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A Bio-Cartography:
Maids, Neo-Slavery, and NGOs

Aihwa Ong

‘The underpaid, starved, and battered foreign maidl, while not the statis-
tical norm, hus become the fmage of the new inhumanity in the Asian
metropolis. The following cases illustrate the range of assaults against In-
donesian maids hy well-off bouscholds in neighboring countries;

In 2coz, an Indonesian nwid v Malaysin was found o

been held as o “sex slave” for acarly two vears by 2 governmens
emplovee.
i the same year, an Indonesiun maid, who had been starved and

repeatedly tortured by her Singaporean emplover, died from 2 final

blow. The employer was sentenced to eighteen and a half years an
to receive twelve sirokes of the cane,
In early zoe3, & Hong Kong housewife, who “filled her afternoons

with golf lessons, facials and hair treatments)” beat her Indonesian

maid until her fiver ruptured. The housewife was later charged with
assault and is serving a 3.3-year sentence.

in July 2004, news pictures of ¢ foreign maid with extensive burns
on her tace, breasts, and back exposed a harrowing tale of sadistic
torture. Nirmala Bonat, a nineteen-year-old from East Indonesia,
had been repeatedly scalded with hot water and burned with an iron
by her employer. The media disseminated shocking images of Nir-
mala’s wounds, arousing a sense of nationsl shame. The prime min-
ister apologized publicly to the victim, and some lawmakers called
for imposing a lifelong sentence on the employer before her trial.
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Iz addition to the above cases of maid abuse and disfigurement, there
are other incidents that remain murky and concealed. For instance, over
the past five years, about a hundred foreign maids have fallen fromn Singa-
pores high-rises, plummeting to their deaths. The main causes cited were
maids slipping off window sills while cleaning the outside glass or hang-
ing laundry to dry on bamboo poles. Others suspect that maids “impris-
oned” in apartments were trying Lo escape or to commit suicide.”

The frequency and ferocity of sbuses against foreign maids index a
brewing human rights crisis over the emergence of neo-slavery in South-
east Asia. Over the past decade, having a foreign maid in the household
has become an entrenched entitlement of the middle and upper-middle
classes throughout Southeast Asia. Foreign domestic helpers (FDHs) from
the Philippines and Indonesia compete 10 cook, nurse babies, clean bath-
rooms, and perform other bottom-drawer chores for the middle classes
throughout the region, and beyond.® There are approximately 140,000 for-
eign domestic workers in Singapore,® 200,000 in Malaysia,” and 240,000
i Hong Kong® As an expendable and underpaid servant class, they have
become key to the maintenance of the good life in affluent Asian sites. It

fas been said that these are countries where “the middle classes have no

how Lo cope without o nwid,
he cases of sbuses by emplovers and recruiters remain small, com-
pased to the tolal number of female migrant workers. Nevertheless, there
Is o casy way @ assess the actual number of attacks on foreign domestic
workers, and the gruesome nature of the violence that has come to light
retlects @ widespread attitude towards foreign domestic workers as 1 sepa-
rate category of subhumans, “Maids as slaves” is “Asia’s hidden shame” 2
novel mix of rising affluence and mounting abuse that exposes the
“vuinerable millions” of young women on the move” Low-skilled foreign
women circulate in zones of exceplion that support the citadels of Asial
itew rich,

Ethico-Political Spaces of Humanity
Social theorists have argued that the paradox of humanity is its birth in
the nation-states, an inscription of the particular in the universal” Gior-
gio Agambens concept of bare life poings w0 the seemingly contradictory
situation whereby sovereignty is predicated on the exclusion of living be-
ings not recognized as modern humans.” Observers note that categories
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such as migrants, refugees, and illegals have been defined in such a way
as to make their rights claims external to citizenship and the law." Agam-
ben maintains that the logic of exception constructs “a zone of indistine-
tion ... in which the very concepts of subjective right and juridical pro-
tection no longer made any sense . . . power confronis nothing but pure
life, without any mediation.” The juridical-legal division between a zone
of citizenship and a zone of bare life, while compelling, is a static and re-
strictive model, although at the end Agamben seems to be searching for
a politics that is not founded upon the biopotitical fracture, or oscillation
between the two poles of inclusion and exclusion." In contrast, a tempo-
rad conceptualization of the polities of exception would recognize that the
state system interacts with other ethical regimes that also operate along
a continuum of inclusion and exclusion, though without mapping onto
the same division betwoeen citivens and bare life. We should not discount

shifts in the lines dividing the buman and the inhuman, the virtuous and

the evil, that are crystallized in the interplay between the sovereign excep-

Hon and other syste valuing and disvaluing bodies.

Another binary model thel should be challenged is the strict division
Petween human rights and ated ethics. Neverth f

travagant claim that

el argues tf

FURVOS 10 TG

countries. The human righis giscourse, he

ireedoem

vermmcular for the dema

HRversa sian

iy envisiony a

Such dichotonmies, between the ficlt and the itlicit, between a universal
hurman rights regime and local cultures, are simple abstractions with little
relationship to actual ethico-political negetiations on the ground. Instead

s of humanity and zones of inhumani

of a rigid division between z

the space for problematizing the human is a milieu that is

ol b a nexus of multiple ethical regimes. A situated conste

hip regimes, moral systems, and NGO interventions def
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space within which the translation and transmission of human rights dis-
course proceeds. Because the site of problematization is shaped by diverse
systems of value, it cannot be claimed that only the human rights regime
creates a moral vernacular, as if situated ethics have nothing moral to say
in the matter of labor and life.

In Southeast Asia, interrelationships among labor markets, national-
isms, and moral economies crystallize conditions of possibility for diverse
notions of the human. The neo-slavery of migrant women emerges out of
a postcolonial intersection of racialized nationalism, neoliberal strategies,
and disjunctive moral economies based on kinship and ethmicity. In post-
colonial nations built upon founding or deminant races, questions of who
is considered human or subhuman are still inscribed by ethnic biases or
hostilities.” This racialistic opposition is reinforced by moral schemes that
are skeptical about the attachability of mobile alien women detached from
their own moral communities, The biopolitical concerns of the more well-
off nation to secure middle-class entitlements depends on the availability
of foreign others, creating an environment of class privilege and bias that
tolerates slavelike conditions for poor female migrants. Thus, in addition
to the biopolitical fracture, ruptures between racial and moral economies
further complicate notions about whe can or cannot be considered mor-
ally worthy human beings.

into this knotted field of situated power and ethics, local NGOs intro-
duce an ethical debate on the plight of female migrants, articulating po-
litical claims for their moral dignity beyond a condition of neo-shavery. It
is widely assumed that NGOs, as actors in the global public sphere, op-
erate as watchdogs of human rights vis-a-vis the state.® But in practice,
NGOQs both local and transnational have had to engage the nation-state in
a variety of practical ways shaped by the nexus of variables. The question
is raised whether, in their actual representations of excluded populations,
NGOs can cperate independently of relationships to the nation-state and
te the market. Furthermare, is the discourse of human rights effective for
bringing about social improvements, or do NGO interventions require
translations of their humanitarian goals into situated ethical notions about
the common good? Because NGOs work in a fluid space of contending
regimes, their negotiations on behalf of the politically excluded are con-
tingent, and the resolutions are at best ambiguous, .

