in Lebanon. The state’s biopolitical power was officially exercised over the sexual, 

emotional, and procreational activities of migrant workers on its territory, in the form of 

circular no. 1778 issued on October 4th, 2014, by the Ministry of Justice upon request from 

the GDGS. The circular applies specifically to foreign workers of category 3 (low-wage 

male workers) and category 4 (female domestic workers). By virtue of this circular, public 

notaries had to request employers/sponsors of foreign workers to sign a pledge stating that 

the worker under their sponsorship does not have any marital or intimate relationship with 

 
12 As specified on the General Security official website, Arabic version of Courtesy Residence. The English version is 

not an exact translation of the Arabic and omits important information. For further details, refer to the following Arabic 

text on the official website, accessed in September 2020: https://www.general-security.gov.lb/ar/posts/6 
13 My translation. Arabic text: https://www.general-security.gov.lb/ar/posts/6 

بموجب قرار  إذا سبق للزوجة أن عملت كفنانة أو كعاملة في الخدمة المنزلية في لبنان ، تمنح إقامة مجاملة لمدة سنة واحدة  

  للمرة األولى.

https://www.general-security.gov.lb/ar/posts/6
https://www.general-security.gov.lb/ar/posts/6
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a non-Lebanese person in Lebanon. Sponsors/employers also had to pledge to inform the 

General Security Directorate of any such relationship so that the worker in question would 

be deported (The Legal Agenda, 2015). As such, in order for the migrant worker to obtain 

legal residence or to transfer from one sponsor/employer to another, they should not be in 

any intimate relationship with another migrant in Lebanon. The General Security 

Directorate had effectively assigned employers/sponsors the task of monitoring the private 

life of foreign workers and giving them further power over the workers. Many local 

organisations, activists, and media outlets, mobilized to revoke the decision. The Legal 

Agenda, a civil society organisation, spearheaded these efforts, arguing that the decision 

strips the worker from their fundamental rights, and legitimizes enslavement. In July 2015, 

the Ministry of Justice revoked the ‘love ban’ circular. It is pertinent to note that the General 

Security had sent a letter to The Legal Agenda in which they stated that their decision is “a 

precautionary measure that is not intended to prevent marriage or interfere in personal 

matters, but to realize sustainability of the family as an institution with a role in society, 

and to respect the residence requirements” adding that “the sponsorship system may not 

allow to have a family living under one roof” and that they are “studying each case 

separately in terms of making sure family and marriage relationship does not affect the 

applicable Labor Law and the residence system defined in the law which governs the work 

of the General Security” (Ibid). As pointed out by The Legal Agenda, it is highly 

questionable that a security apparatus had declared itself responsible for family 

sustainability and its role in society.  

The Dehumanizing Logic  

At the essence of phenomena guided by neoliberalism such as global labor markets shaped 

by commodification, racialization, and genderization of labor, there is a dehumanizing 

logic that has been normalized through practices, policies, and laws, that permeates into 

social and personal life by effectively reshaping the way humans perceive themselves and 

each other, and how they connect with one another. Lebanese recruitment agencies have 

created visual catalogues for clients shopping for a domestic migrant worker, as a way to 

facilitate their task of matching Lebanese households with foreign domestic workers 

(Kassamali, 2017). The nationality of the migrant worker determines the price of the service 

she is offering. It is known for instance that Filipinos earn the highest pay (around USD400 
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per month), with Sri Lankan and Bangladeshi women scoring the lowest pay (equal or less 

than USD200 per month). Many Lebanese refer to the domestic migrant worker as the 

‘Srilankiye’, given that Sri Lankan women formed the first major community of domestic 

migrant workers in Lebanon, in the same manner that they refer to the vacuum cleaner as 

the ‘hoover’, given that Hoover was the first major brand for vacuum cleaners in Lebanon. 

In best case scenarios, they would refer to the migrant as the ‘benet’ or the girl and most 

interlocutors would understand that benet is the foreign cleaner.  

The Lebanese society presents a striking example of the human cost of the combined labor 

racialization and commodification processes. The Lebanese in general fail to recognize 

migrant workers beyond “a racialized laboring body” (Kassamali, 2017, p.56). Migrant 

workers are only spared this dehumanizing logic in the company of other non-citizens 

(Ibid).  
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1.3 Gender Capital 

‘The kinds of capital, like the aces in a game of cards, are powers that define the chances 

of profit in a given field’ (Bourdieu, 1985). 

Migrants' self-definitions “are decisively shaped by official classifications that become 

internalized as part of their self-understandings as well as public labels that guide their 

social interactions with others” (Swartz, 2013, p.139). Hierarchies of class, race, sexuality, 

ethnicity, nationality, and gender operate at various levels that affect an individual or a 

group's social location (Mahler & Pessar, 2001). This is all the more relevant in the 

migration experience wherein individuals and groups are vividly faced with the fact that, 

regardless of their own efforts, they are situated within power hierarchies that they have 

not constructed. Women labor migrants in Lebanon are arguably situated within the lowest 

of power hierarchies in Lebanese society. They are at an intertwining of gender, class, race, 

and ethnicity that renders them the “objects of representations that both ‘other’ them and, 

at the very least, imply low degrees of agency” (Mahler & Pessar, 2001, p.450). The self-

definition efforts of the migrant require her to respond to the negativity reflected at her by 

society. The strategies employed by the migrant for that purpose can be seen sometimes as 

challenging social arrangements, and other times, reinforcing them (Cabaniss & Cameron, 

2018), and can extend to different types of relationships the migrant might have, even her 

most intimate ones. It is within these dynamics that subtle complex forms of power emerge 

as the migrant navigates her life and negotiates her relationships in the destination society.  

When examining gender and class processes in migration beyond the agent-victim binary, 

the Bourdieusian capital and social fields of practice are highly useful tools. They provide 

the margins for capturing the high dynamism of social relations in modern capitalist society 

and reconciling the dichotomy of structure and agency. In the case of women labor migrants 

to Lebanon, most forms of capital (Bourdieu, 1986) a labor migrant might have (economic, 

social, cultural…) will effectively be devalued upon entering Lebanon. Gender however 

will become one of the most pertinent cards in the hands of the migrant. It will be valued 

and devalued depending on the specific social field of practice and the social agents 

involved. At the most basic level, her access to the country and the job has been facilitated 

by her gender through gendered labor migration channels and women’s work opportunities; 
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simultaneously, her gender is at the essence of her precarity in Lebanon. This section 

introduces the concept of gender capital by presenting relevant literature by feminist 

scholars and retheorizing the concept to be applied in the labor migration-specific field of 

intimacy.  

1.3.1 Bourdieusian Feminists  

The tools provided by Bourdieu’s social theory have been increasingly recognized by 

feminist research across the social science and humanities disciplines and scholars have 

explored the methodological potential of a Bourdieu-inspired feminist concept of capitals 

(Erel, 2010; Fowler, 2003; Krais, 1993; Lovell, 2000; McNay, 1999b, 2000; Moi, 1991; 

Seeberg, 2012; Skeggs, 1997; Woolf, 1999). Bourdieu himself did not consider that gender 

could act as a form of capital. He saw capital as gender-neutral and used capital to examine 

class processes. McNay (2000) and Lovell (2000) argued that Bourdieu viewed women as 

‘repositories’ of capital, in the sense that they are capital-bearing objects rather than capital-

bearing subjects (Huppatz, 2009). McCall (1992) was among the first scholars to look at 

the relationships between gender and capital, arguing that gendered dispositions act as 

embodied cultural capital. In her analysis of Bourdieu’s Forms of Capital, McCall argued 

that embodied cultural capital manifests itself in dispositions, and that specific forms of 

dispositions act themselves as forms of capital. Indeed, on the one hand, Bourdieu has taken 

into account several crucial aspects of dispositions by accounting for the way in which 

socialization shapes them; ‘Cultural capital (…) in the embodied state, i.e., in the form of 

long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body (…)’ (Bourdieu, 1984, p.243). And on the 

other hand, Bourdieu himself has acted upon the evolutionary nature of his conceptual 

framework when he introduced symbolic capital as the fourth form of capital. Also, he has 

clearly proposed that each type has subtypes (see Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.119). 

Therefore, gendered forms of cultural capital become in fact gender capital. Huppatz (2009) 

investigated both feminine capital and female capital in the field of paid care work. She 

defined female capital as “the gender advantage that is derived from being perceived to 

have a female (but not necessarily feminine) body”, and feminine capital as “the gender 

advantage that is derived from a disposition or skill set learned via socialization or from 

simply being hailed as feminine (this occurs when one’s body is recognized as feminine)” 
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(p.50). Hakim (2010) introduced the notion of erotic capital arguing that women generally 

have more erotic capital than men.   

Gender capital, as a feminist Bourdieusian tool, is a highly relevant lens to investigate the 

forms of power women migrant workers exercise in their destination society. The lens of 

gendered capital comes in line with the conceptualization of gender as a process wherein 

gender identities, relations, and ideologies are fluid, not fixed, and are informed by an 

individual’s position in a gendered geography of power (Mahler & Pessar, 2001).    

1.3.2 Gender Capital in the Migration-Specific Field of Intimacy  

The field of heterosexual intimacy inherently involves a gendered power dynamic. Intimate 

and sexual relations are one arena of negotiation between genders in which women gain 

and lose power. This section explores how this social field of practice is shaped by the labor 

migration experience and how women migrant workers approach their gender capital 

within this specific field. Following a large body of literature examining the intersection of 

power, gender, and mobility, an increasing number of scholars are investigating how 

gendered mobility shapes structures of intimacy. Constable (2009) studied what she 

referred to as the commodification of intimacy or how “intimate relations can be treated, 

understood, or thought of as if they have entered the market: are bought or sold; packaged 

and advertised; fetishized, commercialized, or objectified; consumed or assigned values 

and prices; and linked in many cases to transnational mobility and migration echoing a 

global capitalist flow of goods” (p.50). Constable focused on three broad types of intimate 

relations related to reproductive labor: cross-border marriages, migrant sex workers, and 

migrant domestic workers and care workers. However, she also emphasized the role of 

resistance and agency in the face of disempowering structures. Indeed, beyond the 

structuralist-oppression and push-and-pull aspects of analyses on migration, women 

migrant workers exert agency through labor migration. While it remains true that many 

women leave their countries pushed by poverty and high unemployment and seeking 

economic gains, many also leave seeking independence (or distance) from their families, 

or to escape domestic violence (Dannecker 2005), social exclusion, unhappy marriages, 

and/or other difficulties at home (Tacoli 1996). Furthermore, “gendered migration 

illustrates new gendered geographies of power in which certain women have opportunities 
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for mobility that are unavailable to men” (Constable 2009). To take advantage of these new 

opportunities and undertake the act of migration, is a form of agency in of itself.  

 Faier (2007) provided an important contribution in her ethnographic study of ‘Filipina 

Migrants in Rural Japan and Their Professions of Love’. She reported that most Filipina 

women she met in the context of her ethnography who were married to Japanese men, had 

met their husbands while working as a labor migrant. She explored how these women, 

through the notion of love, have “established and conformed to rules of conduct” but “also 

sought to transform themselves and their lives through their global encounters” (p.150). 

Faier’s work provides a good depiction of gender capital in action, and how the gendered 

identity is utilized to change or improve one’s life. In a more concrete description, Bloch 

(2010) examined how intimate practices interweave with transnational mobility through 

the cases of women labor migrants from the former Soviet Union to Turkey. She concluded 

that female migrants in Istanbul use their intimate relationships with Turkish men to 

improve their residence status by arranging marriages of convenience, which helps them 

expand their remittance capacity as well as support their place-making efforts in Istanbul. 

Bloch specified that these women were aware of their high desirability in Istanbul given 

Turkish men’s appreciation of women originating from the former Soviet Union countries. 

“Gender matters, because women are keenly aware of how very much their intimate 

relationships with Turkish men define their experience of mobility” (p. 515). Indeed, 

women labor migrants might seek out intimate relations and sexualized companionship in 

destination societies to improve the emotional as well as material quality of their lives. 

They might rely on their partners or boyfriends to secure residence or money, and in a way 

or another, to facilitate their own roles as providers for households in their home countries 

(Bloch, 2010). Ueno (2013), investigating the transformation of intimacy among foreign 

female domestic workers in Singapore, has examined the ‘boyfriend selection criteria’. A 

man’s generosity and economic power, his potential contribution to the woman’s image, 

and his ethnicity and immigration status were among the main factors. 

1.3.3 Women Migrant Workers’ Relationships with Men in Lebanon  

Kassamali (2017) examined the relationships of women migrant workers and Arab men in 

Lebanon, focusing on the Dawra neighborhood, which hosts considerable numbers of 

migrant workers, and which constitutes the leisure and socialization hub for many more. 
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Mixed coupling is very common in the community. Filipina, Ethiopian, and West African 

women and Arab, Kurdish, Armenian, and Lebanese men date and form unions. Kassamali 

observed that South Asian women are less likely to be seen in this dating scene. She 

reported that WMW of other nationalities attribute this to less desirability as Sri Lankan 

and Bangladeshi women are considered less attractive; they are also highly conservative 

and engage less in dating. Kassamali also points out the migration pattern whereby these 

women often sponsor their husbands, as well as the fact that South Asian women do not 

frequent the Dawra neighborhood where her field study is located. Fernandez (2017) 

focusing on Ethiopian women migrant workers in Lebanon reported that the likelihood of 

them forming relationships and having children in Lebanon is among the highest. The 

majority of these women are young and single (reproductive age group between 18 and 30 

years old), compared to WMW from Asia who tend to be married with children before their 

migration to Lebanon. Fernandez examined the trends in Ethiopian women unions with 

men in Lebanon and the implications these unions have on their and their children’s degree 

of precarity. A small number of them are married to Lebanese men and are the most secure. 

More commonly, they marry and have children with Sudanese men. If the man is a 

recognized refugee by the UNHCR, the migrant worker and her children might benefit from 

resettlement with him to another country. The same would apply for Syrian men registered 

as refugees who are married to Ethiopians. If the partner is not a registered refugee, then 

he is another migrant worker. Fernandez reported that the larger number of Ethiopian 

women are in relationships with other migrant workers (Egyptians, Syrians, Sudanese). If 

they have a marriage certificate and the father has a ‘legal’ residence, their children can 

obtain regular documents as well. Among the most precarious are those in relationships 

with men who are undocumented migrants or those with men refusing to marry them even 

after pregnancy. The children of such unions cannot be registered in Lebanon and if the 

father does not acknowledge them officially, they will not be recognized the Ethiopian 

government which requires paternity documents. Dahdah (2012) also examined the mixed 

coupling phenomenon in Lebanon and reported trends whereby some Lebanese and Syrian 

men prefer dating and marrying Ethiopians or Filipinas to Lebanese or Syrian women. He 

argued that in neighborhoods like Dora, with the large number of ethnic shops and 

businesses, we can witness the formation of an economy inspired by joint economic and 
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nuptial interests. These shops are often owned by a Lebanese man married to an Ethiopian, 

Filipino, or Sri Lankan woman. As emphasized by Kassamali (2017), the women migrant 

workers’ relationships with men in Lebanon highlight a salient cosmopolitan aspect. In this 

context, focus on cosmopolitanism, as highlighted by Delanty (2012), is rooted in a concern 

“with the identification of transformative potentials within the present” (p.335) for social 

change. Kassamali captures it best using the words of Khaled Fahmy (2004), the 

cosmopolitan – away from elitist definitions – is found “in the frequency with which people 

from different communities were willing to do business with each other, to eat with each 

other, to drink with each other, and to have sex with each other” (2004, p.305). 
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1.4 Methodology 

The overarching subject of this research is the personal, subjective, and elusive notion of 

romantic intimacy, and the role of the labor migration experience in shaping intimate 

relationships. This work is therefore interested in understanding human social behavior in 

the migration-specific field of intimacy, namely female labor migrants’ (re-)negotiation of 

intimate relations in destination societies. The research adopts an interpretative 

epistemological stance; this choice is rooted in the belief that in order to understand the 

behavior of social actors one has to understand how they interpret the world. The research 

is seeking the “thought objects” of specific social actors “which determine their behavior 

by motivating it: (Schutz, 1962, p.59). On an ontological level, the research is positioned 

in social constructionism and looks at social phenomena as a construct-product of social 

interaction which is constantly being revised by social actors. Namely, the research is 

interested in the representation that specific social actors have of a specific social 

phenomenon; how women labor migrants navigate their ‘love life’ in destination countries. 

Indeed, both migration and intimacy constitute social fields where social actors are likely 

to revise their interpretation of the world and their own realities, thereby informing and 

guiding their behaviors. An optimal approach to understanding migration and intimacy-

specific social behavior is therefore an interpretivist-phenomenologist qualitative approach 

that emphasizes the lived aspects of the studied constructs allowing the researcher to 

examine them from the participants’ perspective and attempt to reveal how they interpret 

relevant realities.  

Design and Methods 

The research follows a multiple case study design built around the experiences of seven 

women labor migrants in Beirut, Lebanon. The unit of analysis is the country of origin. The 

multiple case study design is suited for the inductive approach of this qualitative research 

as it allows for concepts’ association and theory generation based on intensive analysis 

from different cases. It is important to note here that with case study research, the aim is to 

attain analytical generalization and not statistical generalization (Yin, 2010). Personal 

narratives were collected through in-depth semi structured interviews with a focus on the 

migration experience and the experience of intimacy and gender in the country of origin 

and of destination. Unfortunately, participant observation which was initially intended as 
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an additional method of data collection could not be conducted due to Covid-19 pandemic 

conditions. The study also included a quick survey with women who were identified for 

potential interviews but preferred not to be interviewed. They agreed however to answer 

quick basic survey questions. Survey data served to corroborate findings of this research 

and findings identified in the literature.  

 Interview data was collected through clean verbatim transcripts, in addition to notes 

prepared directly after each interview. Audio recording is not advised when researching a 

population as vulnerable as migrant workers in Lebanon unless their signature is obtained. 

For ethical consideration, I decided to avoid the process of audio recording and signature 

taking. On the one hand, these women have generously agreed to sit with me and share with 

me personal aspects of their lives, private thoughts, and intimate experiences, under 

condition of complete anonymity. I did not wish to exacerbate the power asymmetry – that 

of a ‘researcher’ interrogating a ‘subject’, already present – by requesting to audio record 

our conversations and take their signatures. Audio recording can be off-putting or 

disconcerting for participants (Bryman, 2012). I wanted to avoid triggering the potential 

hesitancy to consent that could make someone uncomfortable from the start. On the other 

hand, having developed the ability to take accurate verbatim transcripts in-situ, through 

several years of interviewing work, I opted to rely on verbatim transcripts instead. With an 

unintrusive laptop on my lap, I would ask the participants for their permission to type down 

everything they say. This process, of course, meant that most interviews included pauses 

and moments of silence while I finished typing down the previous statement. Some of these 

pauses, in most interviews, have triggered more talk from the participants. They would 

follow-up with more information; giving more explanations, details, remembering more, 

adding, or correcting what was said. This process has also allowed me as a researcher 

during the high of interviews, to pause and contemplate what is being said as I type it, 

which triggered insightful follow-up questions. Hence, by encouraging more verbalized 

retrospection from the participants, and better follow-up questions from the researcher, the 

process of verbatim transcription in-situ has been beneficial for the data collection and 

analysis, in unexpected ways.  

Languages used during the interviews varied between a mix of English and Lebanese, a 

mix of French and Lebanese, or only Lebanese. Therefore, a considerable part of the data 
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was translated into English. Words/statements highly pertinent to the research question 

appear in the language used by the participants along with their translation. I translated the 

data myself while finalizing transcripts after each interview. It is pertinent to note here that 

I am a certified sworn translator, holder of a bachelor’s degree in Languages and 

Translation trained in English, French and Arabic, with over 10-years’ experience in the 

field. 

Study population 

The participants in this study are all women migrant workers living and working in Beirut, 

Lebanon, on a ‘free visa’. The in-depth qualitative part of this study includes seven 

participants divided into sub-groups based on the country of origin: The Philippines (two 

participants), Madagascar (two participants), and Ethiopia (three participants). The number 

of participants in the quick survey is seven women migrant workers: one participant from 

Ethiopia, one participant from the Philippines, two participants from Sri Lanka, and two 

participants from Bangladesh. They are involved in cleaning jobs and/or beauty care jobs. 