As practitioners of humanity, NGO interventions are technical as
well as ethical, since NGO work is fundamentally about managing the
risk and security of marginalized populations by giving them value. in
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order to make claims on their behalf, NGOs define and sort out different
categories of excluded humanity, so as to give them resources that may
be convertible inte entitlements and rights. Such ethical work of giving
moral value to the politically excepted increasingly has a spatial dimen-
sion. NGO interventions entail mapping of spaces of sheer survival that
challenge the political spaces of inclusion and exclusion demarcated by
individual nation-states. Such techno-ethical strategies are necessary for
redrawing the map of moral inclusion.

The argument is in two parts. First, I discuss the way the disjunctures
between nations and moral economies create conditions that foster neo-
slavery for some foreign maids. As “transient aliens,” foreign domestic
workers are subjected to a household-based disciplinary regime and fo
techniques of securitization at the national level. Because they are mobile
women, foreign domestic workers are not considered attachable to moral
economies despite their role in reproductive labor. As a migrant popula-
tion, female foreign workers tend to be viewed as aliens and threats to the
security of the host society.

Second, interveations info this specific milieu of household-based neo-
slavery must first address the moral economies of the new middle classes.
in Malaysia and Singapore, NGO interventions stir ethical reflections on
the moral obligations of employers by invoking cuitural values that can
protect the welfare of female foreign workers. NGOs seek to align the
bodily integrity of migrant women with their availability as cheap labor,
thus projecting their biological claims on a regional scale.

Biapolitical Otherness

The Morat Economy of the Female Migrant

‘the emerging cross-race, cross-ethnic economy of female migrant
workers intersects with multiple moral economies rooted in kinship, reli-
gious ethos, and ethnic communities. Conceptually, a “moral economy” is
a web of unequal relationships of exchanges based on a morality of reci-
procity, mutual obligations, and protection.” -

In anthropological terms, moral economies involve substantive rela-
tionships of exchange that are governed primarily by morality (peasant,
religious, “culture”) or ethics governing a particular vision of the good life.

Moral economies in villages and urban milieus are the bedrock stim-
ulus for the outflows of young women as migrant workers in Southeast
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Asia. Young, mainly unmarried wornen are central to the capacity of the
family, community, and even homeland to sustain a level of development
otherwise not available without remittances from abroad.* Labor nigra-
tions responding to the moral obligations of family and kin have created
opportunities for organization by state agencies as well as labor syndicates
that seek to channel migrant women to overseas markets.

The Philippines is famous for supplying the world with nannies.
Whereas other Southeast Asian nations seek to position themselves in
manufacturing chains and knowledge webs, the Philippines’ neoliberal
strategy has been to transform the country into a labor-brokering na-
tion. There is an overseas employment administration program that
makes contractual agreements with foreign countries to hire “the great
Filipino worker” The government advertises in global news magazines,
claiming that “Filipino workers . . . were born with a natural ability to
adapt fo many cultures and even delight in discovering new ways to
improve their craft” Labor recruiters for overseas markets stress the
flexibility and docility of female Filipino workers. At the same time,
the state appeals to women to seek overseas jobs as a patriotic duty of
“modern-day heroes” whose overseas earnings support the country.*
There is thus a process of feminization of migrant labor, as well as a
masculinization of their national roles as soldiers and “ambassadors”
who must not let down the national image of their country as the home
of global workers.

Nongovernmental agencies, or NGOs, play a crucial role in training
and indoctrinating would-be migrants, focusing in particular on self-
managing techniques that instill proper attitude and conduct abroad.
Feminist NGOs offer lessons linking overseas employment with Catho-
lic feminine values. Using terms such as “empowerment” NGOs foster a
moral connection between free choice in seeking overseas employment
and the young women’s sense of moral indebtedness and desire to sacrifice
for their families. With rape and even murder a real risk faced by work-
ers overseas, NGOs give advice on balancing the vulnerability of their
working lives and the vulnerability of their families. They must protect
the precariousness of their own families, not forgetting to send money
home to their relatives and home towns. At the same time, they should
be “friendly but not familiar” with overseas employers—should not be
“sexually available” but instead be assertive and confrontational with men
who proposition them.* Thus, NGOs play a crucial role in reinforcing the
moral economic justifications of overseas employment, and in sustaining
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‘the moral economy of the family, all the while teaching female migrants

to be free economic agents in overseas markets.

The massive, informal outflows of migrants from Indonesia to more de-
veloped neighboring countries have been less organized. Village families
have been sending their daughters—often by perilous routes operated by

" criminal syndicates-—to Malaysia or Singapore, where they can earn ten

times the wages they can make at home. The government is not directly
involved in the organization of the maid trade, relying instead on morai
economic systems to mobilize young women from towns and villages, and
on NGOs to train them for overseas work. Dar Rudnyyckyj reports a ealo
(meaning “patron” or “boss”) system of labor recruitment that exploits the
notion of mora} indebtedness and obligations. Calo agents advance cash
to would-be female migrants, thus binding them by economic indebted-
ness and moral obligations to circuits of Jabor recruitment.* Female mi-
grants are collected in camps where NGOs train them in the “techniqz_les
of servitude” which include stock English phrases of compliance, keeping
to a time schedule, and the use of modern appliances. These two regimes
of femnale out-migration are in competition across the region.

Differences in nationality and educaticnal levels will come to color
their moral assessment in the receiving sites. Filipino maids—English-
speaking, frequently coilege-educated, and exuding 2 sense of Western
style—reign as a kind of labor aristocracy in the regional and global do-
mestic service industry. The Philippine state and NGOs also promote the
“export value” of their female migrants as responsible workers who are
professional and worthy of respect.® In contrast, the Indonestan authori-
ties and NGOs have not (vet) undertaken a campaign to sell the virtues
of their female migrants. But nevertheless, in both countries, NGOs en-
hance the capacity of the state in making female migrants avaiigbie for
employment overseas,* where they are exposed to conditions of violence
and neo-slavery. '

Incarceration and Securitization

‘The interplay of moral economies, state policy, and NGOs has created
conditions whereby tens of thousands of female migrants are sent across
lines of ethnicity, retigion, class, and nationality. The circulation of tran-
sient female labor engenders both biopolitical availability and biopotiti-
cal othering. Under two-year contracts, these “temporary aliens” become
part of a revolving labor pool that sustains thousands of middle-class
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households i afftuent neighboring countries. The contingent tegal sta-
tus of foreign workers reinforces their “biopolitical otherness™ = as non-
citizens and lower-class subjects in tension with upwardly mobile Asian
identities. The very biopolitical availability of foreign maids for sustaining
a high standard of living becomes the reason for their exception from the
good life and the body politic. In the host society, foreign domestic work-
ers are subjected to two technologics of control: o house-bound form of
labor incarceration, on the one hand, and a technology of securitization
that treats them as potential political threats, on the other.

1he influx of foreign domestic workers to the glittering, high-rise cit-
fes——Singapore, Hong Kong, Kuak Lumpur—is a vital prop to the new en-
titkements of the growing middle classes.* These cities are in competition
to achieve global city status, and satistying the demand for cheap domes-
tic help is part of the burgain with two-income famiics, A high standard
of living is considered impossible without one or even two foreign mids
ta take care of household chores as well as of children or the elderly. Hav-
Ing o maid at home is a social right, like access (o good schools, housing,
shopping malls, and leisure, all entitlements of the middle classes bent on
buying their way to the good life. Bul even as the host country finds itself
are antintely entangled with poor neighbors who participate in the re-

praduction of

anily Jite. disciplinary mechanisms and ethicat exclusions
invest the foreign maid with

& viopolitival otherness in the public and in
the domestic realms.

Foreign malds are shipped in o be confined in the households that
smpioy them. i Hong Kong, Singapore, and Malaysia, contracted foreign
domestic helpers can apply for the renewal of contraet but ¢

1
Wit citizenship,
e work permits vonfine foreign domestic workers to “duties
a domestic nature” exclusively within i

EINSITERIRY

e confines of an employer's
aome” In Singapore and Malaysia, there are no rules for regulating the
work conditions of foreign nannies. The Singapore employment act “pre-
fers 1o teave the free marke! o determine the wages and other conditions

b service for

forelgn maids because it is oo fmpr

stical Lo imipose stan-
" Only in Hong Rong do fereign maids get special work vi-
sus that protect the miniznum wage and the right to days off. T practice,
in ail three sites, the majority of foreign maids are not guaranteed good
working conditions, minimal earnings, or rest days.

dards terms.

The unregulated nature of domestic employment is based on a logic of
incarceration. The employer controls every aspect of the foreign maid’s
life. It is common practice in Singepore and Malaysia for the employer to
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hold the maid’s passport and work papers, on the excuse of preventing her
from running away, but in effect confining her within t.he househo}cL T;ze
employer thus gains a de facto ownership over the foreign domestic, _W ;)
is thus entrapped and vulnerable to exploitation of her labor anc? sﬁe‘:xua -
ity. Such incarcerating controt over an individual whao can be subjected 0
abuse is a form of neo-slavery. Furthermore, even benign ‘e_mployers in
these countries do not as a matter of norm observe daysi off m_r domestic
warkers, this in effect imprisoning them within the confines of tin.z house
and the endless round of housework. Given such conditions, ‘f@rexgn do-
mestic helpers are often reduced to the status of nonbemgs‘, wx.th ne legal
claims on their employers or society at large. Also, because i(?l‘ﬁigﬂ women
are allowed in specifically for domestic employment, there is \Nldes.p‘reud
public skepticism of their right to a public presence in t":he affluent c1£‘1es.1
In Hong Kong and Singapore, the i:lcm‘cera.i tendcnc.xes ext?1?(1 ?0 Emi‘;t—
space limits on the maids’ days off. The public gathe.rmgs ot foreign do-
mestic workers are vestricted to Sundays and to certain urban spaces. .ﬂ.]c
conditional tolerance of their public presence enhances the hypervisibility
of foreign maids as an embarrassing third world presence in upscale n}e'ii
ropolitan sites. In Hong Kong. Filipina maids gamely resist such ;ﬁf&:?m
exclusions by regularly staging street festivals, costume pageants. and pa-
rades to cstablish their claims to sublic presence %1{ the Ems.i' «,{uu
Fiiipina workers enjoy some kind of glunouy C_lEL'!X’GG'. from thei.r }tugl‘z%iz’u
Janguage skills, a kind of "trophy” maid status that :unhemces their Sfx?p?u?'—
ers' prestige, Nevertheless, in the Hong K(lng cn:;}r{)nn.zch’xﬁ., :uiy i E_hpli]:
looking woman is haifed as “forelgn maid’ {\nﬁ i{mz—mzu“ in (J,;m,i:in?b;i:
in a process of interpeliation that frames an ‘;f%amduai as “‘“"“*"’j'f"‘”,‘ e:ﬁ\,
a subject of Weological construction™ In birngup(%i‘t‘i domcsh.g \.xjm; €S
are freguently referved as “menials)” @ term i%mi.rezflmz'ces {he?z‘
sion with lowhy, filthy work. Symbolicaily, then, foreign domestic

.. s o
Singaporeans and Hong

are reminders of a too recent pash fronl wii

b

: Uy seatine the neiehts of urban Bvine, Sineaporeans
Kongers have escaped by scaling the neights of urban Biving. Singapore

consider foreign maids in public a "soclal L :
tolerate their presence avoid thelr weekend enclaves, which are associ-
ated with dirt, noise, and chaos.” There is a synergy between a 1'&{c1ai/dn‘ty
personal profiling and a racial/dirty spatial profiling, a sensc of the con-

taminating presence of the transient bul gver-present i'(?reign'_iierfmic« LD 4
force. So despite the gloss of Westernized cultural skills, Filipina n'm.id:x
operate as & ubiquitous contrastive racial or alien otl"‘ier to the dominant
ethnic Chinese populations in the twe metropolitan sites.