Given the qualitative nature of the research, the multiple case study design, and the detailed 

in-depth examination of each case through narrative analysis, the sample of seven 

participants provided ample insight into the participants’ experiences. 

The research does not include ‘live-in’ domestic workers as their highly restrictive living 

conditions limits their margin for socializing freely and engaging in dating and romantic 

relationships. The research includes women who are currently involved in heterosexual 

relationships, and women who are not in a relationship. It excludes women involved in non-

heterosexual intimate relationships as such relationships are beyond the scope of the current 

study.  

The research adopted generic purposive sampling whereby sampling was conducted 

purposively but not necessarily with regard to the generation of theory and theoretical 

categories (Bryman, 2016). Purposive sampling was conducted through snowball sampling 

whereby the first identified participant within each case provided access to others willing 

to be interviewed. The research adopted a passive snowball sampling procedure whereby I 

provided third parties with recruitment information who then communicated this 

information to potential participants. The latter contacted me at their convenience. The 
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purpose is to protect the potential participants’ identity and to promote voluntary 

recruitment. 

Data Analysis 

The multiple case study design is based on the unit of analysis of the country of 

origin/sending country: The Philippines, Madagascar, and Ethiopia. The collected 

narratives formed the building blocks for analyzing the cases. The study included two 

strategies: analysis of narrative as primary analysis and case description combined with 

cross-case synthesis as secondary analysis.  

Data from interviews was analyzed following Polkinghorne’s (1995) analysis of narratives, 

i.e., the paradigmatic cognition mode of analysis. This mode of analysis entails 

“descriptions of themes that hold across the stories” (Polkinghorne 1995, p. 12). The focus 

was on revealing the interpretive repertoires employed by the participants to make sense of 

their experiences of labor migration and of intimate relationships in the destination country. 

Case description and cross-case synthesis relied on the in-depth analysis of narratives from 

each country of origin as well as the review of relevant literature on the specific sending 

country.  

The stages of qualitative data analysis are not totally independent from each other but feed 

into each other. The basic stage was organizing and compiling data. After each interview, 

I would write down notes, giving the participant a fictious name, highlighting any 

rudimentary theme that emerged, in addition to observations about location/time of the 

meeting and special aspects (meeting on the participant’s day-off or after a workday, 

physical appearance, choice of clothing/make-up, behavior, attitude, character traits, or 

anything that might have stood out, in addition to observational notes and glimpses into 

social media when available). I would also go through the transcript for clarity review and 

finalize standard format aspects. As analysis should not be left until all interviews have 

been conducted and transcribed, I started coding and analysis processes progressively after 

the second interview. Ongoing analysis allows for the identification of emerging themes 

and for further investigation in future interviews.  

Coding and analysis were conducted with a more traditional low-tech approach, without 

the use of data analysis software, especially as the research sample size allows it. Coding 
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was manual; after printing the transcript, I would go through it sorting and resorting bits of 

data relevant to the research question. I created codes by choosing shortly worded concepts 

reflecting recurrent ideas/words/messages. I then grouped the codes under different 

categories reflecting the major themes expressed through these concepts. Data 

interpretation was aimed at identifying phenomena or patterns taking places at specific 

social intersections of race, gender, class, and migration/citizenship status.  

On Credibility/Validity and Reliability  

In this research, stories told by research participants were used to describe human action 

detailing an individual’s experience in relation to the research question (Sharp et al., 2019; 

Polkinghorne, 1995). Within such an approach, the stories are co-created by the researcher 

and the participant emphasizing relational engagement. Narratives shared by participants 

reveal how they wish to be seen and are telling of the structure of their social world. 

However, analysis of narratives produced during interviews should take into consideration 

the impact of the interviewer in the construction of the narrative. Interview narratives are 

the product of a joint dialogue interaction later shaped by the researcher into a chronological 

story. If the participant herself wrote down the story, or another researcher undertook this 

same research task with the participant, the outcome would not be exactly the same. 

Nevertheless, narratives collected during interviews offer an intelligible and credible 

account of the participant’s experiences and her own voice is still informing the story. The 

information the participant chose to share and highlight, how she made sense of it and 

linked it to other facts, and how she relayed it to the researcher, all are analytically pertinent 

aspects of the narrative account. To mitigate any misinterpretation, the process of 

developing the narratives included in this research was guided by a diligent process of 

repeatedly moving between the collected data and the emerging story to ensure loyalty to 

the participant’s statements. The writing of one narrative, therefore, included several stages 

of review, fact checking, editing and refinement (Polkinghorne, 1995). I have also 

diligently reviewed my findings to minimize as much as possible the bias that I, as a 

researcher, brought to the study.  

Ethical Issues 

The ethical risk of deception in this research is high. Being a woman researcher 

interviewing women participants may have acted as a facilitator to access key conversations 
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and information about the research subject. The subject in and of itself is rather sensitive 

as it touches upon intimate experiences, emotions, sex, and relationships. On the one hand, 

women do tend to discuss these matters amongst each other and share ‘stories’ often 

regardless of having a bond of friendship. One example may be the casual conversations 

between women in a nail salon. There exists a unique space where relative strangers may 

discuss personal matters often in ease and safety. On the other hand, the subject and goals 

of this research require a heightened level of disclosure, and even self-analysis, by the 

participant. As a female researcher probing the lives of women labor migrants, I was 

constantly aware of the ethical imposition my research may have, and that I might indirectly 

encourage them to reveal more than they are comfortable with. I have kept a diligent 

awareness of the input I made during these interactions. I refrained from seeking further 

information when sensing that the interviewee was hesitant. All introductory sections of 

the interviews clearly emphasized the interviewee’s freedom to refuse answering questions, 

interrupt the interview, and/or choose to withdraw information that she has already 

provided, or withdraw from participation completely. 

Another aspect of this interaction relates to the implicit power dynamic. I, the researcher, 

am a national of the temporary country of residence of the migrant. I might have been 

perceived as someone of a ‘higher’ social class as I introduced myself as a graduate student 

conducting research, while the participant was selected on the basis of her status of 

‘unskilled’ labor migrant, and her ‘consent’ to discuss her life as such. Between cultural, 

national/foreigner, educational background, and social class differences, the power 

differential risked fostering an exploitative research relationship. I mitigated such 

imbalances by committing to the nature of qualitative in-depth interviewing and the 

associated feminist approach by demonstrating genuine reciprocity and rapport building in 

the interest of listening to these women’s stories and understanding their perspective. 
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Chapter Two 

 Beyond the Victim-Agent Binary 
 

This chapter presents, in its first section, the personal narratives of the women migrant 

workers interviewed, in addition to the quick survey data. Each narrative is followed by a 

brief analysis including views on dating and racial profiling in Lebanon and individual 

narrative highlights. The second section includes the analysis of narratives and presents the 

main themes identified across the narratives. The third section presents the cross-case 

conclusions and cases’ descriptions. The fourth and final section includes the discussion 

which presents the research limitations and its main findings.  

2.1 Their Stories 
 

The following narratives are the product of storying transcripts and/or notes from 

interactions and interviews with the participants. The participants all live and work in 

Beirut and Beirut suburbs and they are referred to here with fictional names. The order of 

the stories reflects the order in which the interviews have been conducted, between 

February and September 2021, and are organized into sub-groups based on the country of 

origin.  

Participant COO Year 

of 

Birth 

In 

LEB 

Marital 

Status 

Children Relationship Status in 

LEB 

Joy Philippines 1984 2010 Divorced 1 

daughter 

In a relationship with a 

Lebanese  

Anna Philippines 1985 2015 Single 1 

daughter 

In a relationship with a 

Syrian Lebanese (Lebanese 

mother, no citizenship) 

Vera Madagascar 1977 2007 Divorced 2 

daughters 

In a relationship with a 

Lebanese  
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Lala Madagascar 1980 2009 Divorced 2 sons In a relationship with a 

Lebanese-Armenian  

Ayna Ethiopia 1987 2018 Divorced 1 

daughter 

No relationship 

Sali Ethiopia 1994 2016 Single None No relationship 

Faso Ethiopia 1985 2001 Single None No relationship 

 

2.1.1 Case 1: Joy & Anna from the Philippines  

Joy, born 1984, from Philippines, in Lebanon since 2010 

Notes on the participant:   

Joy speaks very good Lebanese and good English, in addition to her native language. During the interview 

she switched between English and Lebanese. I have known Joy for a few years as I used to frequent the beauty 

salon she works at, and we have always had friendly conversations about various matters including men and 

dating. Joy is fit, stylish, and takes very good care of her looks. Her nails are always beautifully done, and 

she always wears light makeup. She reflects a sense of self-confidence, speaks with a clear voice, maintains 

eye contact, and chats up easily with other people. Her WhatsApp profile picture often changes but it is always 

a picture showing her and her boyfriend in different settings.  

Joy is a 37-year-old woman from the Philippines, divorced14, and has one daughter (17 

years old). She grew up in a rural area before moving to the city of Manila. She attended 

secondary school then interrupted her studies.  

She met her ex-husband in Manila at the age of 16. This was her first relationship, and she 

was with him for 3 years before marrying. She was 20 years old when she gave birth to her 

daughter. Soon after her daughter was born, her husband left, walking out on their little 

family. Till this day she does not have a clear understanding of what led him to leave. She 

has no contact with him, and he does not check on his daughter. She suffered greatly after 

that experience and had very little hope for her future. She was supported by her parents 

and lived with them along with her daughter. She had no stable income as she worked 

random jobs in the service industry. Around 2007 she met a South Korean man in the 

 
14 Divorce per say is not feasible in the Philippines; marriages are annulled under very specific criteria. Joy qualified for 

annulment as she was abandoned by her husband.   
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Philippines and dated him for a while, before taking the ‘rushed decision’ (as she described 

it) to go with him to Korea. She flew with him to South Korea, without her daughter, to see 

how life would be for her there. Her stay in South Korea did not last long as she realized 

she was not happy with that man. He treated her well, but he was not the right person for 

her. She returned to the Philippines around 7 months later and was back to living with her 

parents with limited work and social mobility prospects.  

Joy had a cousin who lived and worked in Lebanon as a domestic worker. Through her 

conversations with her cousin, Joy decided to leave for Lebanon for work. After the failure 

of her marriage, and her short excursion to South Korea, she decided to follow the labor 

migration route in search of a new life. She was aware of some of the pitfalls of domestic 

work and sponsorship in Lebanon, but she also knew that she could at some point switch 

to a ‘free visa’. She considered that whatever is waiting for her in Lebanon would be better 

than sitting at home in the Philippines. In 2010, she approached a domestic work 

recruitment office in the Philippines and started her journey as a migrant worker in 

Lebanon.  

She arrived in Beirut, Lebanon, in 2010, as a live-in maid. Her experiences with her first 

employer were bad as she worked long hours without any time off and was not allowed to 

go out at all. She went to the recruitment office which oversaw her sponsorship and asked 

to be transferred to a different household. She was sent to work for an old lady who lived 

alone. She stayed there for about one year, after which she made a deal with her new 

employer to remain under her sponsorship, work ‘outside’ during the day, and sleep at the 

house. She knew she would be making more money working outside and was looking for 

opportunities to switch to a ‘free visa’. She found work at a bank as a cleaner for about 6 

months. Sometime in 2013, she met another Filipina at a grocery shop and found out 

through her about a job opportunity at a beauty salon. She managed to get a ‘sponsorship 

release’ from the old lady and moved her sponsorship to the salon owner. She still works 

at the same beauty salon till now. Joy maintained a domestic work contract with the salon 

owner as her sponsor, but she had a margin of independence. For a couple of years, she 

lived in shared accommodations with other Filipinas in Ashrafieh and then in Dekwene 

areas. Then she moved to an accommodation available within the beauty salon which she 

shares with another Filipina worker and does not pay rent for it. Although she lives within 
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the salon premises, she is free to go out and do whatever she wishes outside working hours 

(10 am to 7 pm). Given her seniority at the salon and her good Lebanese language skills, 

she gained the trust of the owner and took on some managerial responsibilities. During her 

years in Lebanon, she returned twice to the Philippines for family visits.  

Joy had an active social life as she used to go out with friends and visited various areas in 

Lebanon and Beirut’s nightlife neighborhoods. She listed these proudly showcasing her 

knowledge of the country’s famous spots. She emphasized that she partook in these outings 

to enjoy her time, discover, and have fun, not to meet men for dating. For her, meeting men 

happened mainly online through Instagram and Facebook. She was often approached by 

Lebanese men whether online or in social settings. And she has always been adamant that 

she only dates Lebanese men; she “feel(s) more safe” when she is with a Lebanese. For her, 

it is very important to have a boyfriend in Lebanon and considers the boyfriend as the 

source of support and security in a foreign country.  

Joy had three relationships in Lebanon, all with Lebanese men. She met her first boyfriend 

on Facebook in 2010, shortly after her arrival, while she was still in a live-in maid setting. 

He sent her a message and she replied. He was living in Qatar at the time, and they chatted 

through WhatsApp for 7 or 8 months before meeting in person. They met in 2011 when he 

came to visit. Then he settled back in Lebanon shortly after. Their relationship lasted 4 

years. She described him as a good man, who has his own business and is doing well 

financially. They had a good relationship, but they could not get married as he was Druze 

(Druze are a religious denomination in Lebanon whose religion dictates that they cannot 

marry non-Druze and are generally disowned by their family if they do not respect that 

rule). She never met his family as they would not accept a non-Druze girlfriend for their 

son. Although they loved each other, they had agreed since the start that their relationship 

will end at some point. They stopped seeing each other when he was about to get married. 

Joy was not angry with him or upset and they separated on friendly terms.  

Joy’s second relationship started in 2015 with another Lebanese man, a Christian like 

herself. She used to frequent the phone shop he owned, and they were attracted to each 

other. Their relationship lasted for 2.5 years, and they lived together for a brief period of 
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time. Joy ended the relationship upon discovering that he was cheating on her. During their 

time together he never introduced her to his family.  

She met her current boyfriend Charbel, also Christian Lebanese, in 2018. He had sent her 

a message on Instagram sometime in 2017, but as she was still with her ex-boyfriend she 

did not reply. Upon her second breakup, she was going through her messages one day and 

saw this old message that said ‘Hi’ and decided to reply. They met shortly after their chat 

and have been together since. He is 42 years old, tall, muscular, and never married before. 

He is a non-commissioned officer with the Lebanese Internal Security Forces. Joy and 

Charbel are planning to get married. She has met his family, has a good relationship with 

them, and accompanies him on his weekly visits to the family home, or to other family 

members’ houses and family gatherings. She proudly mentioned that Charbel’s mother 

talks to her almost daily over the phone. He is in the process of buying a home and they 

have already started selecting the furniture together. A while back they were on the list for 

a collective wedding to be held at the Bkerki Church, but that plan fell apart as the pandemic 

hit and as Joy still had to provide a proof of single status from the Philippines (Cenomar-

Certificate of No Marriage Record). She is planning to return to the Philippines to acquire 

this document as she can only get it in person, or by appointing a lawyer which would be 

too costly.  Joy reports feeling happy and secure with Charbel because, as she puts it: “He 

supports me, respects me, and is affectionate with me.” During the pandemic combined 

with Lebanon’s crises, Joy was not working and was not making money. Charbel was 

providing for her every need, and he even transferred money to her family back 

home. Naturally, they sometimes argue and get upset with each other. Most of their couple 

arguments revolve around jealousy. She gets jealous when an ex-girlfriend of his gets in 

contact with him and he cannot tolerate other men talking to her. He does not want her to 

go out alone with her friends and needs to know her whereabouts at all times. She has 

disabled her Facebook and Instagram accounts to put his mind at ease. She has had to 

disable her WhatsApp account for the same reason as he gets very upset if she receives 

messages from men regardless of who the sender is and what the message is about. His 

social media accounts are still active. Joy reports that she does not mind his jealousy as he 

is a good man who genuinely loves her, and she is willing to sacrifice some of her freedom 

to reassure him.  
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Despite the multiple crises in Lebanon, Joy does not consider leaving the country. On the 

one hand, she feels she has a good and stable relationship with Charbel and is waiting to 

marry him and settle in Lebanon permanently. On the other hand, she feels that she has no 

work prospects whatsoever if she returns to the Philippines, and that despite Lebanon’s 

collapse her situation is better in Lebanon. 

Views on dating and ‘racial profiling’ in Lebanon 

Growing up in the Philippines, Joy did not feel that she had any social restrictions on dating 

in her society. She reported that, in general, she felt free to do whatever she wanted.  

Joy reported that most Filipinas in Lebanon date and take on boyfriends; they rarely remain 

single in Lebanon. For her, the man she is with has to be Lebanese or else she would not 

consider him.  

Filipinas versus Lebanese women  

Joy reported that, in her experience and according to the Lebanese men she has met, 

Lebanese men prefer Filipina women over Lebanese women or women of other 

nationalities present in Lebanon. Filipinas are considered less demanding when compared 

with Lebanese women who are perceived as high maintenance. With a Filipina, the man 

does not have to be wealthy, own a house and a car, nor does he have to take her out to 

fancy places. 

“Men have told me things. For them, the difference between me and a Lebanese, is that 

Lebanese they like to go out, restaurants, fancy things, show off, they like money, they like 

gifts, someone who has car, has house. They like everything stable, rich, high status. Us 

Filipinas, whether you have money, a car, or you have nothing at all, if you are caring and 

respectful, we don't mind, we accept. This is the difference. Men say that Lebanese women 

are the type that would go out with you for 6 months or 1 year and if they find that you 

cannot give them what they want, they will go look somewhere else. But of course, not 

everybody is the same.”  

Filipinas versus Ethiopian women  

Joy reported that it is not common to see a Lebanese man with an Ethiopian woman, 

especially in comparison with Filipina Lebanese couples. As far as she was told, and from 

her own observations, Lebanese men prefer Filipinas to Ethiopians. They dislike Ethiopians 
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“because they are black” and “because they just like to have fun and then it’s over”. 

Ethiopians date Sudanese and Syrians.    

On Syrian men 

Joy does not approve of dating Syrian men; she believes they have a tendency for violence 

as she has heard from Filipinas who dated Syrians that they beat up women and are 

possessive. She would never accept dating a Syrian, or any other migrant in Lebanon, and 

would discourage any other Filipina from dating non-Lebanese.  

Narrative Highlights 

Exercising agency through labor migration 

Joy was 26 years old and divorced with one daughter when she came to Lebanon. She got 

pregnant at the age of 20 and was abandoned by her husband shortly after. Joy’s narrative 

links her decision to migrate with her quest for a new life outside the Philippines after the 

failure of her marriage and family life. Starting with her brief migration to South Korea and 

then her labor migration to Lebanon, her focus was on starting a new life for herself. She 

places her first migration as a reaction to the severe disappointment she experienced after 

her husband left her, shortly after the birth of their daughter. Her migration to Lebanon is 

a continuation of that quest for change and better prospects.  

Finding work and making money is highlighted as well but only as a means to the main 

objective of ‘starting a new life’. Joy’s daughter is not highlighted in this narrative despite 

the fact that she regularly sent money to the Philippines to help her parents in providing for 

her daughter. This might hint to a desire to leave that part of her life behind her.   

Exercising agency through relationships with men 

Joy’s narrative prioritizes having a man in her life, even before her migration to Lebanon. 

Being single is not an option she is willing to consider. Furthermore, migration and 

relationships with men are tightly linked in her narrative. She only thought of migrating 

following a failed relationship; she undertook her first migration in the company of a man 

and after another failed relationship with the latter, she undertook her second migration 

alone. Upon her arrival to Lebanon in 2010, she quickly got involved with a man in the 
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span of the same year while she was still a live-in maid. During her time in Lebanon, Joy 

was single only for short periods of time, the time needed to find a new boyfriend.  

Lebanese boyfriends as gatekeepers 

It was clear for Joy, since her arrival to Lebanon, that she would only date Lebanese 

nationals. When asked why, she replied: “because I am in Lebanon”. This answer is a clear 

depiction of the interplay between ‘national field’ and ‘intimacy field’. Having a boyfriend 

took on an even greater importance for her while in Lebanon as she sees it as a main source 

of support and security in a foreign country, hence her requirement that the man be a 

national.  

In Lebanon, Joy went from a relationship where it was clearly stated that no serious 

commitment could ever take place, to a relationship where anything was possible but no 

commitment was made, ending with a relationship where active steps are being taken to 

officialize the commitment with marriage.   