_ slougheé 0& mema.{ iabor and paddy fields: 'Ihere x __.up?ressed fezﬁ that
the:increasing presénce ‘of poor migrants:will: blar: the ethno-racial dis-
tinction of the nation; _wh;ch in postcolonial Asia:fs based on 1&eoiogxcai
constru::tmns of rice; kmslnp, Eanguagﬁ, rehgzon, and: c:uitur

thpma dﬂmestm workersias.a citegory are actuaﬂy better treated than
‘Indonesian maids. in Seutheast Asia; Many: Filipina domestic: help had |

worked:ag teachers or. nurses. af: home;,: and thus. command thé highest

wages in the region. They are vzewed as akind of statys s symbol:for well -
off families znd expatriates in Asian: ¢ities: “While some thpma maxds :

have been victims-of rape; as group: they are less likely than Indonesian
wotkers. to be Toutinely mistreated by their empioyers and by the poizce
The: Pinhppme govermment has bﬁaterai -agreements with-host societies
that' give: some measure of protec:tmn to: Filipino: workers, so:that their
chances of recourse to-compensation and justice are greater than for other
categories of foreign nannies. Filipina workers abroad are: thuis.a kind of
female migrant.labor aristocracy who en)oy the best lowwsi{ﬂied workmg
conditions for migrants in Asian cities;- L

Other foreign female workers-fr0m Inéenesm, Indz& Sn Lanka and
Thailand—are: frequently treated as a mnigeant population - that. has high
probabilities of being trafficked and thus entering the host society ille-
gally. There is. indéed a huge and not easzly controllable systeni of labor
smuggling that ferries low-skilled Indonesian workers to Malaysia. There
is a widespread perception of Indonesian workers as the: source of cnmes
and social ills. Poor Indonesians are blamed for petty crimes.and an array
of other risks such as prostitution and the AIDS diséase. They have been
accused -of practicing a kind of radical Islam not generally welcome in
the country, These perceptions of Indonesians as ‘potential enemies also

color the treatment of Indonesian women who enter seeking work as do-
mestic help.

:

£ year-con' act,

L rei‘ﬁfc;ces
. -Ian,ce,
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Whﬁe most Indonesmn maids in Maiaysm are recrmteci ynder a two-
theyf are all tarred by the perception’ of bemg Lllegal Their
ess skilled m;grant'wmfkgrs, compared o F;hpma maids, also
their negatrve image. They are also under. constant surveﬂ—
_ ed of being home wreckers and prostitutes,’ and in pubizc
frequently threétened with violence. Indonesian maids are sub;ected to

: frequent checks by the police. Public intimidations include police de-
* 1 struction of their documents, demands for bribes, or even gang rape. In

_addmon o the lack. of protection from labor exploitation and nonpay-

. ‘ment: of wages, foreign maids in Malaysm lack a mechanism for the re-

dress of abuse. The Indonesian diplomatic service has not been able to
help beyond providing shelter for dismissed migrants who are awaiting
deportation. Where foreign maids are concerned, Malaysians tend to be
pro-emplcyer and anti-employee]’ with the result that abused migrants
are criminalized,* while crimes against them go unpunished in the vast
ma;cnty of cases.® The situation in Hong Kong is slightly better, but em-

ployers charged with maid abuse often avoid punishiment.® Singapore has

setup a’ pmcedure for mazds to complam about abuses suffered by for-

elgn workers :

Formgn domestzc workers are thus situated i a transnational field
of labor exchange and traffic that strips them of the miost basic politi-
cal ﬂghts In addition, they are frequently treated’ as a threat to the so-
cial body. Securitization techniques include the manufacture of ruptures,
which promkes panic and fears of disruption in the political order¥ I
alréady mentioned that Indonesian migrants are frequently targeted as a
threat; on occasion, they are subjected to mechanisms of international pe-
nology During economic downturn or social panics, 2 cascade of “emer-
gency” acts reworks the divide between internal and external enemies.
For instance, in the aftermath of the Asian financial crisis in 1997-98,
dose to nine hundred thousand migrant workers, the majority of them
female, were expelled from host nations?* In Malaysia, campaigns such
as- “Operation Get Out” pushed migrants to nearby Indonesian islands
that act as holding stations. There, migrant womers survived by providing
sexual services to tourists from Singapore and Malaysia. The combination

 of routine police harassment and transnational securitization measures
gives the host society great flexibility in keeping borders open or shut to
migrants, depending on the economic climate or public moral outrage,
as the case may be. Indonesian workers are always assessed in terms of
a calculation of probabilities that they are illegal, criminal, and a threat




168 GLOBAL MARKETS, WOMEN'S WORK

to the host country. It is no surprise therefore that Indonesia has come
to see itself as a “coolie nation” that makes available its own citizens as
cheap workers for richer neighboring countries. The incarceral logic thus
imprisons foreign female workers in employers’ households, but the logic
of securitization keeps them in constant motion as a transient labor pool.
An editorial in the leading Singapore newspaper comments an the expul-
sion of Indonesian workers, observing that “[i}f we must grow calluses on
our hearts, so be it™ [ndeed, foreign maids have a precarious claim on
the moral economies of the host society.

Disjunctive Moral Economies

Besides political controls of disciplining and securitization, the moral
cconomies of the host society also erect moral barriers o their presence.
Foreign domestic warkers are considered a necessary evil who are needed
fo maintain the household and yet can pose o threat to the host family.
This moeral ambivalence underlies social demands for strice controls over
foreign maids. 'The employer comes (o have unrestricted personal power
over the forcign domestic helper, including holding her passport and

serindl, uned ded

mining hey wages, work, and Biving conditions.

g tne fwones of work, there s a difference between a slave driver and a
siave owner who feels ne compunction in repeatedly shusing the fareign
_ 7 ; ) £ g
donwstic workern

Incidents of lorture and murder of maids escalated in the aftermath of

o

ionangk

Perigis. In Singapore, the authorities do not deal with
e problem of naid abuse through legal protection, but o a case-by-
sase basis. The government recently introduced a half-day orientation for

aew employers of foreign maids, with the hope that emplovers cun be so-

despite se-

yents i

riminal acts of emplovers. Perhaps recognizing the

s of such legal action, an official made the following plea. “Ut is vital
that employers respect their domestic maids and ook after them properly,
= tyvaliaiale b s ¢ 3 i
as invaluable helpers in our households, and not as slaves or chattel™

¢ thus feced with o situation where the difference between exploit

ative working conditions and abuse of the foreign worker between being
u slave driver and being a slave owner, suggests & profound moral deni-
gration of the domestic worker as o female migrant,

. &
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The biopolitical otherness of foreign maids is mapped onto ethno-ra-
cial politics surrounding the production of life, and by the disjunctive ter-
rain of ethics through which foreign domestic workers circulate. Among
the employing population, there is profound ambivalence about the fact
that foreign maids play a crucial role in the material and social reproduc-
tion of middle-class families and yet belong to an external ethno-racial
servant class, Tensions between a perception of foreign maids as racially
and socially contaminating and their involvement in the intimate econo-
mies of family care engender complex mechanisms of internal exclusions.
There are three contributing factors to an explosive situation whereby an
ordinary household employment of foreign femate labor can escalate innto
a situation of neo-sjavery.

First, among ethnic Chinese populations, there is a historical practice
of servitude that constructs the unattached, mobile woman as an unpro-
tected category.