On citizenship 

Joy has considered getting Lebanese citizenship and is aware of the steps to be taken for 

that purpose. On the one hand, this is linked to the fact that she is not considering return, 

and on the other hand, it is linked to her status of woman migrant worker in a serious 

relationship with a Lebanese national. However, she clearly stated that this matter would 

remain up to her boyfriend. The following excerpt showcases how Lebanese 

boyfriends/partners are in this context gatekeepers of the national field.  

 “Once we're married directly Charbel will put me under his name, and he will apply for 

citizenship for me—if he wants. If he doesn't want that I can stay with the 

wife iqama (residence ).  

R: Do you want the citizenship? 

J: It does not matter much to me honestly. Surely if later I have a child with him, I will need 

citizenship for me and my child.  

R: Do you think it would be a good idea to have it regardless if there is a child or not? 

J: Maybe but it's up to him. He decides if I get it or not, he has to apply, I cannot apply for 

myself.  

R: Do you think he would? 

J: Yes he will, I’m sure.”  

 



53 
 

Anna, born 1985, from the Philippines, in Lebanon since 2015  

Notes on the participant:   

Anna speaks good English and basic Lebanese, in addition to her native language. During the interview, she 

mainly spoke in English with some instances of Lebanese. When I approached Anna asking for an interview 

to talk about her relationships with men in the country, she giggled excitedly and said “Great! I can tell you 

about my love story!” Anna is a petite woman, with a fair complexion, dark short hair, and delicate features. 

The first time I saw her was at the beauty salon where she used to work. She was wearing light makeup and 

her hair was tied up. When I saw her again for our interview, I felt that something about her face had changed, 

she looked different. I asked her about it and she told me that she redid her eyebrows. She now had large 

thick tattooed eyebrows. She explained that she loved the eyebrows ‘we’ have (pointing at me) and wanted 

to have them as well. Anna speaks with a low gentle voice, avoids eye contact, and reflects an air of shyness 

and warmth. Anna’s profile picture on WhatsApp is the following quote: “Things end… but memories last 

forever (red heart emoticon)” 

Anna was born and raised in a rural area in the Philippines. She is a single mother to one 

daughter, aged 11. She attended secondary school before interrupting her studies to start 

working. She sometimes worked menial jobs but was mainly supported by her parents. Her 

relationship with the father of her daughter was her first relationship with a man. She dated 

him briefly and he disappeared upon finding out that she got pregnant. Anna was not 

comfortable discussing her story with the father of her daughter. She avoided questions 

related to him and briefly explained that he has no place in her and her daughter’s lives.  

Before coming to Lebanon, Anna had never left the Philippines and had never considered 

migrating. But after giving birth to her daughter, she started considering migrating for work 

as she worried about her daughter’s future. She did not want her little girl to ‘end up like 

her’ and wanted to provide her with a good education; public education is of poor quality 

in the Philippines and does not offer good prospects for students later in life. She had been 

hearing about job opportunities in Lebanon but did not personally know anyone in the 

country. She approached an agency in Manila city specialized in domestic work recruitment 

and left her daughter in the care of her parents in the village where she grew up. She had 

no preconceptions about how her life would be as a woman in Lebanon and was only 

focused on working and making money. She arrived in Tripoli, Lebanon, as a live-in maid, 

in 2015 and has not returned to the Philippines since then.  
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Anna completed 3 years of domestic work with her first employer in Tripoli. She was 

treated fairly by the family and had one day off per week. It is during her time there that 

she made the acquaintance of her current boyfriend Kamal, a 28-year-old Syrian Lebanese 

Christian man. He has been in Lebanon for 8 years after leaving Syria due to war, and he 

owns and runs a grocery shop in Ashrafieh. His mother is Lebanese which does not qualify 

him for citizenship but provides him with a renewable 3-year residence permit. He has a 

sister and an aunt in Lebanon. About a year after Anna’s arrival to Lebanon, he added her 

on Facebook, and they started chatting. They developed a good friendship and used to go 

out together every Sunday. She would take the bus to Beirut and meet him there. They 

remained strictly friends for several months until “he asked for a relationship”. They have 

been together since and she has not known any other man in Lebanon. At the end of her 

contract, Anna asked her employer to ‘release’ her, and with the help of her boyfriend she 

switched to a ‘free visa’. She moved in with her boyfriend at that time and was looking for 

jobs. She enrolled in a beauty care training course because she wanted to be able to work 

in something other than domestic work and cleaning jobs. As she had sent all her savings 

to the Philippines, her boyfriend paid for the training course. Soon after completing her 

training, she found a job at a beauty salon in Gemmayze neighborhood in Beirut where she 

worked for about one year. She then found out about a better-paying similar job at a 

different beauty salon in Ashrafieh and changed jobs. She continued living with her 

boyfriend during that time but was also spending half of her week at her new friends’ place. 

She had met other Filipinas at her previous job in Gemmayze and split her time between 

their place and her boyfriend’s. This continues to be her living arrangement. Currently, 

Anna is no longer working at the Ashrafieh beauty salon; given the deteriorating economic 

situation in Lebanon combined with the extended pandemic-related lockdowns, her 

employer was no longer able to pay her. She maintains her domestic work residence status 

with the employer but pays the renewal fees herself. She has a few cleaning jobs every 

other week, but she mainly relies on her boyfriend for financial support. She stated that she 

would have been long gone from Lebanon if it were not for him. He provides her with 

whatever she asks for, buys her the food she likes, and helps her find USD to send to her 

family.  
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Anna considers that she has met the love of her life in Lebanon, and that she has been 

blessed with the experience of true love. She believes she has a solid relationship with a 

man who loves her, respects her, and takes care of her. She feels safe with him. Her 

boyfriend is not the jealous type and trusts her to go out as she pleases. “He trusts me. I can 

tell him I want to go to the disco with my friends, he would not mind, even when I don't 

know what time I'll be back.” She has met his family members present in Lebanon and has 

met his mother when she came from Syria to visit. Whenever he is on a video call with his 

mother, the latter insists on speaking to Anna as well. She feels accepted by his family. 

Kamal has also met her family through video calls, but they do not communicate much as 

they do not have a shared language.  

They have been together for 4 years and she feels that their love is growing stronger each 

day. She is not considering marriage as, on the one hand, her boyfriend has not mentioned 

the subject yet; something which she totally understands as he is 8 years younger than her, 

has responsibilities towards his parents in Syria, and his business in Lebanon is 

experiencing rough times given the financial collapse in the country. On the other hand, 

she must return to the Philippines sooner or later to be with her daughter, and she dreams 

of opening up her own beauty salon back home. She is however distraught at the thought 

of having to leave Lebanon as that would mean the end of her relationship with Kamal. In 

her opinion, long distance relationships do not work, and he will not move to the Philippines 

to be with her.     

“I will be sad if I have to go back because we will be separated. And I don't know what will 

happen because long distance relationships do not work, it depends on the person. That's 

why from now on I'm sad and worried. I worry what will happen if I have to leave? He will 

find someone else... But still I say if we are meant to be, we are really meant to be, I feel 

it.”      

For the foreseeable future, Anna will remain in Lebanon. She is doing parttime cleaning 

jobs, her previous employer is still willing to act as her sponsor, and her boyfriend is 

providing her with emotional and financial support.      

Views on dating and ‘racial profiling’ in Lebanon 

Anna reported that there are no restrictions on dating in the Philippines. In her case, after 

her experience with the father of her child, she was not considering dating back home, and 
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after the birth of her daughter she was preoccupied with providing for her. She also reported 

that life as a single mother in the Philippines is very challenging.   

On Filipinas in Lebanon 

Anna reported that most Filipinas in Lebanon are involved in dating and have boyfriends. 

All her friends have boyfriends. They are all dating Lebanese men, and one of her friends 

is living with a Lebanese Armenian man. 

“R: Do you know a Filipina who was in a relationship here and... 

A: (interrupts) Most Filipinas they have relationships. All of us I think. 

R: How come? 

A: I don't how to explain how come, but it's normal, I think. We need to love someone. 

You cannot continue without love.”  

 

On dating Syrian men in Lebanon 

Anna reported that she has been criticized by most of her Filipina friends for being with a 

Syrian man. “They say things like 'Why you have Syrian boyfriend? They are not good. 

They will treat you bad.' I say: It's not your problem. I like the person, he helped me, and 

he loves me, he is faithful, what would I want more than that?” She stated that she believes 

it all depends on the person not their nationality and added that some of her friends who are 

dating Lebanese men are being cheated on and disrespected; so being Lebanese does not 

make the man a better person. 

Comparing Arab men and Filipino men, Anna stated that she prefers Arab men as they are 

reliable, hard workers, and they like to take care of the woman they are with. Filipino men 

are often unfaithful and not serious, and the woman often works more than the man.  

Narrative Highlights  

Exercising agency through labor migration 

Anna was 30, unwed with one daughter when she came to Lebanon. The father of her child 

left her when he found out she was pregnant. She was 24 years old when she met him and 

25 years old when she had her daughter. She stayed with her daughter for 5 years at her 

parents house before deciding to migrate for work. Anna’s narrative links her decision to 

migrate with her quest to improve her life and her daughter’s life. She was very unhappy 
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with her life as a single mother living with her parents in the Philippines. Being an unwed 

mother in her country, especially in rural regions, carries some stigma and makes it even 

harder to find work15. Anna’s decision to migrate therefore presented her with a solution to 

two main problems she was facing: how to change her status quo and how to provide for 

her daughter.     

Exercising agency through relationships with men 

Anna did not have much experience with men before meeting her current boyfriend in 

Lebanon. Her narrative reflects a feeling of excitement and happiness at the idea of having 

a boyfriend. She considers that she has found love in Lebanon and her relationship has been 

providing her with feelings of happiness, motivation, and security. The emotional support 

she has been getting from this relationship has empowered Anna to a great extent.  

Anna’s relationship has also provided her with practical and financial support. Her narrative 

clearly articulates that her boyfriend has provided her with much needed support in 

Lebanon. She is with him because she can rely on him and if it were not for him, she would 

have had to leave Lebanon especially with the pandemic and Lebanese crisis conditions; 

he paid for her beauty care training so she could work in beauty salons; he provided for her 

throughout her unemployment period; she has been living with him for several years now 

and does not pay rent.   

Anna stated that what matters in a relationship is to be happy and have respect and that she 

does not give much importance to nationality, religion, wealth, or physical attractiveness. 

However, when asked about the nationality of her boyfriend she replied that he was Syrian 

but quickly explained that his mother is Lebanese, and he has close family members in 

Lebanon. When asked what he does for a living she talked very proudly about how well his 

business is doing. When asked if he ever asked her for financial support, she replied that 

she would have left him if he did. Clearly, his nationality and his financial situation are 

important factors to her.  

 

 
15 Philippines: Treatment of unwed and single mothers and their children. Report by the Immigration and Refugee 

Board of Canada. https://irb.gc.ca/en/country-information/rir/Pages/index.aspx?doc=456910&pls=1  

https://irb.gc.ca/en/country-information/rir/Pages/index.aspx?doc=456910&pls=1
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A sense of confusion  

Anna’s boyfriend does not have Lebanese citizenship as only his mother is Lebanese and 

Lebanese women cannot give citizenship to their children. His parents and siblings live in 

Syria, and he came to Lebanon in 2013. He is 8 years younger than her.   

Anna’s narrative reflects a sense of confusion regarding her relationship with Kamal. On 

the one hand, she reports a deep solid connection and mutual love, and on the other hand 

she has expressed uncertainty regarding their status, the seriousness of their relationship, 

and their future together. Also, her position on marriage was unclear; in parts of the 

interview, she expressed her wish to get married to him and in other parts she said she does 

not wish to get married as she has dreams of returning to the Philippines and opening her 

own beauty salon. She clearly stated that she tries not to think about marriage as her 

boyfriend has not talked about that with her. She believes it is because she is much older 

than him and because he has responsibilities towards his family in Syria. The following 

two statements showcase some of this confusion:  

“Yes, the love is getting strong. I feel he is my husband. I don't feel he is my boyfriend. He 

is a friend, he is my boyfriend, he is my lover, you know... I can rely on him. I can tell him 

anything. We are very honest with each other. I think that is the secret to a good 

relationship.” 

 “I did not expect anything from him. Because it's been 4 years and he did not ask me 

anything yet, like getting married or like that. He is very business-minded, and a busy 

person. He didn't tell me anything, so I don't want to expect anything either. After my work 

here, I can go in the Philippines, like nothing happened. (…) If he wants to get married, he 

will go to the Philippines and marry me, if he was serious.” 

 

2.1.2 Case 2: Vera and Lala from Madagascar  
 

Vera, born 1977, from Madagascar, in Lebanon since 2007 

Notes on the participant: 

Vera speaks good French and good Lebanese, in addition to her native language. During the interview, 

conducted in April 2021, she mainly spoke in French with some instances of Lebanese. Given her 

Francophone background, she is mainly hired by French expats in Lebanon and Francophone Lebanese of 

middle and upper class. I met Vera on her day off over coffee. She was dressed up nicely, had a funky hairdo, 

nice makeup. Vera has a very expressive face, big features, and a warm smile.  She is smoker and her Davidoff 

slim pack of cigarettes was with her. Vera is a talker and does not hesitate to speak her mind. She was very 
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happy answering all questions extensively and sharing her observations on the topic. Vera has a strong 

personality and a high level of introspection. Towards the end of our meeting, she contacted her boyfriend to 

arrange picking her up. She played his audio message out-loud for me to hear it. His message said: “Ok mon 

amour, yalla j’arrive” (Ok my love, I’ll be there shortly). After the meeting, I walked with her to where she 

was supposed to wait for her boyfriend to pick her up. As we waited, she explained to me that his regular car 

is being fixed and he is coming to pick her up in his second older car. She showed me the usual spots where 

she waits for him usually when he is picking her up from this area. I got a glimpse of him when he got there. 

Vera’s profile picture on WhatsApp often changes. A picture of her and one of her daughters dressed up and 

dancing in Madagascar. A picture of her with full makeup and blond hair with a butterfly filter.    

Vera is 44-year-old woman from Madagascar, divorced with two daughters aged 24 and 

20. Her daughters live together there independently from the family. She grew-up in the 

port city of Toamasina or Tamatave where she completed elementary school. Vera’s mother 

was married twice, and Vera is a child from the second marriage. She has always felt like 

her mother had two families.  

She was married at the age of 19 to a man of the same age whom she had chosen. Her 

marriage lasted 12 years and she was happy with the relationship initially when they were 

still a young couple without children. They had a very rich sexual life which she enjoyed 

greatly and was important for her at the time. But problems started soon after the children 

were born. Vera and her husband were poor, and he was not making any money. During 

her pregnancy, he did not make any effort to support her or to look for work. Her family 

had to help her. She started working manual labor jobs soon after giving birth, while he 

remained jobless. She managed the money she was earning smartly and opened a small 

grocery shop near their house which they managed together. With time she found out from 

friends and acquaintances that he was involved with several other women and was 

squandering her money on his romantic conquests. Vera realized her husband had a sex 

addiction problem and was completely unreliable. She suffered greatly but had the best 

interest of her daughters in mind. She wanted to avoid breaking the family apart especially 

that their girls were still young, and she kept information about his multiple betrayals to 

herself. She put up with this situation for several years; although he disappeared every 

weekend, and made no effort to bring money home, she avoided criticizing him or arguing 

with him. She stayed only to take care of her daughters until they were old enough to speak 

up for themselves. She wanted to get away from her husband without antagonizing him, so 
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that he would not cause problems for their daughters and her family. That is how she 

decided to take the labor migration route.  

A woman she knew was working in Lebanon and returned to Madagascar in 2006 as 

Lebanon was experiencing political unrest, and an attack from neighboring country Israel. 

Many Malagasy left Lebanon then, including Vera’s friend. Upon her return she told Vera 

about the good and bad of work and life in Lebanon. Vera was therefore aware of the tough 

working conditions, the lack of time off and freedom. She also knew that it all depended 

on the employer as some employers are fair and treated their maids well. Vera’s friend had 

suffered initially in Lebanon, but she now owned a piece of land and a house in Madagascar. 

Vera considered that she was already working very hard in Madagascar for little money 

and that whatever she will get in Lebanon will be an upgrade. In Madagascar, if one is not 

highly educated, they will have to do physically demanding work. She had to do a lot of 

heavy lifting and merchandise transport for the shop she was running, and cleaning houses 

seemed very easy in comparison. She was told the starting salary would be USD120; even 

nurses in Madagascar do not make that much money. Vera made up her mind to go to 

Lebanon and took the contact for the recruitment bureau from her friend. In 2007 she was 

ready to leave, her daughters were 10 and 7 years old respectively and she considered they 

were old enough to speak up if someone mistreated or abused them.  

She told her husband that she will be leaving for work in Lebanon only for a few months 

to assess the situation and did not mention the 3-year contract she had to sign. She then 

phoned him from Lebanon and explained that the work and the salary are good, and she 

will be staying and sending him money for the girls. Vera indeed was sending him money 

thinking he will prioritize his daughters, but she found out later that he had taken on another 

companion and was barely looking after the girls. She stopped sending him money and 

asked him to leave the girls in the care of her mother. He refused but agreed to leave the 

girls under the care of his sister. Vera now sent the money to her mother who gave it to his 

sister for the girls’ expenses and school tuitions.  Throughout her time away in Lebanon, 

Vera kept regular contact with her daughters. When they were old enough to hear the truth, 

she told them about why she had to leave and about their father’s behavior, especially that 

they were complaining about her and their father’s absence. She returned to visit them 
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whenever she could and always warned them of the dangers of getting pregnant at a young 

age.  

In 2007, Vera arrived in Lebanon hired by a Lebanese family in Miziara, a town in Zgharta 

district in North Lebanon known to house wealthy families. She was very happy with the 

working conditions as the family treated her well. She had her own separate and fully 

equipped living quarters, a day off every week, and was even given extra allowance to buy 

her cigarettes. She stayed with that family for 5 years (2 years more than her initial 

contract). During her time there she was dating a Lebanese man from the area. She used to 

go out with him on her day off and regularly met him at her place located in the garden of 

the mansion. The Syrian gardener reported her behavior to the employer, and the 

employer’s sister reprimanded Vera in front of the whole family telling her: “you are here 

to work not to have sex”. Vera stood up for herself saying that she has the right to do 

whatever she wishes as long as she was not doing it with men of the employer’s family, 

and she continued receiving her boyfriend at home. Vera continued dating the man on as 

casual basis for 3 years. 

After the Miziara family, Vera switched to another domestic work contract with a family 

in Beirut. The working and living conditions were bad as she worked very long hours. She 

did not get enough sleep and was not allowed to go outside of the house at all. She was 

given a small closet-like bedroom near the kitchen with no balcony. She talked to the 

employer to raise the salary. They refused so she requested that she be allowed to work 

outside. They agreed on the condition that she finds a maid to replace her. She 

recommended someone she knew and started working parttime cleaning jobs outside the 

house. After a couple of months, she had collected many clients, most of them diplomats 

working at the French embassy in Beirut and was making much more money than she used 

to. She remained under the sponsorship of the employer, and she was called in to the house 

sometimes to help with the chores. In 2017 she went to Madagascar for a visit and upon 

her return to Lebanon, she requested a sponsorship release from her previous 

employer/sponsor. She wanted to be sponsored by a recruitment bureau, rather than an 

individual, to avoid being called in to help at the sponsor’s house.  
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Vera has been on a ‘free visa’ since early 2018 and has been managing several French 

clients living in Lebanon. She is paid well and treated with respect. She lives in Balloune 

area, north of Beirut, where she has been renting a small apartment by herself. She would 

save money if she took a flat mate but prefers to pay more and remain on her own. Her 

privacy is very important to her; if she wanted to have a man over or get drunk for instance, 

a flat mate would annoy her or would spread rumors about her.  

During her time in Lebanon, Vera has had 3 boyfriends, 2 Lebanese and one Sudanese. Her 

relationship with the first boyfriend, a 55-year-old Lebanese Christian man, lasted 3 years. 

They communicated in French and Lebanese. She was on a domestic worker’s contract in 

Miziara at the time. He used to tell her about the racist criticism he was receiving from 

people around him regarding her: ‘Why are you dating a black woman? This is wrong! 

Can’t you find yourself a Lebanese woman?!’ When they went out together, on the streets, 

in restaurants or cafes, everybody would turn to look at them, or poke the person next to 

them to turn and look as well. They would inspect Vera from head to toe as if she were an 

alien. These incidents bothered Vera to the point that she decided to no longer go out with 

him in public. She only saw him at her place or his and only went out for walks in the 

mountains or road trips. Vera told her friends back home about him and sent pictures of the 

two of them together bragging to her friends about being with a Lebanese. He regularly 

asked about her family and daughters back home and offered help with sending money. 

Her relationship with him ended as she left the town of Miziara in north Lebanon, to the 

capital Beirut.  

She remained single upon her move to Beirut as she was working and living under 

restricting conditions with her second employer. There was no way for her to go out and 

meet men. But as she started working parttime ‘outside’, she met a Sudanese Muslim man, 

and they started dating. Vera dated him on and off for about 3 years. Her relationship with 

him revolved mainly around sex, and she did not feel that she could engage more than that 

with him; he was a migrant worker like her, did not have money or security and she never 

felt that she was his priority. He did not speak French and she could only communicate 

with him in Lebanese—a language she has not fully mastered. Vera was not happy with 

this man and did not feel that she could trust him or rely on him. She maintained the 

relationship only to satisfy her sexual needs. She did not talk much about him to her friends 
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back home nor did she send pictures of him. She stopped seeing him as he was planning to 

get married to a Sudanese woman in Lebanon.  

Vera is currently dating a 68-year-old Lebanese Christian man whom she met in late 2020. 

He used to work for 20 years with a large medical equipment company and is retired now. 

He has no children and has considerable real estate. Now even with the financial crisis, he 

is still doing well financially. She feels happy and secure with him. He treats her like a 

queen and calls her ‘mon amour’ (my love). They communicate in French and Lebanese. 

She introduced him to her daughters, and they regularly talk to him over the phone. The 

girls call him ‘papi’ and like to practice their French with him. Vera sees him every day 

and they always go out on the weekend. He does not have much family, but she has met his 

friends. Sometimes he gets jealous and suspicious if she works late or does not answer his 

calls, but she does not mind that. He takes care of her every need, picks her up after work, 

gives her money to send back home, gets her gifts, and treats her with respect. She loves 

that he is an older man and much gentler than any man she has been with. She likes their 

sexual life and reassures him often that she is satisfied with him as she is now at an age 

where she needs this aspect of her life to be calmer. All her friends back home know about 

him and have seen pictures of him.  

Vera is very happy in Lebanon and is not considering leaving. She is getting paid in foreign 

currency and is not affected by the Lebanese currency crisis. She feels that Lebanon 

provides her with a good level of freedom, security, good lifestyle, and many possibilities 

for pleasures and fun. She has seen her life improve here on more than one level, mainly 

personal achievements, relationship, and financial levels. Also, she now owns a house in 

Madagascar thanks to her work in Lebanon.  

Views on dating and racial profiling in Lebanon  

‘Freedom’ available in Lebanon 

Vera emphasized the freedom that Lebanon offers women migrant workers, highlighting 

especially the freedom to date. She compared it to other main destination countries in the 

region, like UAE or Saudi Arabia, and described it as the number one destination. She 
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stated that many women migrant workers in Lebanon date Syrians, specifying Filipinas and 

Ethiopian women, and added that many of them get pregnant.  

“There are many girls here who date Syrians or others, like the Filipinas and the Ethiopian 

girls, and they get pregnant. You think they can do that in the other countries? In Saudi 

Arabia? In Dubai? Here, if I want to go out in the streets wearing nothing but underwear 

no one will say a thing. In Arab countries you'll be taken to jail.” 

 

Idealizing the ‘white’ man - Rejecting the African man and the migrant worker man 

“The problem is that Africans really love the White! They are just happy to be with a white 

man.”  

Vera noted that African women ‘idealize’ the white man. She made that comment while 

describing how she often sees Ethiopian women hanging out in Dora area (a known hub 

for migrant workers) with Lebanese and Syrian men. It is interesting that she referred to 

Lebanese and Syrians as ‘white’ which correlates with the theory of Field of Whiteness 

extending it beyond the ‘national-belonging field’ to include Arab men, hinting to a 

‘cultural-belonging field’. 

Vera herself adopts the same approach whereby she rejects dating men migrant workers. 

She had an experience dating a Sudanese man and it proved her theory right, that a 

‘foreigner’ with a ‘foreigner’ is a recipe for problems and failure. She problematizes the 

Syrian man however and emphasizes that she only dates Lebanese. For her a Syrian man 

falls under the category of ‘foreigner’, ‘migrant’, non-national status. 

“V: (…) It's only now that I'm living my life, for myself and not for anyone else. 

R: Aren't men part of this for you? 

V: Yes, but not foreigners (étrangers) like Syrians and the others. A foreigner with a 

foreigner. If a foreigner is coming here, it means he's poor like me. He needs money, I need 

money too. Let's say I'm with a Syrian, probably he doesn't gain much, I make more money 

than him, who's going to pay? Me! Best case scenario, he would pay half the rent and half 

of the other expenses. This doesn't work for me. Sleeping with him for nothing? Just for 

pleasure?! No! I'm poor! These things cause a lot of problems for people working in this 

country. 

R: So, if you want to date someone, it cannot be a foreigner? 

V: Yes, it has to be a Lebanese! If he helps me a bit, if he loves me, I accept him. And I tell 

him clearly, I'm black not white, so you can't expect me to go to restaurants and things like 

that, if you like you can come to my place, or I go to yours.”  
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Furthermore, Vera is very conscious of the color of her skin and her status as a Black 

woman in Lebanon. As seen in the last part of her statement above— “I tell him clearly, 

I'm black not white”—she has accepted the ongoing racial profiling; it shapes her 

experiences and dictates her activities. 

Another aspect prioritized by Vera—and one that corroborates the theory of field of 

whiteness—is the cultural guidance aspect provided through relationship with national 

men. She considers that her boyfriend should teach her the intricacies of the culture and 

warn her if she was about to do something that could put her at risk and guide her on how 

to approach people. 

“If I ask for something, I want him to accept it. If I do something that can get me in trouble 

here, he should advise me if it's dangerous or not - or how to approach people here, things 

he knows about here that I don't. If I need money also.” 

Vera emphasized a cultural difference aspect between Lebanese men and African men. In 

her opinion, Lebanese men prioritize the woman’s wellbeing and are willing to take care 

of her when she cannot or does not want to work, while African men expect that the woman 

should always be working and even work more than the man.   

“It's easier here. Because here, they understand that the woman should not get tired. (…) 

A man here, when I tell him I'm working a lot, I'm tired now, he understands directly. A 

man in Madagascar wants you to work more than him. If you find a man here who has some 

money, and works and has a place to live, if I tell him I want to stop work, he will say yes, 

no problem, I'll take care of you. If you say this to an African, a foreigner, he will say: ‘so 

you want just sit at home?’” (spoken in Lebanese: “shu bado inte bye23od bl beit?!”).  

But Vera emphasized the importance of working and earning money to safeguard her 

independence. She emphasized that she is a hard-worker and criticized women migrant 

workers she has met, seen, or heard of, who sit around not working and not trying to find 

work and instead look for men willing to support them.  

Narrative Highlights   

Taking my life back 

Vera’s decision to take the labor migration route to Lebanon is linked to her quest for a 

new life as she was unhappy with her circumstances back home. She came to Lebanon at 

the age of 30 leaving her country and leaving a ‘bad’ husband and a role she had been 
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assuming for 12 years which no longer suited her, that of wife and head of household. Her 

migration to Lebanon was the excuse to get out of her relationship.  

Her reasoning was that she cannot stay in Madagascar as a divorced woman. She would 

have stayed if her plan was to remarry and have more children which she opposed fiercely 

due to her own personal experience as a child and the fact that her mother had two marriages 

and children from two different husbands:  

“You know there I had a role as a wife and a mother, and I respected my family life. So I 

did not test the boundaries much. I left as I wanted to separate from my husband. I would've 

stayed if I were planning on getting married again and have more children. But I did not 

want to do that. My mother did that. Take me for example, I'm the daughter from the second 

husband. I did not like that structure and I did not want to repeat it.”  

This hints to the fact that a woman’s role in her society—alike many other societies around 

the world—is defined by her status as a wife and a mother. Living there as a divorced 

independent woman was not an option. 

Vera also feels that she missed out on life in her younger years: “Look at me, I did not get 

the chance to live my life. I married young and got pregnant twice! It's only now that I'm 

living my life, for myself and not for anyone else.” She had to play by the rules of her society 

and her relationship with her husband was a major source of suffering.  

After 14 years of hard work in Lebanon, she has accomplished what she has set out to do; 

she provided for her daughters, bought a house in Madagascar, stepped up the ladder of 

work in Lebanon, currently has the lifestyle she was aiming for, and prioritizes her 

independence, freedom, and privacy.  

She is currently shielded from the Lebanese crisis to a large extent by the fact that she 

works for French clients residing in Lebanon and gets paid in foreign currency (Euro or 

USD). Another factor providing her protection is her relationship with her Lebanese 

boyfriend who acts as a facilitator and source of practical and emotional support.  

One of the most important factors in Vera’s success is her strong personality. She steered 

away from victimizing herself, took control of her fate by exercising agency, planning, and 

executing. She laid low when circumstances were not in her favor and stood up for herself 

strongly when circumstances allowed it. She learned from her initial mistake with her 
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husband and does not trust anyone completely. One example of this is the fact that she does 

not tell her current boyfriend the truth about how much she is making. He is under the 

impression that all the money she makes is going to repay the debt she incurred in order to 

buy a house in Madagascar. She lied to him and told him that she borrowed money from 

her French clients to buy her house in Madagascar.  

It is clear from Vera’s narrative that she has capitalized on her gender; be it through the 

women domestic worker migration route, or through her relationships with men in 

Lebanon. Her gender has been at the center of her upward mobility. Vera’s story is one of 

the success stories of labor migration which would be recounted back home instigating and 

encouraging other Malagasy women to follow the same route.  

Being with a Lebanese as upward mobility 

Vera’s narrative idealizes the ‘white’ man—a tendency of African women that she herself 

has criticized. She would be willing to marry a Lebanese man but reckons that such an 

opportunity would be hard to come by for her. She views such an opportunity as a social 

upward mobility and has stated that clearly by reporting that marrying a Lebanese is 

somehow a negation of a low social status and that a white man is always a better choice 

even if he was a much older man. She was embarrassed of letting her girlfriends back home 

know that she was dating an African Sudanese man and they made fun of her for travelling 

this far only to end up with another African guy.  

“R: If you had the chance to marry someone you love, your current boyfriend, or someone 

else you might meet, a Lebanese, would you go for it? 

V: It's hard to find that here. If the opportunity is there, I accept.  

R: Why would you do it? 

V: It is for…how to say…the level is not low  

R: You mean socially ? 

V: Yes! The values also are not directly low (…) A white man is better, even an old one.  

 

Lala, born 1980, from Madagascar, in Lebanon since 2009 

Notes on the participant: 

Lala speaks excellent French and medium level Lebanese. Lala is petite woman, very discreet, dresses simply, 

keeps her hair in a low bun, very little makeup, and wears eyeglasses. She reflects a rather serious look, rarely 

smiles, and is not talkative. I met her initially while she was cleaning the house of one of my friends and saw 
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her again there a few times. On a different occasion, at the same friend’s house, I explained to her the purpose 

of my study and that I would like to have her opinion on the topic and know more about her story. She did 

not agree to be interviewed per say but agreed to share her story on the spot. She considered that a chitchat 

while she was cleaning would be more comfortable for her than an interview setting. Lala’s profile picture 

on WhatsApp does not change. It is a picture of her face, simple, discreet smile, wearing her eyeglasses.  

Lala is a 41-year-old Malagasy woman, divorced with 2 sons, aged 20 and 18, both living 

in Madagascar. She lived with her parents in a rural area of Madagascar where she attended 

school till the age of 15. She had a boyfriend who lived in the same area and got pregnant 

at the age of 19. She married her boyfriend upon finding out she was pregnant. Lala and 

her husband had a good relationship initially; they were both young and hopeful, but with 

the birth of their second child, life’s challenges and hardships took center stage. They spent 

their days working to provide for the children, and back at home at the end of the day they 

often argued. Lala had a physically demanding job in agriculture which did not pay well, 

but she had no other options for work. The years went by as their financial situation and 

their relationship were deteriorating further. Lala then found out that her husband was 

involved with another woman. She was 28 when she asked for a divorce putting an end to 

her unhappy marriage.  

After the divorce, Lala started considering leaving Madagascar in search of work. She 

needed to better provide for her sons and wanted to change her life. She had acquaintances 

and extended family members who had ventured to Arab countries for domestic work. She 

approached a recruitment office to check out her options and decided on Lebanon given its 

large Francophone community. Lala’s children were left in the care of her parents and their 

father as she left for Lebanon in 2009.  

Lala arrived in Lebanon on a domestic work visa to work in the household of a wealthy 

Franco-Lebanese family in Beirut. She stayed with that family for 5 years; they treated her 

fairly, she had her own room, and a yearly salary raise. Upon the end of her first contract, 

2.5 years after her arrival, she returned to Madagascar for one month to see her sons and 

her parents. During her time in domestic work, Lala learned about the ‘free visa’ system in 

Lebanon and had her mind set on obtaining it as it would allow her to make more money, 

manage her own time, gain independence and freedom. At the end of her second contract, 

she paid a recruitment office to provide her with an acting sponsor. She received her ‘free 
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visa’, and within a couple of months had her own clients for parttime cleaning jobs. Most 

of her clients are French nationals working at the French embassy, and a few others are 

French Lebanese. Lala has two Malagasy friends in Lebanon whom she trusts, and she sees 

them regularly.  

In 2015, Lala was approached by a man while shopping in Dora area. She felt the way he 

approached her was respectful and sweet and accepted to exchange numbers. He is 

Armenian Lebanese, is 5 years younger than her, and runs his own phone shop. They dated 

for a while before committing to each other in a serious relationship. She had not dated 

since her divorce in Madagascar. They have been living together since late 2016 in 

Ashrafieh and they share all living expenses which makes it easier for her to accrue savings. 

They communicate using both French and Lebanese. Lala refers to him as her ‘partner’ and 

loves him very much. She feels he genuinely loves her, respects her, and is very affectionate 

with her. They have discussed getting married, but he dreads the reaction of his parents and 

siblings. His family is aware that he is with Lala but are against their marriage. They do not 

want him to marry a woman migrant worker of color. She rarely visits his family as she 

feels their rejection and is uncomfortable around them; they never come to Lala and her 

partner’s house. Lala has also suffered from their neighbors’ reactions when they see her 

with her partner as they used to make rude remarks about their mixed-race couple. She also 

feels people stare at her weirdly when she is out in public with her partner.  

With the current Lebanese crisis, Lala is still working and getting paid in foreign currency 

and is not considering leaving Lebanon. Furthermore, her sons are now adults, and she does 

not have much to return to in Madagascar. Her partner’s work has been greatly affected by 

the Lebanese crisis, but he has never asked her for financial help and is still paying his share 

of the rent. She wants to maintain their relationship and she does not doubt his love for her, 

but sometimes she fears that he will end up leaving her succumbing to his family’s pressure 

who want him to get married to an Armenian Lebanese woman. She would prefer to marry 

her partner as that would give her more stability, officializing their relationship, and 

allowing her to get the spouse residence permit. But despite her partner’s hesitancy and her 

fears, she believes that their love is strong and that the bond that unites them is beyond 

racial and cultural differences.      



70 
 

Views on Dating and Racial Profiling in Lebanon 

Lala reported that Lebanon allows women migrant workers a certain freedom to date and 

get married. However, the Lebanese society is very critical of mixed-race couples, 

especially when it comes to women of color. She emphasized that she prefers not to be with 

a migrant worker man in Lebanon, nor a man who does not speak French. If the man does 

not speak French, it would be hard for her to communicate with him as she cannot express 

herself fully in Lebanese. If the man is a migrant worker, he would have hardships that 

limit his ability to be in a serious relationship and commit fully. He would also probably 

rely on her for financial support as she would be making more money than him.  

Lala reported that, in general, Malagasy women in Lebanon prefer to date Francophone 

Lebanese men. She has not heard of any Malagasy woman dating a Syrian man, or an 

African man. Her two friends, who are currently single, have only dated Lebanese men.  

Lala noted that women of color in Lebanon are automatically sexualized by most local men. 

She has had several instances where she was approached by men in Lebanon for sex in 

exchange of money. She has also had experiences where she was looked down upon for 

attempting to do regular things like shopping for clothes in higher end stores.  

Narrative Highlights  

Labor migration as a quest to change her life 

Lala’s narrative links her decision to migrate with her attempt to change her life after her 

divorce, and to better provide for her sons. She married young after getting pregnant and 

found herself in an unhappy marriage. She suffered from her marriage and her hard-labor 

job and tolerated the situation for long years before breaking the cycle by asking for a 

divorce upon discovering her husband’s infidelity. It is only after her divorce that she 

considered migrating for work. Labor migration was the means to change the story she has 

been locked into, and the means to improve her prospects on both personal and financial 

levels.  
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Being with a Lebanese man facilitates her life 

It is clear from her narrative that she does not go into relationships for fun or out of need, 

but rather to have a life partner. Despite the romanticism reflected by Lala’s emphasis of 

the bond of love and the intimacy of shared living, her narrative also highlighted her 

pragmatism by emphasizing her rejection of men migrant workers and non-francophone 

men. Being with a migrant worker puts her at risk as he will not contribute well financially, 

nor would he provide much emotional support as he would have his set of problems to deal 

with. As for the language, she considers that she would not be able to have a proper 

partnership with someone she cannot communicate fully with. Her narrative emphasized 

her reliance on herself but also highlighted the benefits of being in a relationship and living 

together; it provides emotional support and a feeling of having a home and it facilitates life 

by sharing rent cost and living expenses.  

2.1.3 Case 3: Ayna, Sali, & Faso from Ethiopia  
 

Ayna, born 1987, from Ethiopia, in Lebanon since 2018 

Notes on the participant: 

 Ayna speaks good Lebanese in addition to her native language. She lives on her own in a nice sunny 

apartment where she invited me to conduct the interview. The apartment includes simple basic furniture and 

is decorated with traditional Ethiopian art. She has a small prayer shrine in a corner of the house with a small 

statute of the Virgin Mary, an incense burner, and a cup full of gardenia flowers. During my visit, she offered 

me Lebanese coffee, Ethiopian bread, and popcorn. Ayna is an attractive full-figured woman with big round 

eyes and reddish colored hair. She was wearing full-makeup, an elegant sleeveless knee-length white and 

black dress, big earrings, and a necklace. She speaks with confidence and does not avoid eye contact. Her 

profile picture on WhatsApp is a Christian rosary and a cross.  

Ayna is a 34-year-old Ethiopian woman, divorced with one daughter aged 12. Her daughter 

lives with her ex-husband in Ethiopia. Ayna was born and raised in a rural area in Ethiopia. 

Her education was interrupted after primary school. Ayna’s mother passed away when 

Ayna was 10 years old, and she was raised by her grandmother. She was married at the age 

of 17 by her own ‘choice’. 

Her relationship with her husband was going well initially but that did not last. Her family 

never liked him as they felt he was not reliable, and there was always tension between the 

two sides. This dynamic affected their relationship and as the years went by, Ayna became 
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very unhappy with her marital life. Ayna was not working in Ethiopia and her husband was 

barely able to provide for the household. With the birth of her daughter, their expenses 

increased, and they struggled to provide their basic needs. Ayna felt stuck and was looking 

for a way to leave her marriage with the least damage possible, without stirring problems 

by asking for a divorce. That is how she decided to take the labor migration route, as leaving 

for work abroad would allow her to walk away from her husband while bringing in money 

to cover her daughter’s needs. She had been hearing about domestic work opportunities for 

Ethiopians in Arab countries. She approached a recruitment office and was offered a job in 

Dubai, United Arab Emirates. She agreed with her husband that he and her family would 

share the responsibility of caring for their infant daughter and she would be sending money 

on monthly basis.  