Many in Southeast Asia are familiar with the old practice of mui-jai
{in C:mdmncse), or the boaded maidservant who faithfully served o single
?“amily throughout her life. In the early twentieth century, mui—';':_.z;' wers
voung, unaitached girls who could be bought and sold as a form of ft‘lowz‘}f

or for concubinage, prostitution, or slavery. The mul-jul was therel
E

essential outsider, marked by her kinless state, and thus assign

status. A more negative term was “yong-yur” an individual who exists tor

the personal use of the owner. The mui-fai could only overcome her so-
cial condition by becoming attached through kinship to the employers
family, “A woman was nothing unfess she could be validated through kin-
ship relations with a man” The enslavement of poor, unattached young
women was a pervasive practice throughout British colonies in South-
ecast Asia, In 19zi, the new professional class in Hong Kong led the fight
against the mui-jai, in the name of modern progress and support for fe-
male liberation.

It is therefore ironic that some of the attitude toward wmwd-jai, or
bonded maidservants, seems to have survived among the new middle-
classes in Hong Kong, Singapore, and Malaysia. There is the perception
that as unattached femnate migrants, domestic workers are moral outsid-
ers, despite the performance of reproductive work and incorporation into
the household. Her externality to kinship is what marks her as having a
stavelike status, making her highly vulnerable to physical abuse. Further-
more, unlike earlier generations of rmui-jai, who were by and large ethnic
Chinese, like their employers, contemporary domestics are ethnic others,
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and therefore impossible to transform into kin. The moral unattachability
of foreign domestic helpers makes permanent their exclusion from kin-
ship considerations and obligations that in former days would have been
extended to outside women brought in to work as servants. The Filipino
or Indonesian maid is an unalterable alien to the moral economy of the
Chinese family.

Second, from the perspective of the employer, the short-term employ-
ment of the foreign maid creates a sense of being “cheated” by the maid
leaving after she has been trained to cook Chinese food and perform other
chores that are specific to Chinese domestic life. Thus, in many complaints
voiced by mistresses, and in many of the abuse cases. there is mention of
the foreign domestic help as & drain on the family resources, requiring the
family to incur a toss from employing her, There is an urgency that given
the cconomic investment in her upkeep, the mistress should try to extract
the maximum service from the helper during her short employment con-
tract. According to Christine Chin, female employers in Kuala Lumpaur
frequently refer to their foreign maids as “garbage” or “slave” One em-
plover summed up her distrust of foreign domestic helpers in the rhrase,
Tlove o hate ther hate 1o ove them™ Despite the forcign maids con-
fribution (o bousehold mzintenance, she s also perceived as an outsider
who can waste family resources such as food. utilities, and money, and
even betray affection from the host family.” With the relationship to the

foreign maid reduced W one of necessary evil, there is often tittle room for

affection or for developing a sense of moral obligation, so that in cxtreme
cases, such employver resentments can be expressed in kicks, beatings, and
ourning on the maids body.

Third, the mistress sometimes v

vs the foreign maid’s presence in the
nousehold as a double-edge sword. The maidy material and emotionai fa-

Care props to the weil-being of the host family, but the presence of

an exotic young woman in the household stirs worry and jealousy about

- sexual atlure, The naany cases of seduction or rape by male employ-

Hid

s contribute (o a widespread hostility to the maids sexuality, a wegative
view of her as neither kin nor friend but a potential marriage wrecker. ™
In Malaysia, middle-class women share stories about the “sexploits” of
thelr maids, as well as their potential threat to the family as carriers of
sexual diseases.”” Such extreme mistrust disrupts the chances that employ-
ers will develop a sense of moral obligation to and protection of the for-
eign maid. Femate employers are more likely than male to view the maid
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as a potential economic and sexual threat, and they are also more likely to
be ll‘;c appressors of foreign domestic \f\-’m'iicrsl . 1

In Malavsia, oven the moral economies of Malay-Muslims and theis
lmionesian‘ maids, while they have commonalities in Islam, race {{ringsa),
and similar koapeng (village)-derived cultures, do not abways guaran-
tee wood treatment for the latter. Domestic workers from i;zdorxigsm are
viewed as “social pariahis” undeserving of public sympathy. . Mhey are
commanly perceived to be perpetrators ol muoral ama.i s.cxuu‘i crimes who
should be locked up in “depots” and deported. The limits of Malay moral
economy indicate that national and class divisions break do.wn the exten-
sion of ethnic-based moral obligations to poorer coethnics from overseas,
‘there is thus a convergence of language and national bias, wtﬁ} th.c I
tionality of the foreign worker recast as a racial otherness, making it less
likely li{ml a sense of kinship obligation and mutuality can i)t. ch{cndcéAm
i‘(\l‘(.“i’&‘,l] domestic workers. In short, the ethical cxchl:\'%ous of %urc-?‘lgn 1z}z\|ds
umt;iimlc 1o the widcsprmd view of their moral inferiority, a kind of sus-
pension of moral obligations that permits their treatment as subhunmans,

or hare life.

Indecd. the detachment of poor migrant wormen from mosal cceno

tseribed By Uhe ter soicn of sterlite. During the
i most concretely inscribed by the technologies of sterifity. During the

he foreign maid is n Amitted fo Bave sox. or o
twoe-vear contract, the foreign mald is not p&,‘ih?luuj o i ;L ¢
marey a loval citizen. To ensure that she will have no biological rec ourse

i orel sstic helper s tested every six months o

1o citizenship, the forvign domestic helper s tested every i i

y Py - . [op— 23 oty ation of the
check for HEV and pregnancy. Pregnancy results in the mmindti(- yol

emplovment contract and expulsion from the country. Meanw hile, there

H O PR \‘.‘—.,,{ H SRS are
is no regular health coverage for foreign mads, and their health costs @

H H -‘ I - Ty s -

10 be borne by their emplovers, something that is not guaranteed. There is
) ) ’ - E: - i ERET [N T T .
thus 4 total suspension of the female worker's biological rights during he
QVErEeas Cﬂ}p%(a\'meni. She cannot express Col pmc‘al desires and activities.
4 umily, but is

i y v corieoe v Fhe N
She is bired to perform reproductive services for the hiost L

excluded Trom reproductive activities in her own family, This dcni‘;‘.‘e 0i
fer reproductive role vis-d-vis her own family his led to: the ransnational
relay of family care. Filipino maids working overseas h ire poore;i wo.l?aetn
in their home villages to care for their own children In shorL,v wnthn
this realm of biopolitical otherness and disjunctive morai cconomies, mi-
grant women’s legal, moral, and biological statuses are highly C(}ntmgenl,
:naking them vulnerable to the harsh working conditions, rapes, beatings,
and disfigurements one associates with neo-slavery.



Modern situations of inhuman
ethical reflection: odeen
e i ot mas

model seems to predetermine only one outcome~-fill demoriti
sinp But when .we investigate the actual unfol g situatio
ing the migrant worker problem; specific milieus: of humas
shaped by various elements—politics, markets,
crystallize conditions of possibility for thie ethi pr
search for ways to give -_vaiﬁz_'é'_to_..the'_;.poﬁticéﬂ# excluded.

Communitarian theariss have pointed to the centrality:of cultiral

norms. z.tn_d -practices: in any conception: ﬂf th;;. public sphiere, But iri- any
one milieu, debates must take into account sitiated: political and ethical

reasoning about the public’good, especiallyr the kind ‘of thinking about

sheer life.* Below, I will consider the role of NGOs as they entér-into the
fray of middle-class entitlements, dis}uncﬁva-rﬁ{irél' e_éénﬁéiﬁieé‘, '-.bic-;vei—
fare, and market calculations that surrounds the plight- of féfeign &Qxﬁestic
wotkers, and through.which the ethical treatment of alienis crystallizes,
The growth of the foreign maid trade coincided with the rise. 6f the
dISC()]'TrS?. of “Asian values As I have discussed elsewhiere, this discourse
arose.in.the context of the “Asian tiger baom? ﬁiﬁdaxxiénté;ﬁ}'r:-"as- an ideo-
logical claim that capitalism iy Southeast Asia wis 3 'km&e..r'.am:i'.geﬂﬁief
system in which collective-inferests were Tiot. dis’pi.éc'é&- byunfeﬁered -
dmdl.lal intgrests-.ﬂ Thus tied: t6- nationalist develbpﬂieﬁt,‘: the' narrative
of Asian values became part of the- goveriing pr'dées's-fdési'gi:té&?t'a' draw
mfral' support. for development déspite: social _disloééﬁdﬁs;é “The talk 'éf
a “caring society” in Malaysia and. Singapore, which chaimhs that weafth
a?w_mulation need not be incompatible’ with kindness, bpera’tésﬁ as a
§0nd of regulatory discourse that lines citizeris up- behind d@élﬁpfn‘ent
projects. The treatment of migrant workers who are crucial to national

t., ‘
ritesolvs: .
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. déveloprnent has never been addressed by Asian values.discourse, nor has
the plight of migrant domestic women who have become indispensable to
-middle-class life: Nevertheless; the gap between the “Caring society” and
**“the treatment of foreign maids cannot be entirely attributed to state devel-
' pmentalist ideology. Ethnic-based moral economies: reinforce the com-

mon view of foreign maids as people from coolie nations who are morally

- unattachable to the host society. In order to intervene in this constellation
" of valués regimes, feminists must articulate an alternative geography of
- moral accountability: °

o NGOS: Mapping a Bio-Geography

A common view about migrant workers is that the host country should
award them:citizenship, in recognition of the contribution of their Iabor
to the national economy” But in Southeast Asia, NGOs that intervene in
the crisis of foreign maids do not demand citizenship on their behalf. In
fact; the majority of foreign migrant workers do not wish to have citizen-
ship' iri the host country; they wish to have moral legitimacy and mar-
ket access. At the same time; competition for foreign jobs among labor-
sending countries precludes insistence on the human rights of their own
migrant workers. Thus, while NGOs may formally invoke United Nations
conventions to claim rights for migrant women and their families,” their
interventions respond directly to the specific conditions in the space con-
figured by labor markets, biopolitics, and divergent moral economies.

Tt is useful to think of NGOs as a form of social technology, Le., like
other kinds of governing. entities, that defines “objects, rules of action,
strategic games of liberties”* NGQOs give moral value to bare life by defin-
ing' their clients’ biological existence in relation to political space. NGOs
thus gain power over the politically excluded, and exercise the power to
regulate, frame; and represent their interests to various parties. For in-
stance, in Singapore, some church-based NGOs “govern” foreign maids by
helping them submit to their lot through religious disciplining and for-
bearance. “What we do is help them [the maids} cope using the Bible. . . .
We doi’t encourage complaining, because that’s not Biblical. So you either
learn to forbear, or seek alternative solutions”™ State-controlled NGOs
thus create a religious space for inducing self-discipline among foreign
maids. '

But NGOs in Malaysia operate in a different direction, by mapping
a different geography of claims for female migrants that cross-cuts the
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space of the nation-state. This space is scaled at the level of regional mi-
grant flows, and is intended to br idge over disjunctive nations and moral
cconomices that devalue the moral status of female mrigrants and tolerate
L;)E](illi()}]\ ol nea-sfavery. These NGOs discover thal a space of migrant
aims to sheer survival can benelit from aligning the claims wi oli
cral icncs i chean b o aligning the claims with neolib-

Bio-Wellare

‘The respatialization of migrant clains at a regional tevel is suggested
by the commaonality of dangers encountered by migrant womwen in nmany
aationad, racial, and moral cconomic contests, NO Os throughout Asia
have collected data on the array of abuses that fomale workers suffer
the course of their nuigration and work in host socicties. Migrant women
are highly vulnerable 1o betng tratficked, raped, deprived ol their carnings,
_ﬁm; gelting infected with the HIV vivus, The lsbor conditions are duf‘in;aé
oy the throe-1 jobs {dirty, L!cm;amiing, and dangerousy and the three-Dd
sbigmas {discase, depravity, and drugs). NGOs remind the public that
135

Hy ol migrant workers are females who provide “the cheapest, es-

most docile abor O T U o )
vost docile fabor o fov diny, demanding, wnd dangerous jobs
aocumentation of abuses inflicted on
male migeant workers at e regional leved exposes the hypocricy of ot
IN ; ’ ‘
icial disco b : ‘ B

. cotrses such as that of “the car ing sociely” (in Malavsia) and the
R O N U N H 3 :
cdicaied socicly” {in Stgapore). Such &;CIH‘U;?:‘CSUH;;Eiuns do ot come

switd sereil oy ¢ i ’
with fegal and moral pmluhuns for foreign female workers whose circu-

g “the media as their ally) feminists broaden the ethical debates

the reatment of foreign iummi;g workers, also chall lenging ihe Ma-

faysian stale Lo increase the protection of inigrant women.” Reports on
the abuse, maltreatment, torture, and ever :_maii of migrant women have
MOV R NS ations w

| ded ammunition in mgnh.umns with focal authorities to cansider

making medival coverage part of the work contract for female migrants.

One outcome has been stricter controls over agencies that recrult and
fransport migrant workers. But there s unanimous support for the gov-
ernment’s position that foreign maids should not be given oppartunities
for citizenship,
Therefore, a major stralegy of NGOs is to change public perception
about the moral obligation to support and protect the lives of migrant
women who have contributed 1o the realization of their middle-cluss
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dreams. Press reports of maid abuse have increased public awareness of
the problem, bringing shame and horror to Malaysians who are accus-
tomed to viewing themselves as a warm and hospitable people. The di-
rector of a women’s shelter in Malaysia said that people need to realize
that “poorer people who are working for you alse have rights. This is not
slavery™ The focus is on the mobile female body and its vulnerability to
enslavement. What kind of representation can be made that will shitt the
perception of the migrant female body trom a site of a biopolitical other-
ness Lo & site of biological claim?