Around 2010, Ayna left Ethiopia to Dubai where she lived and worked as a live-in domestic 

worker for 6 years. She was not comfortable with the work conditions as she had no 

freedom to go out and not much privacy, but she had a good enough salary and was willing 

to sacrifice for the sake of her daughter. While away, she was in regular contact with her 

husband, her daughter, and her family. With time, her husband started complaining about 

her absence which he perceived as disregard of her marital duties. The tension between 

them escalated and most of their phone conversations turned into an argument. One day he 

told her that if she does not return, he will find himself another woman. He stopped calling 

her after that. She later found out from her family members that he was living with another 

woman. Although Ayna was not happy with her marriage, this news was disturbing to her, 

and she felt like she had no control over her situation. She wanted to return to Ethiopia to 

get a divorce and check on her daughter, but her work contract had not ended yet. She asked 

to be discharged from her job, but the employer refused, and her only ption was to stay. 

However, around 6 months later, Ayna decided to return to Ethiopia within the contract 

period regardless of the consequences and without the approval of her employer/sponsor. 

She was considered a runaway, her visa was canceled, and she was automatically banned 

from re-entry to the UAE. 

Back in Ethiopia, Ayna followed up on the divorce procedure and got an official divorce. 

Her ex-husband got custody of their daughter. She remained in Ethiopia for around one 

year, living with her family and seeing her daughter regularly. She wanted to return to work, 
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and her best prospects were through domestic work migration. As she could not return to 

Dubai, she decided to go to Lebanon. Most Ethiopians who went to Lebanon had positive 

feedback on the country and she knew there are good job opportunities there.      

In early 2018, Ayna arrived in Lebanon on a domestic worker’s visa. She was working for 

a family who lived in a two-floor house, and she had to work long hours, from early 

morning till late at night, for only USD 200 per month. She would not mind the long work 

hours if she had been paid fairly; after all, in Dubai she was making USD550 per month. 

Ayna knew about the ‘free visa’ system in Lebanon and that she could be making much 

more money outside especially that she spoke Arabic well. A year into her contract, she 

asked her employer/sponsor for a release, and they agreed. She had to pay a large sum of 

money, around USD1200, to switch sponsorship because she was terminating her contract 

before its expiry. But she knew she would get that amount back within a short time of 

working on a ‘free visa’. Since then, Ayna has had several parttime cleaning jobs in 

households, companies, and organisations. Currently, despite the ongoing currency crisis, 

she is still getting a considerable USD income as one of her major clients is an Italian NGO. 

Ayna keeps most of that money for herself. She sends her daughter some pocket money 

from time to time, or if her daughter asks her for something specific, she wires her the 

money. The daughter however is mainly supported by her father as he has custody over her.  

Ayna has only had one man in her life: her ex-husband. Throughout her time in Dubai and 

in Lebanon, Ayna has not been with any man. In Dubai, she still considered herself a 

married woman and would not even consider dating, in addition to the fact that her working 

and living conditions were too restrictive. In Lebanon, dating is still something she totally 

rejects despite the fact that she is single now and has a much larger margin of freedom and 

privacy. She believes that no man in Lebanon would genuinely care for an Ethiopian 

woman. From the experiences of other Ethiopian women—friends and acquaintances—she 

has learnt that men in Lebanon only seek Ethiopians for pleasure and fun lacking any real 

feelings or commitment. Furthermore, all such dating experiences have resulted in 

unsatisfying relationships, to say the least. The life of some of her friends has been 

completely ruined because of their boyfriends in Lebanon; one got pregnant, and the man 

refused to acknowledge the child; another is not allowed to go out anywhere without him 

and he even does not want her to go back to Ethiopia for a visit; a third discovered that he 
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has been sleeping with one of her friends. Ayna considers that Ethiopian women in Lebanon 

who get boyfriends, do so only out of need or because they are fools. They are either lazy 

and do not want to work and get a boyfriend to support them, or their circumstances got so 

bad that they had to take on a boyfriend for support; others get fooled by empty romantic 

promises. Ayna strongly believes that it is better to remain single than to be in a bad 

relationship. She is convinced that no matter how decent and genuine the man might be, 

once being with her does not suit him anymore, it would be very easy for him to get rid of 

her, and if he is Lebanese he could even have her deported. Her independence is sacred to 

her and having a man in her life would jeopardize that.  

She used to go out regularly with a small group of girlfriends on whom she relies on if she 

needs any help. Since the Lebanese uprising in October 2019 followed by the coronavirus 

pandemic, she has been going out less and prefers to have her friends over at her house. 

They always celebrate Ethiopian holidays together and two of her closest friends visit her 

every weekend. They often smoke Hooka together as they chat. Ayna is enjoying her life 

in Lebanon despite the multiple crises the country is going through. She is not planning to 

leave and will stay as long as there is work for her. However, she is considering a short 

visit to see her daughter as she has not seen her in 3.5 years. In case she does return for a 

visit, she will have to make sure to secure a replacement for her main client, the NGO, not 

to lose her spot.   

Views on Dating and Racial Profiling in Lebanon 

“Everyone there knows the stories of Beirut… the reputation is so bad they say when a girl 

goes to Beirut she will be ruined”. 

Ayna reported that, in Ethiopia, Beirut has the reputation of a city that makes Ethiopian 

girls go rogue. While she was still there preparing to come to Lebanon, people would ask 

her where she was travelling to and upon finding out she was going to Beirut they would 

reply: “Are you out of your mind?!” She explained that most of those who come to Lebanon 

behave in ways that would not be appropriate back home; the way they dress, drinking 

alcohol, frequenting nightclubs, dating, getting paid for sex… She described them using 

the term ‘kharbene’, a Lebanese word meaning ‘damaged’ or ‘defective’ (rendered in the 

translation with ‘ruined’). She noted that she prefers not to mingle with such girls and stays 
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away from Ethiopians who do not work. In her opinion, if an Ethiopian woman is not 

working in Lebanon, it means that she is the type who relies on boyfriends or earns money 

in exchange of sex.  

“They would not dare to dress like that in Ethiopia! When you see them like that you know 

they are 'ruined' (kharbene). I do not mingle with girls like that; those who go to the disco, 

go crazy, and get drunk. I fear that they might ruin me as well when I'm weak. I would 

prefer not to mingle with Ethiopians who do not work to start with.”      

Ayna reported that there are Ethiopian women in Lebanon dating Lebanese men, Syrian 

men, Sudanese men, and even some dating Ethiopian men. For her, these women fall under 

two categories: those incapable of relying on themselves, or those who get fooled by 

romance.   

“It's mainly the girls who are not managing well on their own; either she could not find 

work, or she does not want to work; or she was fooled by romance.” 

Narrative Highlights 

Changing my life 

Ayna’s narrative revolves around her success in leaving behind a life and a marriage which 

did not suit her. It links her decision to migrate with her quest to leave her husband and 

change her life. She married young, at the age of 17, had her daughter a few years later, and 

found herself stuck in an unhappy marriage in a low-income household. Labor migration 

offered her the chance to step away from her husband, contribute to the financial support 

of her daughter, get a divorce, gain independence, and finally live her life without having 

to report to anyone. Ayna’s first migration to Dubai was successful as it enabled her to 

indirectly trigger a divorce which she could not have asked for—given societal expectations 

on women in Ethiopia. It also helped her become an income-earner which helped her gain 

more independence. This first migration was interrupted only because she had to return to 

Ethiopia to obtain an official divorce and see her daughter after a long separation. After her 

return, she spent a year in Ethiopia during which she realized that she had nothing to do 

there; her daughter was living with her ex-husband, she was not willing to remarry, and did 

not have work opportunities there. As she could not travel to the UAE again (having 

interrupted her work contract there and left without the approval of her sponsor) she decided 

on Lebanon. Ayna’s narrative hints to the fact that she was aware of what Lebanon has to 
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offer in terms of ‘freedom’. In her society, Lebanon has the reputation of the place where 

Ethiopian women go to break Ethiopian society’s rules. But for Ayna, the possibility of 

working independently under the ‘free visa’—which she knew about before heading to 

Lebanon—and the possibility of living independently, were the main attractions.  

Rejection of dating and relationships in Lebanon 

Ayna’s narrative emphasizes a rejection of all forms of romantic and sexual involvement 

with men regardless of their nationality/immigration status. She criticized Ethiopian 

women involved with men in Lebanon, especially those who rely on men for financial 

support and those who let themselves get pregnant in a foreign country where they have no 

rights and cannot register their newborns. Ayna’s heavy criticism of Ethiopian women 

dating men and taking on boyfriends in Lebanon suggests that she has internalized the 

racialization and hyper-sexualization of Ethiopians women in Lebanon, and holds the same 

‘local’ views towards them.   

She does not see the point of having a man in her life as she is working and supporting 

herself and is beyond being fooled by ‘love’ and romantic promises. Her hard-earned 

independence and freedom are sacred to her, and she will not jeopardize that by taking on 

a boyfriend in Lebanon.   

“Why would I get a man here? I'm working and making money, what use would he be for 

me? He will only bring me problems.” 

 

Sali, born 1994, in Lebanon since 2016 

Notes on the participant: 

I met Sali through her friend Ayna (another participant in this research). Sali is a very beautiful young woman, 

dark long hair, big dark eyes, full lips, and curvy body shape. She was wearing a long dark blue dress with 

pink flower patterns and was smoking a hookah during our discussion. She is outspoken, witty, and has a 

strong personality. Her profile picture on WhatsApp is that of a female animation character with long hair 

and big eyes, arms crossed and frowning, with the following quote: “If you want something new, you have 

to stop doing something old.”  

Sali is 27-year-old woman from Ethiopia living and working in Lebanon. She is single and 

has no children. She was born and raised in Addis Ababa where she completed her 
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schooling and enrolled in accounting studies at university for 2 years stopping one year 

short of graduation.   

Sali was raised by her mother. Her father was Eritrean-Ethiopian and when the war with 

Eritrea broke out, he feared for his life and tried to escape to Eritrea. Sali was a child when 

her father left, and she grew up wondering about his whereabouts. Her mother did not know 

what happened to him. When she turned 18 years old, Sali set out to look for him her father. 

She managed to find him in a village on the borders between the two countries where he 

got stuck while escaping war. He had settled there, remarried, and had children from his 

second marriage. She stayed with him for a few months before returning to be with her 

mother. Her mother, who had stayed single all those years as she did not know what 

happened to her husband, remarried, and currently has one child from her second marriage. 

Upon her mother’s marriage, Sali went to live with her cousin who had recently returned 

from Lebanon where she had travelled as a domestic worker and lived there many years. 

The cousin had made enough money to open a restaurant in Addis Ababa, but within a few 

years her business went bankrupt, and she left for Lebanon again. Sali continued living in 

her cousin’s house alone. Her mother was providing for her financially as she has always 

done and was paying for her university tuition.  

For most of her life in Ethiopia, Sali had a boyfriend, he was her childhood friend whom 

she had met at school. They loved each other dearly, but the boy’s family never approved 

of Sali as they considered her to be from a lower social class. They were very wealthy and 

wanted someone from an equally wealthy family for their son. Sali and her boyfriend were 

together for many years, and they enrolled at the same university. Sali stayed with her 

boyfriend for the first year of university, but she was growing tired of his family’s rejection 

of her. And as she lost all hope that he would stand up for her against his family, she decided 

to end the relationship. They separated on friendly terms, and after their separation they 

often ran into each other at university and had friendly chats.    

After two years of university studies in accounting, Sali interrupted her studies as she had 

set her mind on labor migration to Lebanon, where her cousin lived. In Ethiopia, even those 

with higher education degrees struggle to find work and even when they do, the salaries are 

generally low. She knew a lot about Lebanon form her cousin, and from several 
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acquaintances, who lived and worked in Lebanon on a domestic work visa. The work 

opportunities, the higher wages, the ‘free visa’, and the level of freedom, were very 

appealing for Sali. Her plan was to get a domestic worker visa, work the contract of 2 years 

and 3 months while saving money, then use that money to switch to a ‘free visa’. She had 

seen pictures and heard stories about how life could be there; gatherings and outings with 

other Ethiopian women, going to the beach on summer days, visiting Christian holy 

locations and shrines, and the freedom to date and live with a boyfriend. But this was the 

life of those who had the ‘free visa’ and she had set her mind on getting that visa. She was 

also aware of the negative sides and the risk of having a bad employer/sponsor or being 

arrested and deported when on a ‘free visa’. After weighing the pros and cons, she decided 

that leaving for work in Lebanon would be smarter and would improve her prospects. Sali 

approached a recruitment office in Addis Ababa and flew to Lebanon on a domestic work 

visa. She worked for a family who treated her well and she saved her wages until the end 

of her contract. With her savings, she arranged to have an acting sponsor through a 

recruitment bureau in Lebanon, returned to Ethiopia for a short visit, and flew back to 

Lebanon on a ‘free visa’. Around one year after she left Ethiopia, she found out that her ex-

boyfriend got married. She felt some bitterness but quickly got over it. With the ‘free visa’, 

she worked as a cleaner in a bank for about 2 years and had parttime cleaning jobs in 

households. Currently, she is working as a cleaner in a pharmaceuticals company in 

addition to her parttime jobs.  

During her time in Lebanon, Sali has not even considered going on dates with men and has 

been completely against the idea of getting a boyfriend. She believes that men in Lebanon 

perceive Ethiopian women in a very specific way: only good for pleasure and sexual 

adventures, and in best case scenarios, they take on an Ethiopian woman as a ‘rental 

girlfriend’. She is convinced that the majority of these relationships are not based on love 

or genuine feelings but on lies and self-serving interests for both parties. In her opinion, an 

Ethiopian woman willing to mingle with men in Lebanon, is one who came for work 

initially then realized that she could have a boyfriend paying her expenses and renting a 

house for her. Then the woman gets lazy and stops looking for work, and the boyfriend 

becomes her owner. She believes that it would be almost impossible to go beyond these 

preconceptions about Ethiopian women and does not even bother trying. In her experiences 
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in Lebanon, she has either been totally ignored by men or treated as a prostitute. For 

instance, a man was harassing her on the street one day and got angry as she walked away 

from him then yelled at her: “You think you are too good to be a prostitute?” Sali considers 

that she does not need a man in her life in Lebanon. She travelled to Lebanon to work and 

save money and that remains her only mission. She can take care of herself and has many 

friends who can help, if need be, and a man would only jeopardize her independence, her 

peace of mind, and her ability to work. Her plan is to continue working and saving money 

as long as there is work for her in Lebanon. 

Views on Dating and Racial Profiling in Lebanon 

Sali completely rejects the idea of dating in Lebanon as all options available are not 

suitable. She has evaluated the options available and has them in clear categories and has 

listed the disadvantages of each.  

On Lebanese men 

She reported that Lebanese men who approach Ethiopian women are those who are after 

sex or ‘rental girlfriends’; other Lebanese men would not even consider approaching an 

Ethiopian. She highly criticized women who go into such relationships. According to Sali, 

an Ethiopian woman with a Lebanese boyfriend is a woman who is selling herself; if he 

rents a house for her and pays her expenses, she might be fooled into thinking that she is 

the lady of the house, but in fact she is only ‘on rent’ and would be kicked out once he has 

had his fill or when she causes him problems. Sali also reported that most Lebanese men 

seeking an Ethiopian girlfriend are married men with children, and if the girlfriend gets 

pregnant, she would be abandoned; or if the man is decent, he will pay for her ticket back 

to Ethiopia to give birth there and leave the child with her family. She stated that many 

Ethiopian women do not mind that and are in fact looking for older married men to take 

care of them. She referred to these women as ‘lazy’ (kasuleen) and hinted that they damage 

the reputation of Ethiopian women in the country. She also stated that these women also 

have a bad reputation in Ethiopia and that a famous Ethiopian singer who visited Beirut 

once has warned Ethiopian families about letting their girls go to Beirut.       
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On Syrian men 

Sali stated that there are Ethiopian women dating Syrian men in Lebanon, but the general 

feedback is highly negative. She would never date a Syrian. Syrians have the reputation of 

being violent with women and she has heard several stories of Syrian boyfriends beating 

up their Ethiopian girlfriends. Also, a Syrian man in Lebanon struggles to have work or is 

poorly paid. The girlfriend might have to support him financially.    

On Sudanese men  

Sali reported that there are many Ethiopian women dating Sudanese men in Lebanon. 

Sudanese men’s financial prospects are not much better than Syrian men, however 

Ethiopians certainly prefer Sudanese to Syrians. They are hard workers and honest. Most 

of them have wives back home but they do not hide that fact from their girlfriends. Sali 

stated that Sudanese men are very possessive of their offspring, so if the Ethiopian 

girlfriend gets pregnant the Sudanese boyfriend will give her the choice to either go with 

him and the child to Sudan or renounce all right to claim the child.  

On Ethiopian men 

Sali reported that there is a small number of Ethiopian men living in Lebanon, and they are 

the worse to get involved with romantically. There are not job opportunities for Ethiopian 

men in Lebanon and those who end up there arrive mainly through cargo and shipping 

work. They act as gigolos, take on more than one girlfriend, and are professional liars; “they 

are worse than Lebanese men”. Since they have no work and no money, they take as many 

girlfriends as they can and rely on them for accommodation, food, and all expenses. Sali 

reported that she often sees them in Ethiopian hang-out spots in Dora, sitting around all day 

and smoking Hooka.   

Narrative Highlights 

Quest for success 

Sali is the youngest participant in this study, born 1994 and coming to Lebanon in 2016 at 

the age of 22. She is also the only participant who has completed her schooling and enrolled 

in university studies. Sali’s narrative links her decision to migrate with her quest to make 
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smart decisions towards success and making and saving money. Her narrative reflects her 

strong personality, determination, and aspirations. As a teenager, she was determined to 

understand what happened to her father and kept looking for him until she located him and 

met with him. Sali’s narrative emphasized her mother’s role in raising her on her own, 

providing for her every need, and ensuring that she gets a good education. But it also 

reflects the fact that Sali did not have a home in Ethiopia. With the marriage of her mother, 

she no longer lived with her and moved to her cousin’s house. Then with her cousin’s re-

departure to Lebanon, she found herself alone, having also ended her relationship with her 

ex-boyfriend of many years. Sali did not have much stability in her life in Ethiopia.  

Sali did not have responsibilities back home, no children and no dependent family 

members, nor was she stuck in an unhappy marriage or relationship. In fact, she was 

enjoying a margin of freedom by the fact that she lived alone in her early twenties. Sali’s 

narrative emphasized the rejection she experienced by her ex-boyfriend’s family: they 

deemed her unsuitable for their son due to her perceived ‘lower’ social status as they were 

wealthy, and she was not. Although her boyfriend did not end the relationship, she took the 

initiative to end it, and about a year later set out on her labor migration journey. Her 

determination to improve her situation and status is partially linked to the rejection she has 

experienced by her ex-boyfriend’s family.  

She worked as a live-in maid for the first 2 years after her arrival—2016 until 2018—in 

order to make enough money to switch to a ‘free visa’. She barely had one year during 

which she felt that she was accomplishing what she had planned: working freelance, living 

independently, going out and making friends. But the situation in Lebanon started 

deteriorating as of late 2019, then the corona pandemic hit, and the concomitant crises had 

a considerable impact on her life. Currently, Sali is getting paid in Lebanese pounds, which 

means that she is not making good money nor is she increasing her savings. She is getting 

enough to cover her expenses and splurge a little. She is not thinking of leaving yet but 

laments the twist of luck she has had.  

Rejection of dating and relationships in Lebanon 

Sali’s narrative highlighted a very salient point regarding the two extremes through which 

Ethiopian women are perceived by Lebanese men: they are either invisible or 
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hypersexualized. It was very clear to Sali that there is no possibility that she could alter the 

heavily racialized and sexualized perception of her by men in Lebanon. She considers that 

if a man approaches her in Lebanon, it means that he has been with an Ethiopian woman 

before, which, to her, means that he has paid her for sex or ‘rented’ her as a girlfriend. In 

fact, Sali has herself internalized the racialization and hyper-sexualization of Ethiopians 

women in Lebanon and holds the same views towards Ethiopian women dating men and 

taking on boyfriends in Lebanon.  

Faso, born 1985, from Ethiopia, in Lebanon since 2001 

Notes on the participant: 

I met Faso through a common acquaintance. She has a beautiful calm face and a comforting smile. On both 

occasions when I saw her, she was dressed all in black as she was mourning the recent death of her mother. 

She had her hair tied up in a bun, had no makeup and no jewelry, was dressed in a simple pair of jeans and a 

t-shirt. She is a petite woman, very thin, and moves very discreetly as if she does not wish to draw attention 

to herself. She speaks perfect Lebanese with no discernable accent, has a beautiful voice, and does not mince 

her words.Her WhatsApp profile picture is a picture of a virgin Mary statute inside a cave, with flowers in 

the forefront, and red lighting in the background.  

Faso is 36-year-old woman from Ethiopia living and working in Lebanon. She is single and 

has no children. She was born and raised in Addis Ababa where she went to school for a 

few years only. Her father could not afford to put her and her 3 siblings through private 

school and public schooling was not available. She is the youngest of the family and has 2 

sisters and 1 brother.   

When Faso was 12 years old, her father had an accident and could no longer work. The 

family was left without a breadwinner. Her eldest sister was sent to Lebanon for work at 

the age of 16. She worked there for 3 years with a salary of USD100 per month which was 

barely supporting the whole family. When Faso turned 16 it was decided that she will be 

sent to Lebanon as well. Her sister had found her a job in the same Lebanese household she 

was working at. The family bribed officials in Ethiopia to falsify Faso’s identity document 

in order to increase her age to 24, just as they did with her sister. Faso is actually unsure of 

her year of birth but assumes it was 1985 or 1986.  

In 2001, Faso was sent to Lebanon. She worked at the same house with her sister for 2 

years. She then found a woman who was looking for a nighttime caregiver to her elderly 
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mother. She sponsored Faso and did not mind that Faso takes on other jobs outside during 

the day. Faso found another household where she did cleaning and babysitting work during 

the day. She was paid USD300 for her day job and USD100 for her night job, all of which 

was being sent to her family in Ethiopia. She kept those two jobs for about 4 years during 

which she barely had time for herself. When the elderly woman died, Faso’s sponsor agreed 

to keep sponsoring for free. She agreed with her other employer to take a one month leave 

to go visit her family in Ethiopia. While in Ethiopia, she received a call from her employer 

asking her to return as the employer had to travel unexpectedly and needed Faso to stay 

with the children. Faso still had 2 weeks of her vacation and refused to return before that. 

At the end of her vacation, she returned to Lebanon and headed to her employer’s house. 

The family had found a replacement and left her belongings with the building keeper. She 

was heartbroken as she felt she was simply replaced like a home appliance, and even more 

so because she loved the children whom she had been taking care of for so many years. She 

moved in with her sister who had switched to a ‘free visa’ and was renting a small 

accommodation in Nabaa area. She remained jobless for about 5 months and her sister was 

providing for her.  Faso then found a job in a daycare center where she did cleaning, 

cooking, and babysitting for 12 hours a day for USD300/month. She was overworked and 

verbally harassed by the manager. After 6 months of suffering at this job she decided to 

quit. She started another job as a cleaner at a company office where she was promised 

USD300 per month, but they only paid her USD150. After 3 months, she quit, and remained 

jobless while looking for work. In 2010, Faso’s luck took a turn for the better. She found 

out about a cleaning job for an international media office in Beirut. An Ethiopian friend 

who told her about the job used to work there but was leaving it to return home. Faso has 

been working there since then. She works 5 hours/day, is treated well, gets paid sick-days 

and annual leaves, and her salary is USD500. In 2015, Faso took on another parttime 

cleaning job with a Lebanese NGO for USD300/month, and she is also treated well by the 

employer. In late 2019, as the Lebanese crisis started, her sister lost her job, and returned 

to Ethiopia to stay with their ill mother. With her departure, Faso lost her only companion 

in Lebanon.  

Faso feels that her first 10 years in Lebanon were pure suffering; she was overworked, 

underfed, poorly paid, and lived in constant stress. But since she started work with the 
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international media office, she had been feeling much better. However, the suffering that 

she had been through has negatively affected her physical and mental health. Furthermore, 

her mother had been gravely sick and bed-ridden for the past 10 years, and she has been 

sending all her income to Ethiopia for her mother’s medical expenses and for her nephews 

and nieces. Faso’s mother passed away in early 2021. Faso was able to return and see her 

before her death. But the pain of losing her mother and not having lived with her for so 

long, weighs heavily on Faso.  

Faso has never been with a man. She left Ethiopia to Lebanon when she was still a child, 

got stuck in a cycle of suffering, and has been totally closed-off to any romantic 

relationships or friendships with men. The way men in Lebanon have approached her has 

completely convinced her that she should not be involved with any of them. She believes 

they only want sex and think they can buy her with their money. She has heard many stories 

of Ethiopian women—friends and acquaintances—involved with Lebanese men or migrant 

men in Lebanon, and she has been further convinced that such relationship only bring 

trouble. Lebanese men would only see her ‘as a thing’ and they disgust her, and other 

migrant men will bring more trouble and suffering into her life. Even the possibility of 

being with an Ethiopian man when she returns to Ethiopia is totally off her list, as it would 

mean that she will lose her independence and her peace of mind. Furthermore, she never 

had the time or the peace of mind to consider dating.     

Despite the crisis in Lebanon, Faso is still working and getting paid in USD. She would 

like to return to Ethiopia to be with her family, but she cannot stop working now as her 

nephews and nieces depend on her for their education. She wants them to get a good 

education so they can have a good future. Also, since she has been sending all her income 

to Ethiopia, she has no savings, and she will not return to Ethiopia without savings. She 

cannot bear the idea of having to work again in Ethiopia in order to survive or having to 

work in somebody’s house there since that would be the only job available to her in her 

home country. In short, Faso is not happy in Lebanon and considers that she will not be 

happy in Ethiopia either.  

Faso worries about her future, especially her old age days, as she will have no one to take 

of her. Her friends ask her why she remained without children and she herself does not 
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really know the answer; she just knows that the subject scares her greatly and she cannot 

imagine herself with a child. There is a belief in Ethiopian society that if a woman does not 

have children, she has wasted her life. Faso does not share this belief, but she worries that 

she will be end up lonely with no one to take care of her.  

Views on Dating and Racial Profiling in Lebanon 

Faso has completely rejected the idea of dating in Lebanon. Her observations on the dating 

and mating experiences of her fellow Ethiopian migrant workers in Lebanon confirm to her 

the soundness of her decision not to get involved with men in Lebanon.  

On Lebanese men 

Based on her experiences and those of friends and acquaintances, Faso reported that 

Lebanese men perceive Ethiopian women as “things” that they could buy with money; they 

abuse their vulnerable conditions of “helpless foreigners” and “play games” with them. 

They fool them with romantic lies and lure them with money. The girl would be in need of 

money and support, and she would “lose her virginity” with the man who would later 

abandon her. She also reported that there are very few Ethiopian Lebanese couples whose 

relationship is based on genuine love, “one in a million”. Faso stated that Ethiopians who 

accept such situations are those unable to manage on their own, they go into such 

relationships to survive, to have shelter and food.  

On Sudanese men 

Faso reported that most Ethiopian women in Lebanon date or live with Sudanese men. They 

rarely get married in Lebanon as they are generally from different religions (Christian-

Muslim) and civil marriages are not feasible in Lebanon. Some of these women have to 

financially support their Sudanese boyfriend/husband as he will either be unemployed or 

working for a low pay. Others share the expenses equally, but they both suffer in Lebanon 

and are both unhappy. Many make the mistake of having children with Sudanese in 

Lebanon, at which point their lives would be ruined. The Ethiopian migrant worker has to 

stop working to take care of the baby, find a babysitter to continue working, or has to send 

the child to Ethiopia or Sudan. Faso highly criticized those who have children with 

Sudanese men in Lebanon as the children from these unions suffer greatly. “Fine I 
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understand that they need to date, but why get married and bring children to a world of 

misery?!” 

She explained that most Ethiopian women rush having children because of the underlying 

belief in Ethiopian society that a childless woman has effectively wasted her life. And many 

Ethiopians in Lebanon get pregnant because they think they should, regardless of who the 

father is and whether the child will have a stable family environment.  

Narrative Highlights  

Child Labor and migration as household decision  

Faso’s narrative recounts long years of suffering in which marriage, romance, and sex have 

no place. Her migration to Lebanon was a household decision; she had no say in the matter. 

She was sent to Lebanon by her family, just like her sister before her, at the age of 16. Her 

only option was to follow through with the plan set in place for her and she suffered greatly 

for many years before she finally found some stability and peace. Having been sent away 

from home at such an early age and thrown into the labor migration struggles in Lebanon 

has been greatly traumatizing for Faso.    

“I did not have time for men and relationships. One needs to have some peace of mind to 

consider dating and love. Life is very hard for us here, when there is hardship like that 

there is no place for love.” 

Faso’s narrative reflects a sense of extreme devotion to the family back home; a family who 

sent her away and indirectly caused her suffering, but despite that she remained loyal only 

to them.   

Faso has in fact internalized her society’s belief that a childless woman is a woman who 

has wasted her life. Although she criticized women who get pregnant to avoid being 

shamed, she fears that she will end up lonely with no one to take care of her because she is 

childless. She feels that she has been so consumed by suffering and the hardships of labor 

migration in Lebanon that all she wants now is some peace of mind.  

Her narrative reflects a feeling of being trapped in a state of limbo; she does not belong in 

Lebanon, nor does she belong in Ethiopia. She worked for 20 years but has no savings 

whatsoever as all her money went to her family back home.  
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Rejection of dating and relationships 

As sense of disgust from men is emphasized in Faso’s narrative. Her experiences in 

Lebanon have completely devalued her gender capital vis a vis men; being hypersexualized 

and dehumanized by men has closed her off completely to any dating experience or 

partnering/marriage prospects.  

“Lebanese men only see me like a thing. They disgust me.”  

“They think they can buy me with their money. I am a hard worker; I work for my money 

and I don't need men.” 

She is aware that there might have been someone who would have genuinely cared about 

her, but she would not have believed him because she refuses to be taken for a fool. The 

experiences of other Ethiopian women in Lebanon have taught her better. These women 

fell for the romantic lie, “lost their virginity” only to be abandoned later.   

“My peace of mind is priceless. I live alone, I sleep alone, no one bothers me or asks me 

where I'm going, no one causes me trouble. Men are trouble.”   
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2.1.4 Quick Survey  

The following participants were approached for an in-depth qualitative interview but preferred not 

to be interviewed. They agreed however to answer quick basic survey questions.  

Participant COO Year 

of 

Birth 

In LEB Relationship Status Nationality of 

boyfriend/husband 

April Philippines  1992 2012 Single in the 

Philippines- Has a 

boyfriend in Lebanon 

Boyfriend: Lebanese 

Armenian, citizen  

Brahan Ethiopia 1975 2008 Divorced in Ethiopia 

– Married in Lebanon  

Husband: Sudanese 

migrant worker 

Salam Ethiopia 1989 2011 Single in Ethiopia- 

Has a boyfriend in 

Lebanon 

Boyfriend: Sudanese 

migrant worker 

Hasina  Bangladesh  1973 2010 Married in 

Bangladesh – Has a 

boyfriend in Lebanon 

Boyfriend: 

Bangladeshi migrant 

worker 

Rashi  Bangladesh  1995 2013  

Married  

Husband: Bangladeshi 

migrant worker, got 

married in Lebanon 

Suzie Sri Lanka 1986 2011 Married in Sri Lanka 

– Has a boyfriend in 

Lebanon  

Boyfriend: Syrian 

living in Lebanon 

Apona Sri Lanka 1987 2010  

Married 

Husband: Sri Lankan 

migrant worker, got 

married in Lebanon 
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2.2 Analysis of Narratives 

The following section presents the major themes identified across the participants’ narratives.  

2.2.1 Exercising Agency Through Labor Migration  
 

“Changing my life” 

Six out of seven women interviewed in this study have clearly articulated that their decision 

to follow the labor migration route was triggered by a quest to change their lives. The six 

of them were seeking to change their lives following failed marriages/relationships. 

Seeking better financial prospects was part and parcel of seeking independence and change. 

Two participants (Vera from Madagascar and Ayna from Ethiopia) have utilized labor 

migration to step away from bad marriages and change the status quo. They indirectly used 

their migration to trigger divorces which they did not wish to request clearly due to social 

pressures or for fear of retaliation from husbands. Two participants (Lala from Madagascar 

and Joy from the Philippines) took the labor migration route following a divorce. They did 

not wish to remain in their societies as divorced women living with their parents, nor to 

remarry again in their home countries. One participant (Anna from the Philippines) took 

the labor migration route to step out of her status as an unwed single mother abandoned by 

the father of her child upon pregnancy and experiencing a certain level of social exclusion. 

She did not wish to stay in her society as a single mother living with her parents and was 

looking to better provide for her daughter. One participant (Sali from Ethiopia) was a 

bachelorette studying at university. She had left her boyfriend whom she had been with for 

many years as his family rejected her for being from a ‘lower’ social class. She was living 

with her mother, then moved in with her cousin, then lived alone for a short period of time. 

She was looking for “success” and took the labor migration route to improve her prospects 

and earn more money.  

The majority of WMW in this study were seeking to step out of their expected gendered 

roles in their home countries (unhappy wife, divorced woman, unwed single mother, 

excluded bachelorette). They sought labor migration to Lebanon as a means to transform 

their lives and gain independence, and it has provided them with a sense of empowerment. 

They have in fact been empowered through labor migration: they were able to provide for 



90 
 

themselves and remit; mothers were able to provide for their children back home; 

unsatisfied wives were able to get the divorce they did not dare to request; divorced women 

were able to transform their narratives; women who have never experienced living on their 

own, either living with their parents or husbands, were able to achieve independence and 

live on their own; and some experienced ‘love’ for the first time in Lebanon. This confirms 

what has been presented in Chapter 1 in terms of individual agency processes unfolding in 

feminized labor migration contexts. As noted by Constable (2009), the development of 

female occupations and the emergence of gendered labor markets have shaped new 

gendered geographies of power giving women opportunities for mobility which are not 

accessible for men. These women have exerted individual agency within broader 

structurally oppressive processes, and while it remains true that many women leave their 

countries pushed by poverty and high unemployment and seeking economic gains, many 

also leave seeking independence and/or distance from their families, or to escape domestic 

violence (Dannecker 2005), social exclusion/pressure, unhappy marriages, and/or other 

difficulties at home (Tacoli 1996).  

2.2.2 ‘Freedom’ in the Lebanese Labor Migration Context 

 

The ‘Free Visa’ and Upward Mobility  

‘Free Visa’ is a term commonly used by the women migrant workers community in 

Lebanon. As explained previously, a woman migrant worker with a ‘free visa’ is one who 

has an acting sponsor and lives and works independently from that sponsor. Acting 

sponsors for participants of this study were previous employers who agreed to keep the 

migrant under their sponsorship while she works and lives independently; a Lebanese 

acquaintance who is doing it for free; an individual who is charging for it; or a recruitment 

office which is charging for it. WMWs refer to this type of work as ‘working outside’ in 

comparison to working inside households as live-in maids. In all narratives collected during 

this study, ‘working outside’ was mentioned as a reference point, a turning point; the before 

and after were clearly delineated. It was described as something akin to getting out of 

prison.  

All participants started their journey in Lebanon as live-in domestic workers. Some of them 

were aware of the possibility to switch to a ‘free visa’ before coming to Lebanon. They 
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have all actively sought to switch to the ‘free visa’ and their conditions improved 

considerably upon acquiring it. Five out of seven participants in this study were aware of 

the ‘free visa’ option before coming to Lebanon. All participants made considerably more 

money upon switching to the ‘free visa’. All participants have acquired better living 

conditions upon switching to the ‘free visa’: four participants live alone in rental 

apartments; two participants live with their boyfriends; one participant shares her 

accommodation with another woman migrant worker. All seven participants in the quick 

survey have ‘free visas’; those who are married could not have done so without it, and their 

husbands have it as well. One participant works as a cook and rents her own apartment 

where she meets with her boyfriend. Another works in the beauty care industry and spends 

her weekdays in the apartment she shares with her friend—another migrant worker—and 

her weekends at her boyfriend’s apartment. 

The ‘free visa’ allowed these women to choose their work, employer, and working hours. 

It also allowed them to refuse a job, quit a job, and go on leave after providing a replacement 

to safeguard their job. Furthermore, as is the case with many women migrant workers, it 

has allowed some participants to be involved in non-cleaning related jobs. Such jobs 

usually include beauty care, restaurant industry, hospital care, or store work. More 

importantly, it provided them with the freedom to choose where to live, make a home for 

themselves, invite friends and/or boyfriends over, and do whatever they please within their 

homes. It also played a major role in providing them with the basic margin of freedom 

necessary to be able to date, have sex, be in a relationship, and/or marry.  

Although it has pitfalls, and in certain situations might leave the migrant worker more 

vulnerable than when living with her sponsor, the ‘free visa’ is effectively a means to 

override the Kafala system by the migrant. It is a means for upward mobility in terms of 

considerably better earnings, better living conditions, better working conditions, and more 

freedom to improve both personal and job prospects. It provides the women with an 

opportunity to exercise more agency by making decisions and taking some control over 

failures and successes. 
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Freedom to date, have boyfriends, marry, and have children   

In comparison to other Arab countries where labor migration is similarly governed by 

Kafala, Lebanon is viewed as a destination that offers a certain ‘freedom’ in the context of 

dating, being in a relationship, cohabitating, marrying, and having children. All 

participants, regardless of their country of origin and their relationship status, stated that 

the Lebanese context allows for enough freedom to engage in socializing with men, dating, 

taking on boyfriends, cohabitating with boyfriends, marrying, and having children.  

Ayna from Ethiopia lived and worked in Dubai, UAE, for six years before migrating to 

Lebanon, and stated that in comparison, and from her observations, it is easier to date and 

engage in relationships in the Lebanese context.  

Vera, from Madagascar, emphasizing the ‘freedom’ in Lebanon in comparison to other 

Arab countries, clearly stated that women migrant workers enjoy more personal freedom 

in Lebanon. 

In comparison to home countries, the feedback on freedom to date and have boyfriends 

varied depending on the country of origin: The two participants from the Philippines 

considered that the level of freedom in this regard is similar to that in the Philippines. The 

two participants from Madagascar considered that the level of freedom in this regard is 

higher. The three participants from Ethiopia considered that the level of freedom in this 

regard is considerably higher.  

Hence, it could be posited that labor migration to Lebanon, has provided these women with 

more freedom to navigate their social lives and relationships when compared to their 

situations in home countries and to other Arab destination countries also adopting the 

Kafala system.  

2.2.3 Gender Capital in Labor Migration 

Capitalizing on gender through women work  

In their home countries, all participants had their gender capital devalued to a certain extent. 

None of them was able to find decent well-paying work. Six out of the seven participants 

had their schooling interrupted; Joy and Anna (Philippines) did not complete high school 

and were limited to menial occasional jobs in their home country; Vera (Madagascar) did 
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not complete elementary school and was involved in manual labor before managing to open 

a grocery store which did not give her enough money; Lala (Madagascar) did not complete 

high school and was doing poorly-paid manual labor jobs; Ayna and Faso (Ethiopia) did 

not complete primary school and were not working in their home country. One participant 

completed her schooling and started university studies: Sali (Ethiopia) interrupted her 

university studies in accounting, one year before graduation, in order to migrate to Lebanon.  

Vera (Madagascar) reported that even people with higher education degrees employed in 

Madagascar do not earn good salaries and that her domestic work salary in Lebanon was 

much higher than the majority of salaries back home. Currently her freelance cleaning jobs 

provide her with what is considered a very high income in Madagascar. Through her work 

in Lebanon, Vera was able to buy herself a house in Madagascar.  

Sali (Ethiopia) interrupted her university studies after coming to the realization that even 

when she graduates and finds employment in Ethiopia, she will still be earning less money 

than what she could earn through a domestic work contract in Lebanon. She was also aware 

that by switching to the ‘free visa’ in Lebanon she will be able to earn even more money.  

Anna (Philippines) had little education and no work experience before coming to Lebanon. 

She attended a beauty care training in Lebanon upon finishing her 2-year domestic work 

contract and has worked in two beauty salons in Beirut totaling an experience of 5 years. 

She dreams of opening her beauty care business upon returning to her country. 

Joy (Philippines) had little education and no work experience before coming to Lebanon. 

She now has 8-years’ experience in beauty care and almost 5 years in beauty salon 

management. As she gained the trust of her employer, she was given management 

responsibilities and her salary increased in accordance with her responsibilities. If she 

decides to open her own business, she has the skills to manage it and the clientele.  