Talking about undocumented workers with AIDS in France, Didier
Fassin maintains that “the suflering body proposed in the name of com-
mon humanity is opposed to the illegitimacy of the raciulized body, pro-
mulgated in the name of insurmountable difference” The discourse of the
sutfering body, he argues, has created bm—%wmmaq as a new legal claim
whereby health and illness hu.omc legitimate grounds for awarding citi-
zenship to the asviem secker™ Iy Southeast Asta, NGO discourses of the
“eastaved or at-risk body” of (oreign maids is not proposed in the name
of common humanity in order for maids to gain legal status as citizens.
Indeed, Seutheast Asinn countries and thetr populations are very firm in

threir political beliels that it s legilimale Tor the state to diseriminate in L

vor of s own citizens against oliens, Thus, NGOs are not inveking human
rights as a legal status, but are appealing W basic cultural values about the
maoral worthiness of women’s bodies. The focus s on bio-welfare, an ethi-
cal claim that skirts the issue of political rights by focusing on the sheer
sturvival of foreign female workers, Only by invoking cultural understand-
ing and compassion, not abstract awhas discourse, can the moral ke cgili-
macy of alien women’s bio-security be persuasive to the host society.

‘The bio-welfare of foreign domestic workers, as women at risk, is an

even more findamental claim on Asian ethics. The bodily integrity o

women, the female body confronted with porential violence, is sumething
that can olicit greater moral imporiance from Asian society, more thaa the

demand for gender or migrant :133113. In the course of thetr work, mig
women suffer from violence and exposure to lite-threatening diseases and
have little or no access to health services. The foreign mald, who &s not a
‘nachine, also requires rest, and a limit to overtime fabor. Feminists ask,

if Singapore ts such a civilized society, why are maids treated as “emo-
tumiess and slavish working machines” not as human beings?™ In the ab-
sence of enforceable laws for maids to have rest days, feminist NGOs are
now insisting on the moral obligations of employers to let their domestic
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helpers have days off for “rest and relaxation,” or to attend to religious
practices. The language avoids demanding “worker rights;” stressing in-
stead the moral and health benefits of time off, since the foreign worker
should not be treated like a slavelike thing. After all, migrant women and
foreign maids are frequently also mothers and nurses, life givers and life
uurturers who are cherished in Asian traditions,

By focusing on the at-risk female body, NGOs compel the Asian mid-
dle classes to acknowledge the vulnerable female body and their own
responsibility as host society to secure the hio-welfare of their foreign
warkers. islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Christianity all stress special
protection of the weak and vulnerable, especially women and children.
These religions also support moral traditions of hospitality to foreign visi-
tors in a region long shaped by international trade and migration flows.
Advocates of migrant workers thus stimulate a coherent refiection on eth-
ies into which the public is drawn. In other words, how to reconsider the
sittation of the domestic worker, whose very biopolitical availability de-
nies her bodily security and human dignity, but instead reduces her 1o
a slavelike status? NGOs raise questions such as whether living the good

e {in the material sensel should entail the mistreatment of fess fortunute

SHBICTR. e“\,]if‘,@ii}\_‘j‘; §()E’L‘ig£? ERRIES

have no Citizenship, their ensfaved, threat-

s are @ rebuke 1w the modernity of Southeast Asian societios,
suggesting a backward shde to dependency on slaves i the leudal pust.
in contrast, the healthy and secure body of the foreign maid can only
redeund favorably in susiaining the higher standayd of iiving enjoyed by
well-heeled Asians, Such ethical reflection will correct the new, ugly face

sian affluence, and perhaps stimalate 2 recovery of u sense of Asian

ospitality that combines the value of the life of the lemale migrant with

at ceenomy of Asjun families. The questions posed are tied
~moral questions of how Asians should live, and how they should

at others who provide their daily comfort and family security, The cails

@ restoration ol the heart W the Asian reatment of migrant others

e 1o rethink the guestions of the d& fes that supy

milies and the nation as both & political and ethical problem. In pir-
teutar, can the middle-class employer break from his or her sense of en-
ditlement and complacency, reenvisioning his or her relationship with the

meid as a kind of moral economy, Le, an eihi

al relationship, one
atminimally secures the biological health of the migrant woman? Tn

i

the absence of legal rights protecting the foreign helper, can her bio-wel-

fare be guaranteed through the moral economy of the fami
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Bio-welfare refers to the rights to life and bodily integrity, which have
been called “the first genre of human rights,” the fundamental elements of
individual rights.” But the moral demands for bio-welfare by Asian NGOs
are not antecedent to clairas for full-fiedged legal rights for migrants to
become legal citizen subjects. The question remains whether this kind of
strictly moral claims for migrant workers can be reinforced through mar-
ket reasoning.

Market Rights

NGOs zre aot just content with promoting the bio-welfare of female
migrants; they want foreign domestic workers to be truly free economic.
agents as well. As discussed above, NGOs have subcontracted the role (.')i
making available contracted labor migrants for overseas markets. Now, in
order to be effective protectors of abused migrant workers, other NGOs
ramp up the claims of migrant workers to job freedom in overseas labor
markets. Although the foreign domestic helper ts nol as glamorous as the
globe-trotting corporate warrior of neoliberalism, she is also a risk-taking
subiect, somweone who crosses mountaing and onceans to reach a labor situ-
ation where her chances of bivlogical and economic well-being are highly
uncertain. So NGOs are linking the demand for a healthy migrant body

;

to o kind of neoliberal caleulation, claiming that as toreign workers, i
should enjoy the freedom of residence, employment, and family lile, i-.c_,
the conditions of soclal reproduction that are enjoyed by foreign profes
sionals in Asia. Foreign domestic workers should have the right to reside

in the host city, 1o bring their families, and to change jobs or find othey

Hnes of werk. This right of market access and freedom o op

the region is very different from demands for citizenship, ‘
In surveys conducted by local NGOs, the vast mgjority of

At workers are not interested in oecoming citizens in Huo

Stagapore, and Kaala Lumpur Perbaps at the m

Ooost

seftle down in the hest count

who have married local peop What migrant workers want s Jegal
residence, as well as unrestricted movement back and forth to the home
country. For Filipino workers, the demand for residency rights and easy

he Philippines can continue to be u lwbor-éx-

mobility also ensures that
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migrant-oriented NGOs, is currently fighting for the right of foreign do-
mestic workers to be temporary residents in the city of employment and
to work and move between Asian cities without the limits imposed by the
contract system.