All these women, with the exception of Faso (Ethiopia) who was sent to Lebanon by her 

family, have evaluated the cost and benefits of women labor migration and established that 

they have better chances for financial independence through migration. Undertaking labor 

migration through feminized labor markets was in and of itself a capitalization on gender 

by these women, allowing them to find relatively well-paying jobs, leave their societies and 
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their unsuitable gendered roles behind, gain financial and personal independence vis-à-vis 

their family members back home, and assume the role of provider for their families—a role 

typically reserved for men. Even Faso who did not choose to come to Lebanon, speaks very 

proudly of her role as provider for her family back home; she works two jobs which pay 

her in USD despite the ongoing crisis and gains up to USD 1000 per month (relatively high 

salary compared to other freelance migrant workers and even to Lebanese nationals). 

Capitalizing on gender through relationship status  

None of the participants had a stable satisfying relationship back home. Two participants 

were in bad marriages and were cheated on by their husbands: Vera (Madagascar) married 

at the age of 19 and was stuck with a negligent unreliable husband who regularly cheated 

on her; Ayna (Ethiopia) married at the age of 17, was not happy in her marriage, left for 

Dubai for work to stay away and meanwhile her husband took on another wife. Two 

participants got divorced after being abandoned by their husbands: Joy (Philippines) 

married at the age of 19 and her husband disappeared right after the birth of their daughter 

one year after their marriage; Lala (Madagascar) married at the age of 19, was not happy 

with her husband, and was cheated on. One participant was abandoned by the father of her 

child: Anna (Philippines) had a short relationship with a man, who was her first lover ever 

and who disappeared once she told him she was pregnant. One participant was considered 

unsuitable as a wife by her boyfriend’s family: Sali (Ethiopia) left her boyfriend of many 

years as she was facing consistent rejection from his family due to social class differences. 

One participant, Faso (Ethiopia), was taken out of school at an early age, kept at home, then 

sent to work in Lebanon at the age of 16; she was effectively deprived of living her teenage 

years, having her own experiences, and socializing with boys. Still a child, she was thrown 

into domestic labor in a foreign country, an experience that was particularly traumatizing 

for her.  

BEING IN A RELATIONSHIP  

Being in a relationship with local men is a support factor emphasized by four out of seven 

participants. Joy and Anna from the Philippines, Lala and Vera from Madagascar, have 

capitalized on their gender through relationships with men in Lebanon securing emotional 

and financial support and gaining social capital. All four participants clearly stated that 



95 
 

their relationships have provided them with much needed support during difficult times. 

They all emphasized the importance of being with a local, someone who knows the country, 

its culture, and its system. Furthermore, they all highlighted the importance of the emotional 

support provided by their relationships. Also, they all stated that being in a relationship was 

a major support factor during Lebanon’s multiple crises as they all received or were offered 

financial support from their boyfriends.  

Two of these four participants live with their boyfriends; one (Anna) is not paying any rent, 

and the second (Lala) shares the rent and expenses with her boyfriend. Another participant 

(Vera) lives in a rented apartment on her own where she regularly hosts her boyfriend; she 

also visits him at his house. The fourth (Joy) shares an accommodation with another 

migrant worker; her boyfriend has an apartment which is not fully furnished where they 

sometimes stay.  

One of the four participants who are in a relationship (Joy) is planning to get married to her 

Lebanese boyfriend; they were in the process of preparing the marriage in 2019 but the 

pandemic and the financial crisis have delayed their plan.  

SINGLEHOOD 

The freedom to remain single is one result of labor migration and capitalization on gender. 

With financial independence, and by being away from the society of origin and its 

expectations, singlehood becomes an affordable option. Singlehood in this context refers 

to both statuses of being not married and/or not in a relationship.  

Ayna, Sali, and Faso (Ethiopia) all reported that they prefer to remain single since they can 

afford it. They all stated that they are working, earning money, and can take good care of 

themselves, and that they have no need for a man in their lives. They all had the same 

feedback regarding other Ethiopian women migrant workers: many women go into 

relationships with men for failing to take care of themselves, to survive, have shelter and 

food. They all stated that if they had been jobless at some point or did not have some 

savings, family, or friends, to rely on in difficult times, they might have perhaps sought to 

date for survival purposes. 
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Vera (Madagascar) reported that she did not wish to remain in her society as it would have 

been expected from her to remarry after her divorce. She does not wish to marry again in 

Madagascar. She has been in 3 relationships in Lebanon and enjoys her freedom to date 

and have sex. 

The gender dynamics’ difference  

Some of the participants reported a difference in the gender dynamics of their relationships 

with Arab men/Lebanese men versus men from their home countries. These home-

countries are among the top domestic workers’ sending countries, namely the Philippines, 

Ethiopia, and Madagascar. The participants reported the unwillingness of men from these 

countries to support their partner, their tendency to rely on women for financial support, 

and their expectation that women should work more in some cases.  

Vera and Lala from Madagascar, Anna and Joy from the Philippines reported this gender-

cultural difference, whereby they feel happier and better taken care of by Arab/Lebanese 

men. They describe these men as hard workers, reliant, and more affectionate. Vera 

specifically articulated the fact that Lebanese men know how to take care of a woman, and 

that if she wished to stop working her boyfriend would be willing to support financially.  

It is relevant to note here that Filipino men and Malagasy men are not present in Lebanon 

as they have no work opportunities in the country; there might exceptionally be some 

individuals from these two nationalities in Lebanon but not in numbers worth mentioning 

and seldom as migrant workers.  

Two Ethiopian participants, Sali and Ayna, reported that there is a small number of 

Ethiopian men in Lebanon, involved in cargo work. They reported that the worst choice of 

boyfriend that an Ethiopian woman would make in Lebanon is an Ethiopian boyfriend; 

from the stories they have heard, Ethiopian men in Lebanon behave like gigolos with 

Ethiopian girlfriends and expect them to provide full financial support. 

2.2.4 Intersection of National-Belonging Field and Intimacy Field 

Migration, National-belonging, Cultural-belonging, and Intimacy  

As argued in Chapter 1, the state holds ultimate power in the migration-specific field of 

intimacy. Having the power of nomination and classification of individuals and groups, the 
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nation-state dictates directly and indirectly the lives of all people on its territory. A woman 

migrant worker’s lifeworld in Lebanon is shaped by the state’s categorization of her being 

on that territory: a woman, a migrant, and a worker— specifically a domestic worker. Each 

of these categories has its territory-prescribed meaning as well as bureaucratic, 

legal/juridical, and social consequences. Migrants are highly aware of such consequences 

and internalize partially or fully these prescribed meanings.  

Given the structure of Kafala in Lebanon, and the state’s delegation of the responsibility of 

migrants to private citizens, Lebanese citizens in their roles of sponsors, acting sponsors, 

or employers, hold significant power over the woman migrant worker. In fact, any average 

citizen of the Lebanese nation-state holds power over a woman migrant worker. Women 

migrants have internalized this unusual state authority delegation; as argued by Kassamali 

(2017), in the migrant’s perception, “there is a slippage between the citizen and the state” 

(p. 49). By being Lebanese, citizens are gatekeepers of the national-belonging field, a role 

indirectly intended for them by the state itself. Women migrant workers are highly 

conscious of this fact; being able to associate with the dominant category in the nation-state 

will provide them with a higher social capital and more access to the national-belonging 

field.  

Three out of the four women who are in a relationship in Lebanon are with Lebanese men 

and clearly stated that they would not even consider being with non-Lebanese in Lebanon. 

The fourth participant is with a Syrian Lebanese man, who does not have citizenship (his 

mother is Lebanese) but has the cultural and local knowhow and has Lebanese family 

members (his mother’s side of the family). When asked why she only dates Lebanese men, 

one participant (Joy) answered: “Because I am in Lebanon”. This simple answer is in fact 

a clear depiction of the national-belonging field intersecting with the intimacy field. One 

participant (Vera) clearly stated that being with a Lebanese ‘elevates her status’ (in her 

words, in French, “le niveau n’est pas à bas”). In answer to whether she would marry a 

Lebanese, she stated that she definitely would but that the chances of it happening are slim. 

She also emphasized that a Lebanese boyfriend will be able to familiarize her with the local 

intricacies, the knowhow, and guide her culturally. All four participants emphasized aspects 

of feeling ‘secure’ and ‘supported’ and having access to resources provided by their 

relationships. 
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CITIZENSHIP 

The Lebanese citizenship is generally not sought after by non-Lebanese as the country fares 

extremely low in terms of rights and services provided for its citizens and as it has been 

politically, socially, and economically unstable for decades. However, for some migrants 

in Lebanon, having citizenship or a residence status other than the labor migrant can 

facilitate their lives. The majority of women interviewed in this study were aware of the 

possibility to access a better residence status and/or citizenship through marriage and of the 

general bureaucratic requirements to obtain it.  

The participant who is planning her marriage to her Lebanese boyfriend was aware of the 

exact documents needed to officialize her union in Lebanon and of the steps required post-

marriage to obtain citizenship (presented previously in Chapter 1). She is the only 

participant who did not seem keen on returning to live in the Philippines. She clearly stated 

however that this matter would remain up to her boyfriend. The following excerpt 

showcases how Lebanese boyfriends/partners are in this context gatekeepers of the 

national-belonging field.  

 “J: Once we're married directly Charbel will put me under his name, and he will apply for 

citizenship for me, if he wants. If he doesn't want that I can stay with the 

wife iqama (residence).  

R: Do you want the citizenship? 

J: It does not matter much to me honestly. Surely if later, I have a child with him, I will 

need citizenship for me and my child.  

R: Do you think it would be a good idea to have it regardless if there is a child or not? 

J: Maybe but it's up to him. He decides if I get it or not, he has to apply, I cannot apply for 

myself.” 

 
 

Problematizing dating men migrant workers  

Six out of seven participants, regardless of their country of origin and their relationship 

status, have stated that they would not get into relationships with or date men migrant 

workers. They have all stated that being with another migrant worker means that they will 

have more problems; a man migrant worker struggles to find work, does not get paid well, 

needs to send money back home, and might be facing residence problems in Lebanon. 

Given his problems, his girlfriend/wife will not be his priority, and he will not be able to 

provide neither financial nor emotional support. He will also tend to rely on his 

girlfriend/wife for financial support. 
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Five out of seven participants have not dated men migrant workers in Lebanon. One 

participant, Vera from Madagascar, dated a Sudanese man and her experience with him has 

confirmed to her that “foreigners” are “undatable” and “unreliable”. She maintained a 

strictly sexual relationship with him. She is now in a more serious relationship with a 

Lebanese man.  

The only participant who did not clearly voice her rejection of dating men migrant workers, 

is Anna from the Philippines who is dating a Syrian man in Lebanon. However, she was 

very keen on clarifying that he is Syrian Lebanese, his mother is Lebanese, he has family 

in Lebanon, runs his own business, and is well established in the country. Although he 

moved to Lebanon due to the war in Syria, he is not in Lebanon on a refugee status but has 

the 3-year courtesy residence which is given to foreigners having Lebanese mothers. She 

clearly stated as well that he is providing her with financial and emotional support and in 

answer to a question about whether he has ever asked her for money she stated that she 

would have left him if he was not doing well financially.  

This highlights the unwillingness to date outside the national field. The preferability 

automatically goes to national men who are perceived as having more power and local 

knowhow compared to men migrant workers who are perceived as weak players in the 

national field and reflect a redundancy of the struggle and suffering of women migrant 

workers. 

Racialization and whiteness in the Lebanese Context  

Lebanon presents a highly racialized social system where ‘whiteness’ is idealized and 

sought after. Generally, Lebanese society is governed by a valorization of everything 

Western. Hage (2005) linked this to the European colonial powers’ intrusion in Mount 

Lebanon in mid-19th century and the Lebanese Christian aspiration to be identified as white 

Europeans. Arab migrants and refugees as well as non-Arab migrant workers are othered 

and inferiorized. It is very difficult to untangle race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status in 

this context. Whiteness within these dynamics goes beyond skin color and refers to a 

resource and a social hierarchy allowing access to economic, social, and cultural capitals. 

It is interesting here to investigate how some women migrant workers have internalized 

aspirations and categorizations similar to those of the Lebanese society.  
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RACIALIZATION OF OCCUPATION 

 

In Lebanon, migrant workers are automatically perceived as inferior, regardless of their 

race, skin color, and country of origin. Upon arriving to Lebanon as migrant workers, they 

are effectively assigned the weakest intersection of gender, race, and class. The state has a 

specific category for this intersection: Category 4, domestic workers, mainly females and 

category 3, unskilled workers, mainly males, Arab and non-Arab. Migrant workers in 

Lebanon constitute a very well defined classed and racialized group, whereby the migrant 

is practically not allowed to exist beyond the ‘labor commodity’ status. One blatant 

example of this racialization of occupation is found in the Lebanese dialect. The 

‘Sirilankiye’ term—meaning Sri Lankan woman—is still used by many to refer to domestic 

migrant workers in Lebanon regardless of their country of origin, as Sri Lankan women 

were the first non-Arab domestic workers in Lebanon’s history. The term bears pejorative 

connotations and is used by some as an insult. Three participants, two Ethiopian and one 

Malagasy, have reported being referred to as ‘Sirilankiye’ in a demeaning manner.  

It could be posited that some women migrant workers have themselves internalized this 

racialization of occupation and tend to reject dating and/or marrying male migrant workers. 

The women interviewed in this study were categorically against associating romantically 

with men migrant workers, mainly based on their migrant status, occupation, and 

socioeconomic status. They described these men as having no resources, no reliability, and 

being a source of trouble. The Ethiopian participants clearly articulated their rejection of 

men migrant workers as romantic partners, and one even presented an ordering according 

to nationality: Sudanese are the least rejected as they are honest, work hard, and take 

responsibility for the children in case the woman gets pregnant—but the majority of them 

have wives back home; Syrians are not a good choice as they are possessive and violent; 

Ethiopian men are the worst choice as they are promiscuous, liars, and rely on their 

girlfriends for financial support.   

THE SYRIAN COMPONENT  

Syrian men have always been present in Lebanon. Prior to the war in Syria their presence 

was mainly under the seasonal migrant labor category as they handled almost all 



101 
 

construction and agriculture jobs. Post-2011 and with the start of the war in Syria, their 

numbers increased dramatically as waves of Syrian refugees arrived in Lebanon. Lebanese 

are divided between those who welcome Syrians and those who want them out. The Syrian 

component remains highly controversial in Lebanese society and is demonized by many. 

The ripple effect of the Syrian presence reached the women migrant workers’ community 

in Lebanon where it stirred controversies as well. All women interviewed have emphasized 

Syrian men in their descriptions of the dating scene in Lebanon. All of them as well, except 

the participant who is in a relationship with a Syrian Lebanese, were opposed to dating 

Syrian men and highly critical of the women migrant workers dating Syrian men. They 

perceive Syrian men as violent, abusive, and possessive in their relationships with women.  

 

‘IDEALIZING WHITENESS’  

Being highly conscious of their racialized inferiorized status, some of the women 

interviewed in this study tended to disassociate with that status by associating with the 

dominant ‘white’ category. Their rejection of associating with non-Lebanese or non-Arab 

hints to an idealization of ‘whiteness’.  

One of the participants (Vera from Madagascar), clearly referred to Lebanese and Syrians 

as ‘white’. Criticizing African women dating Syrians she stated: “The problem is that 

African women idealize the white man”, insinuating that these women are dating Syrians 

because they consider them ‘white’. Vera has a Lebanese boyfriend and rejects the idea of 

dating Syrian men and non-Arab migrant workers. Indeed, despite some Lebanese’s 

rejection of the Syrian component, from a racial and ethnical viewpoint, being Syrian is as 

close as it gets to being Lebanese. Furthermore, Vera clearly stated that through her intimate 

association with a ‘white man’ (in French: “un blond”) she is improving her social status. 

She stated that he is old but that does not matter because he is ‘white’. She proudly talks 

about him to her friends back home and often sends pictures of the two of them together. 

However, during a past relationship with a Sudanese man in Lebanon, she kept the identity 

of her boyfriend secret and never sent pictures of him to her friends. She clearly stated that 

she did not want them to find out she was dating a ‘black’ man as they would make fun of 

her for having travelled this far only to be with another ‘black’ man. One of the Ethiopian 

participants had a similar comment about young Ethiopian women accepting to date older 
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Lebanese men just because they are Lebanese, hinting to attempts to associate with the 

dominant racial category.  

2.3 Cross-Case Conclusions and Case Description 
 

This study has focused on three cases among the community of women migrant workers 

based on the country of origin: Filipina, Malagasy, and Ethiopian women. This section 

presents cross-case conclusions and cases’ descriptions based on the personal experiences 

of the participants as well as their feedback on the dating scene within the community. It 

also takes into account the results of the quick survey presented in the previous section. 

2.3.1 The country-of-origin factor & positionality within the intersection of national-

belonging and intimacy fields 

In her detailed ethnographic work on women migrant workers in Beirut, Kassamali (2017) 

reported the following general feedback from her fieldwork: among the women migrant 

workers’ community, Arab men prefer Filipina, Ethiopian, and West African women. South 

Asian women are seldom seen with Arab men. The data I have collected in this study 

corroborates this observation and hints to a hierarchy within said preference. Kassamali did 

not make the distinction between Lebanese men and Arab men, but this study distinguishes 

between the two and identifies Lebanese men as gatekeepers of the national-belonging 

field, and Arab men as Arab migrant workers and refugees/asylum seekers present in 

Lebanon. In this context, Filipinas have the best chances of coupling with Lebanese men; 

Malagasy women have good chances of coupling with Lebanese men; Ethiopians have low 

chances of coupling with Lebanese men and better chances with Arab men; and South 

Asian women have very rare chances of coupling with Lebanese or Arab men (based on 

data from the quick survey). This order reflects the ‘ethno-professional hierarchy’ reported 

by Dahdah (2012); a racialized hierarchy for foreign workers’ recruitment, whereby the 

labor market is segmented according to nationality. Dahdah talked of “ethno-professional 

representations” which situate Filipinas at the top— “the Mercedes Benz of domestic 

workers” (Ibid, p.32) —the African women in the middle, and South Asian women at the 

bottom. This hierarchy is clearly adopted by Lebanese recruitment agencies and 

households, and it determines the work prospects and salary scale of the woman migrant 

worker regardless of her level of experience and skills. I argue that the same hierarchy 
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determines the romantic and personal relationships’ prospects of the woman migrant 

worker and her access to the national-belonging field. This hierarchy is based on 3 aspects: 

level of development of the sending country, skin color, and ability to speak English or 

French. 

Level of development of the sending country 

The racialization according to nationality as it formed in Lebanon is in fact linked to global 

hierarchies of development and geographies of power. The Kafala system is structured 

around global capitalist dynamics as it seeks a cheap and poorly protected labor force. It 

preys on populations of underdeveloped countries or war-torn countries seeking to migrate 

for work. Power disparities between sending country and receiving country affect greatly 

the negotiations and regulations on labor migration given that channels for labor migration 

are regulated by bilateral agreements between the governments of the two countries. The 

stronger the sending country is, the more regulations it has for overseas labor protection, 

and the more burdensome it becomes for recruiters to abuse its workforce. And the more 

developed the sending country is, the higher the salaries of its overseas workers would be. 

Consequently, the conditions of workers in the receiving country inevitably depend on 

nationality (Jones, 2015). This process and the resulting discrimination contribute to the 

formation of racialized categories in the receiving country’s society. More pertinently, 

migrant workers’ access to political rights through the protection provided by their 

embassies/consulates affects their level of racialization in the receiving society (Howland, 

2019).  

The Philippines is known to be a labor export country investing in its human capital. 

Temporary labor migration is a foreign policy priority in both bilateral and regional trade 

negotiations. It is in fact the most developed among the sending countries represented in 

Lebanon. The Philippines’ government invests in vocational training and pre-departure 

orientation programs, provides relatively high consular assistance to its overseas nationals, 

and implements conditions and standards for employment abroad. The Philippine Overseas 

Employment Administration (POEA) is responsible for monitoring and providing 

protection for overseas labor force. The embassy of the Philippines in Lebanon is known 

to provide good services to its nationals in the country. Even after the travel ban imposed 

by the Philippines forbidding its workers from traveling to Lebanon due to abusive 
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conditions, the embassy continued providing support and protection to Filipinas in 

Lebanon. Such access to protection has considerably elevated the status and working 

conditions of Filipina workers in Lebanon, as they enjoy greater power than any other 

migrant labor nationality in terms of advocating for their rights and defending themselves 

from the Kafala power imbalances.  

Labor migration from Madagascar to Lebanon started in the 1990s but the number of 

women migrant workers back then was in the hundreds. Following a coup d’état in 2009, 

Madagascar’s economy collapsed. Foreign aid was cut off and public expenditure cut back. 

The poverty rate skyrocketed, students dropped out of school, unemployment was rampant 

and thousands of Malagasy women took the domestic labor migration routes to the Middle 

east. Hence the numbers of Malagasy in Lebanon started increasing considerably as of 2009 

(Ross, 2014). Madagascar imposed a travel ban to Lebanon in an effort to discourage its 

nationals from falling prey to the abusive working conditions. But the flow of migrant 

workers continued in complicity with government officials (ibid); many officials remain in 

favor of labor migration to the Middle East despite the abuse as migration alleviates 

unemployment and brings in remittances. Also, in the absence of monitoring of and control 

over local recruitment agencies, illegal migration, and human trafficking channels, and 

given the poor consular protection in Lebanon, this ban only worsened the condition of 

Malagasy women migrant workers and made them more vulnerable in Lebanon.  

Ethiopia has been ranking as one of the poorest countries of the world for decades; it 

remains as such ranking 173 on the Human Development Index in 2019 (UNDP, 2020). 

After long years of conflict and political instability in the African Horn region, Ethiopia 

has been in a post-conflict state since 1991. But conflict broke out again in 1998-2000 (war 

with Eritrea) and more recently as of 2020 (conflict with Tigray region). The country had 

several waves of emigration; the post-1991 wave, during which labor migration started, 

continues till this day (Kuschminder & Siegel, 2014). The majority of migrants from 

Ethiopia are female and more than half of them migrate to the Middle East as domestic 

workers. The majority of those are young and single (ibid). These domestic migrant 

workers are perceived as having lower skills, being unfamiliar with modern household 

technologies, and ignorant of the nature of their contracts (Ramos, 2017). As a result, 

Ethiopian women migrant workers have some of the lowest salaries in Lebanon especially 
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as recruiters and employers take advantage of the low per capita income in Ethiopia. There 

are almost no regulation, monitoring, or protection provided for Ethiopian overseas 

workers. The Ethiopian consulate in Lebanon is infamous for its policy of non-intervention 

in migrant workers’ affairs (Howland, 2019). It considers that the ban imposed by the 

Ethiopian government on travel to Lebanon should have deterred the migrants from 

coming. However, the illegal migration and human trafficking to Lebanon take place in 

complicity with Ethiopian government officials. One of the Ethiopian participants in this 

study who was sent to Lebanon at the age of 16 clearly stated that her family bribed a 

government official in Addis Ababa to change her age to 23 before leaving for Lebanon.  

Skin color  

There are historical Arab attitudes towards African workers with engrained racial 

discrimination (Ramos, 2017; Kassamli, 2017; Howland, 2019). In Lebanon, the color of 

the skin acts as a determinant of one’s social capital. A dark enough shade of skin is all it 

takes to reduce the migrant’s work prospects, her access to public and private spaces, and 

limit her options for dating and coupling. 

Filipinas have a light enough shade of skin in the perceptions of Arabs and Lebanese which 

avails them access to more public and private spaces and allows them to engage in non-

cleaning jobs especially in the beauty care sector. In their relationships with nationals, they 

have better chances of being introduced to family members and going out in public as a 

couple. Both Filipinas interviewed for this study regularly meet with and talk to their 

boyfriends’ family members and they both did not complain of discrimination or criticism 

when out in public as a couple. In contrast, women of color have less access to public and 

private spaces and are generally limited to cleaning jobs. They are rarely introduced to 

family members of their Lebanese boyfriends. They all complained of racial discrimination 

when out in public as a couple or when out on their own. The Malagasy participant who 

has been in a relationship with a Lebanese Armenian man since 2015 clearly stated that 

they wish to get married but have not been able to do so because of her boyfriend’s family 

as they reject his marriage to a black woman. Both Malagasy participants have been faced 

with racist comments and behaviors when out in public with their Lebanese boyfriends.   
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Ability to speak French or English 

Generally, Lebanese society is governed by a valorization of everything Western. Hage 

(2005) links this to the European colonial conscription of Mount Lebanon and the larger 

region in mid-19th century and the Lebanese Christian aspiration to be identified as white 

Europeans. The Lebanese aspire to be ‘white’, European white more specifically. French 

and English are widely spoken in Lebanon and remain two highly fetishized languages. 

French and English education systems are main features of Lebanese middle and upper 

class. 

Filipinas’ ability to speak English is highly valorized by recruiters, employers, and 

Lebanese in general. Malagasy women’s francophone background is an important feature 

of their high marketability in francophone Lebanon. Ability to speak these languages acts 

as a social capital for women migrant workers. Ethiopians, however, generally do not speak 

these two languages; upon their arrival in Lebanon, most of them do not know Arabic and 

cannot communicate with people around them. This contributes to Lebanese society’s 

perception of them as uneducated and ‘stubborn’ and devalues their social capital. 

Language and ability to communicate with boyfriends was particularly emphasized by the 

two Filipinas and the two Malagasy women who are in relationships. One of the Malagasy 

participants clearly stated that she would not date a man who does not speak French as that 

would affect the level of intimacy between them. The other Malagasy participant 

highlighted the fact that her daughters in Madagascar enjoy chatting over the phone with 

her francophone Lebanese boyfriend and mentioned that her Sudanese ex-boyfriend only 

spoke Arabic and could never converse with her daughters. 

2.3.2 Cases’ Description  

The Filipina Case 

Good access to the national-belonging field  

In the highly racialized social system of Lebanon, Filipinas are the only women migrant 

workers perceived as ‘non-black’ and ‘non-brown’ or as having a light-enough shade of 

skin. The number of Filipina migrant workers in Lebanon is estimated at about 18 000 

(Amnesty International, 2019) but this number reflects only those registered with the 

ministry of labor. They all generally speak English and are perceived as educated, clean, 
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and more open minded than other migrant communities. Filipinas are generally hired by 

wealthier households, spas and beauty care businesses, resorts, and restaurants. This avails 

them better access to public and private spaces, better chances to capitalize on their gender, 

and more ease in dating nationals.  

The Filipinas interviewed for this study have not complained of limited access to public 

spaces, or negative racial comments and behaviors when out on their own or with their 

boyfriends. They are the only participants who are/were involved in non-cleaning jobs, 

namely beauty care jobs. They both speak English well. They are both in a relationship; 

one with a Lebanese man and one with a Syrian Lebanese man. The participant arriving in 

2015 has been with her Syrian Lebanese boyfriend since 2016. The participant arriving in 

2010 has been in three different relationships with Lebanese men. They regularly go out in 

public with their boyfriends, have been introduced to their boyfriends’ families and friends, 

and accompany their boyfriends on family visits. One participant is in the process of 

preparing her marriage to her Lebanese boyfriend. The other participant lives with her 

boyfriend. Both had no complaints whatsoever regarding negative comments about their 

mixed couple. The Filipina participant in the quick survey is also in a relationship with a 

Lebanese national of Armenian origins. 

The Malagasy Case 

Medium access to the national-belonging field  

The number of Malagasy women in Lebanon was estimated between 4000 and 10 000 for 

the period of 2009-2015 (Ross, 2014; Acuña, 2015). Malagasy women constitute a smaller 

community compared to other migrant workers’ communities in Lebanon. Like all dark-

skinned individuals in Lebanon, Malagasy women are constantly reminded of the color of 

their skin. They are racialized, inferiorized, and sexualized on the basis of their race and 

their status as women migrant workers. Being francophone, however, has availed them 

better work prospects and better social capital. They are generally hired by wealthier 

Lebanese francophone households and by French diplomats and French nationals living in 

the country.  

Malagasy participants in this study are both working for French and francophone clients 

and are still getting paid in foreign currency despite the financial collapse in Lebanon. They 
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are both in relationships with Lebanese men. The participant who arrived in Lebanon in 

2007 lives on her own in a rented accommodation and is in her third relationship in 

Lebanon; the first was with a Lebanese, the second with a Sudanese, and the current one 

with a Lebanese. The participant who has been in Lebanon since 2009 lives with her 

boyfriend, a Lebanese Armenian whom she met in 2015. They have been living together 

since 2016, talked of getting married, but have not taken any practical steps towards 

marriage as the boyfriend dreads the reaction of his family; they disapprove his marriage 

to a ‘black’ migrant worker. Both participants reported feeling loved, supported, and treated 

with respect by their boyfriends. They both reported an unwillingness to date non-Lebanese 

men. Both participants have been faced with negative reactions and racist comments when 

out in public with their boyfriends and when out on their own.  

The Ethiopian case 

Low access to the national-belonging field 

Ethiopians are the largest community of women migrant workers in Lebanon, making up 

over 47% of migrant domestic workers in the country, both documented and undocumented 

(ARM, 2017). The Anti-Racism Movement (ARM) reports that there are 150 000 registered 

women migrant domestic workers and about 350 000 undocumented women migrant 

workers (Ibid), which puts the number of Ethiopian women in Lebanon at around 235 000. 

Many Lebanese perceive Ethiopian women as uneducated and stubborn (Dahdah, 2012). 

Their presence in such large numbers facilitates Lebanese generalizations about them. 

Their sexual behavior is at the heart of such generalizations; highly sexualized, they are 

viewed as promiscuous and as women who accept money for sex (Kassamali, 2017).  

Many Ethiopian women have internalized such generalizations. The three Ethiopians 

interviewed for this study have all adamantly criticized women of their community engaged 

in dating and described them as either “lazy”, “naïve”, or “promiscuous”—or a 

combination of the three. They all have refrained from dating in Lebanon and emphasize 

that they came here to work not to waste time with men. The same feedback was given by 

an Ethiopian woman participant in Kassamali’s study (2017): “Some of ‘our women’ were 

lazy and although they had come to Lebanon to work, they chose to spend their time with 

Arab men instead” (p.173). This bad reputation resonates in many circles in Ethiopia as 
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well; the Ethiopian participants in this study have reported that Ethiopian society views 

their women in Lebanon as having gone rogue, and several public figures have spoken out 

against allowing women to travel to Lebanon. Women migrant workers of other 

nationalities have also adopted these generalizations; one Filipina participant reported that 

Lebanese men do not like dating Ethiopians because “they are black” and “they only want 

to have fun”. One Malagasy participant emphasized ‘Ethiopians’ in her criticism of women 

migrant workers who, according to her statement, sit around all day in coffeeshops in the 

company of men in Dora area.  

The statements of Ethiopian participants in this study regarding dating in Lebanon reflect 

their embodied consciousness of their status as racialized and hypersexualized foreigners. 

According to them, there are very few cases of genuine love/relationships between an 

Ethiopian in Lebanon and a Lebanese man. In their opinion, women who date Lebanese are 

either playing along with the racialized hypersexualized image and utilizing their gender 

capital to survive after having failed to manage on their own, or they have been naïve 

enough to be fooled by romantic promises. 

These participants aware of the severe devaluation of their capitals have chosen to steer 

away from dating all together. They reported that few of their Ethiopian female friends are 

with Lebanese men, but the majority of their friends and acquaintances are with Sudanese 

and Syrian men. This corroborates the findings of Fernandez (2017) who reported that the 

larger number of Ethiopian women are in relationships with other migrant workers, mainly 

Egyptians, Syrians, and Sudanese. The quick survey results confirm this finding as both 

Ethiopian participants are with Sudanese migrant workers.  
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2.4 Discussion 
 

Limitations  

This study has only attempted to look at general trends of the interplay between labor 

migration to Lebanon and intimacy-related decisions made by women migrant workers. By 

no means does it claim that the findings presented here are true for everyone.  

The multiple case study presented here was intended to include women migrant from South 

Asia and the sample size initially intended for qualitative interviews was ten participants. 

However, with the start of the health pandemic combined with the economic collapse in 

Lebanon, it became very hard to access participants. Some potential participants who had 

initially accepted to be interviewed later declined; a number of those were included in the 

quick survey. The quick survey was conducted after all interviews had been done in an 

effort to corroborate or contradict the general pattern that was coming to light.  

The process of selection of participants might have been prone to ‘selection bias’; as 

snowball sampling was adopted for each case/country of origin, the initial participant 

recommended others within her own circle of friends, i.e., women who might share the 

same views regarding the research topic.  

Findings    

The narratives collected in this study have highlighted the need to conceive of labor 

migration as an act of repositioning undertaken by social agents, an act of reorientation 

towards an open future, and a pursuit of possibilities. Women labor migration specifically 

was found to be a capitalization on gender in order to change one’s life and step away from 

unsatisfying conditions in home countries. Everyone had their own personal reason(s) to 

leave; failed marriages and broken hearts, escaping family pressure and/or societal 

pressure, fulfilling family duties, driven by ambition and pursuit of success, or searching 

for independence. The accounts of the participants abound with emotions such as hope, 

anxiety, disappointment, wonder, love, fear, and their emotional states are part and parcel 

of their decision to leave their countries and their decision to stay in Lebanon. All narratives 

reflect a sense of achievement and accomplishment. Labor migration has empowered these 

women and living in Lebanon has offered them challenges and life experiences that 
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empowered them further. The role of the ‘free visa’ system in this process should be 

emphasized as it has dramatically improved their living and working conditions and was 

perceived by all women interviewed as upward mobility. It has allowed them to choose 

their job, employer, and working hours; increase their income, refuse a job, quit a job, or 

go on leave after providing a replacement to safeguard their job. It has allowed some 

participants to be involved in non-cleaning related jobs. More importantly, it provided all 

of them with the freedom to choose where to live, make a home for themselves, invite 

friends and/or boyfriends over, and do whatever they please within their homes. It also 

played a major role in providing them with the basic margin of freedom necessary to be 

able to date, have sex, be in a relationship, and/or marry. They have all achieved a sense of 

independence that they did not have prior to their labor migration to Lebanon. Even the 

participant who arrived in Lebanon at the age of 16 and was traumatized by her initial 

experiences in the country has achieved financial and psychological independence from her 

family and rejoices in her role of provider for her family members back home. Many of 

them had their first experience of having their own home, living alone, and enjoying some 

peace of mind; first experience of living with a boyfriend; first experience of being an 

independent woman choosing singlehood; first experience of having enough extra money 

to splurge; first multi-cultural experience. 

The multiple-case study undertaken in this research has found that the country of origin is 

an important factor determining how women migrant workers in Lebanon go about 

negotiating romantic intimacy related decisions (to date or not to date, who to date, remain 

single or engage in a relationship, serious or casual relationship, marry or refrain from 

marriage). There are certainly other pertinent factors related to the personal history of the 

person, such as past romantic experiences and life experiences, previous or current 

marriages in home countries, upbringing, and personal values, which were not investigated 

within the scope of this study. But in terms of how labor migration to Lebanon figures in 

intimacy-related decision making, the country of origin is a main determinant. The 

migration-specific intimacy field intersects to a large extent with the national-belonging 

field, i.e., a woman migrant worker will evaluate her starting position within the Lebanese 

national-belonging field before making intimacy-related decisions. The position within the 

Lebanese national-belonging field is directly correlated with the country of origin. 
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Generally, it could be argued that women migrant workers tend to favor dating nationals of 

the destination country. In the context of Lebanon, Lebanese men are preferred over Arab 

and non-Arab migrant worker/refugee/asylum-seeker men present in Lebanon as the latter 

are perceived as not having much security to offer in terms of immigration status, financial 

support, and social capital (image improvement, social contacts, local knowhow, and 

cultural knowledge). However, a woman migrant worker might prefer to choose differently 

depending on her country of origin and her position within the national-belonging field. 

This position determines the dating options readily available to her.  

The three cases examined here—Filipina women, Malagasy women, and Ethiopian 

women—have highlighted three main country-of-origin related elements which determine 

the position in the national-belonging field: the level of development of the sending 

country; skin color; ability to speak English or French. As such, Filipinas have a relatively 

good position in the national-belonging field given the level of development of their 

country (best among sending countries represented in Lebanon), their light skin color 

(generally favored by Lebanese and Arab men), and their ability to speak English (highly 

fetishized by Lebanese, Arabs, and non-Arabs). Their dating options include Lebanese 

men, as well as Arab men and non-Arab men present in Lebanon. They generally prefer to 

date Lebanese men as that would further improve their position in the field. Malagasy 

women have a relatively medium position in the national-belonging field given the low 

level of development of their country, their dark skin color (problematic for Lebanese and 

some Arabs), and their ability to speak French (highly fetishized by francophone 

Lebanese). Their dating options include some Lebanese men, as well as Arab men and non-

Arab men present in Lebanon. They generally prefer to be with Lebanese men as that would 

improve their position in the field. Ethiopians have relatively low access to the national-

belonging field given the very low level of development of their country (contributing to 

their presence in large numbers in Lebanon and to the generalizations made about them), 

their dark skin color (problematic for Lebanese and some Arabs), and their inability to 

speak English or French. They rarely have the option of dating Lebanese men and are 

hypersexualized by them; they have better options dating Arab and non-Arab men present 

in Lebanon. Although South Asian women migrant workers have not been investigated in 

the multiple case study, results from the quick survey along with review of relevant 
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literature and personal observations, hint to a very limited access to the Lebanese national-

belonging field. They tend to date men migrant workers from their own communities, 

especially that South Asian men are present in large numbers in Lebanon. 
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Chapter Three  

Conclusion 
 

Migration is a social phenomenon that affects all levels of the social life, with far-reaching 

transformative effects on individual histories. Labor migration in particular has seen 

processes of globalization, capitalism, and power geographies, intersecting to form 

racialized gendered labor markets. While it is true that these markets are the product of 

structurally violent systems, analyses of labor migration have been flawed by a focus on 

economic necessity and by portraying labor migrants, especially women labor migrants, as 

helpless victims. This research has sought to examine how this particular form of migration 

has witnessed its specific trends of female agency and how women labor migrants navigate 

the challenges of the process and (re-)negotiate their intimate romantic lives in destination 

societies. The research focused on women migrant workers in Lebanon, a destination 

society of high structural violence, and attempted to identify intimacy-related patterns 

arising in such context. A multiple case study was adopted with the country of 

origin/sending country as a unit of analysis, and analysis of narratives as its building blocks. 

The subject was approached through the theoretical framework of a migration-specific 

intimacy field and its interplay with the national-belonging field of the destination society. 

Gender and social capitals were investigated within this framework and were found to be 

dependent on the country of origin of the migrant. The first chapter presented the burden 

of structures that women labor migrants generally, and in Lebanon specifically, have to 

navigate. The detailed overview of these underlying structures served to emphasize the 

outstanding feat of women migrant workers’ trajectories. The second chapter included 

personal narratives, the analysis of which has highlighted the need to approach women 

labor migration as an act of reorientation and repositioning undertaken by women social 

agents seeking to change and improve their lives, and not just to increase their income. It 

also included cross-case conclusions from the three examined cases— Filipina, Malagasy, 

and Ethiopian women—which have highlighted three main country-of-origin related 

elements which determine the position of the migrant within the Lebanese national-

belonging field: the level of development of the sending country, the color of the skin, and 

the ability to speak English or French.  
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This study has attempted to shift the focus from the victim-agent binary in women labor 

migration to Lebanon by emphasizing the subjective views of woman migrant workers 

through detailed accounts of their migration and personal trajectories. Although it could be 

said that the women interviewed here have been displaced and have their lives dictated by 

structural violence of states, capitalism, and racialized labor migration, their life trajectories 

cannot be restricted to such accounts. Their narratives reflect a sense of accomplishment, 

independence, and pride in the journey they have been on. Beirut has offered them 

experiences and they have all sunk their teeth into it. They have all gained cultural 

experience, broadened their horizons, and acquired new language skills and new social 

skills. Some found love and mended their broken hearts in Beirut, others worked hard to 

achieve an unconstrained social position and are enjoying singlehood, and some others 

enjoy the freedom to date and have sex without being judged. They have all (re)negotiated 

romantic intimacy in their destination society and set out on the course that they deemed 

best for them. Their views on the topic, regardless of their country of origin, confirm the 

fact that we, as humans, tend to build relationships which maximize reciprocal cooperation 

and provide assistance, protection, love, resources sharing, and stability, all being essential 

factors to our survival. Lastly, it should be noted that this study should be complemented 

by a similar investigation of male migrant workers in Lebanon, and I hope that I would 

have the opportunity and resources to undertake the task in the near future.  
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