The ethics of healthy and upharmed migrant bodies becomes the
grounds for their claim to be freely competitive in the regional labor
markets. Furthermore, the health and security of the female migrant is
unavoidably eutangled with the well-being of her family left back home.
Claims for the integrity of the migrant body, and freedom of choice in the
regional marketplace, will make migrant workers (and their families) less
vulnerable. At the same time, this alignment of gendered biological secu-
rity and neoliberat logic also highlights the economic benefits 1o the host
soctely. Mealth security and market flexibility will ensure that the foreign
servant class continaes to be avaifable to affluent Asians, but preferably
under better material, moral, and economic terms, The demand for mi-
grant biotogical wellare is thus embedded in cconomic interdependency
between the sending and the receiving countries™ ’

such NGO reasoning thus creates an ethics of exception for foreign
sraids, making o good moral cconomic argument lov why, despite lh;iz‘
status as aliens, they deserve biological justice. By insca'iiwing a bic-cartoy-

SR S S S covrbrere NET Ve o H T : H
raphy of migrant workers, NGOs reterritoriadize their moral claims on a

regional scale. Unfortunately, given the contingencies of the forces at play,
NGO governance can only safeguard the biological security of migm;;{
women by foregrounding their capaciey o serve the insatiable demands
of the neoliberal secter. For the moment, such mosal bargains provision-
ally maintain migrant wages below those of the citivens of the emploving
couniries.

W need to naintain skepticlsm toward claims that NGO are building the
institutional sheleton ol a “global public sphere” We have seen that NGO
activities are situated within particular constell

fons of power and ethics
by mion Simdomrsirnin ki T : H H
their interventions can actually generate new moral hierarchies. In action,
NGOs have not so much converted the globally excluded into humanity
with legal rights as they have redefined and reordered different categories
of the human in connection with various moral systems, markets, and the
state, This is the case because specific NGO problems are crystallized by,
and their interventions take shape through. situated constellations of eco-
aomic, political, and ethical relationships. NGOs thus are not the actors
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of a “postnational constellation.” in the Habermasian sense of an emerging
global civil society™ for three reasons. First, in Southeast Asia, NGOs are
demanding moral guarantees of biological welfare, not rights of citizen-
ship for migrant workers as members of a global humanity. Even if they
formulate their demands in terms of “migrant rights” there s 0o juridi-
cal institutionalization of migrant rights outside national treaties between
sending and receiving couatries, and even these are minimal and easily
thwarted by the host society. The shocking case of Flor Contemplacion,
a Filipino maid executed in Singapore for causing the deaths of the child
in her care and of another maid, raised questions of the sending coun-
iry’s capacity to protect the individual rights of its citizens ia the host
ceuntry.” Rather, within thie Southeast Asian matrix of econvmic, moral,
and political economies, NGOs invoke values shared by various ethical
regimes: the female body deserves moral status and physical protection.
Such an cthicat reasoning can bypass if not displace the ethno-racialized
stigma of foreign domestic workers as slien and illegitimate bodies. The
Bio-weifare claims construzct a motal status that may reduce incidents of
brutal attacks and disfigurements of foreign maids, But given the current
nexus of natonalisms, migrant tabor, and moral economies. it is not clear
thai ainw of bio-wellarisim will be ar antecedent to formal citizenship in
the host society.

Second. the NGOs are not postnational in that they play a variety f
roles for the nation-state, and become somewhat party or subject o na-
tional agendas and capitafist interests. NGOs in labor-exporting countries
are part of the istitutional infrasiructare that supports the state devel-
opment strategy of making migrant workers available overscas. AL the
samne time, other NGOs protest the dangerous and vielent conditions of
migrant employment and movement. seeking a kind of basic security and

freedom for migrants as mobile workers. NGOs thus directly or indirectly

subconiract for states and work with market interests. Such connectio
t strategic political and market institutions and enmeshment o norma-

SIS

tive structures actually make NGOs more effective in pursuing g
CAUSES.

My ethnographic discussion shows that NGOs In operation are not
autonomous entities entirely devoted to an abstract notion of universal
democracy. Rather, the NGO modality in action Is one of complex attaci-
ments and detachments—embeddedness in cultural affiliations but soli-
darity with the plight of migrant workers; links 1o the nation and capital-
ism but contingent ties fo notions of common humanity: use of situated



180 GLOBAL MARKETS, WOMEN'S WORE

ethical beliefs but rare mention of human rights; and investment in re-
gioml attitudes toward migrant women as a priority over abstract ideais
of global humanity. As actors intervening in particular milieus, NGOs are
vulnerable to regulation and manipulation by the state, the media, and
public opinion, even as they struggle to build an ethical i solidarity be-

tween foreign domestics and their affluent employers. for the millions of

itrepid young women traveling afar in order o support their own fami-
flies back home, the geography of labor circulations becomes the unstable
ground of their chaim for biological security.

This formulation of situated attachment and detachment is a different
modality than the concept of “detachment” proposed by the “new cos-
mopalitanisis” as distance from particularistic ties and disinterested af
fliations based on universalism.™ The point is not that there are no “new
cosmopolitanisims” bet rather that NGO missions must be translated and
Aegotiated within particular alignments of institutional power, and the
ethical outcomes are not sofely predetermined by human rights. In order
i be effective ar all, NGOs must work n;lh and thus become m‘dic"tcd e

e conjuncture} force of overla L moral, and economic sy

b receive funding from trans-

the Netherlands, i}“wn ark., %wcdm\_ the Uniied

e thas the governance of 4

fing humag s reginwe thal often pushes human l'i‘_{hi’.‘i agen-
¥ & g £
das withou!l dealing with the practical problems of millions of mpover-

ished peoples Tiving on the edge. NGOs are canght betwist and betwees

id situated regimes of fiving, trving 1o safeguard lives as

o
o

md iors. NGOs try o negotiate in the interstitial space

wme of e
GOs interventi

zens and the ;mhhwiix excluded operate in

noral inlervention.” N

boan be n‘?;‘ti'
manitarian work relies on ihc interplay of rhetorical claims and counter-
clatms, constantly translating values across » range of exceptions, always
making special cases for bringing in one more habj;, one maore torfured
vicdm, from the ambiguous edge of humanity. The temporal dimensio

of NGO labor is one of continually undoing the binarism institutiona I
ized in citizenship, or the cong epmm separaticn between rights and eth-

ics, When we 1 d

ay of diverse forms of virtue

yuitful interp
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we know that there is no permanent zone of indistinction, only endless
ethical challenges to established dichotomies of human and nonhuman,
or of good and evil.™

NQTES

This chapter ts reprinted from A. Ong, Neoliberalisin as Exception (Durham,
NC: Duke University Press, 2006).
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