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We reject an instrumentalist approach to “investing” 
in the care economy without centering the voices, 
rights and leadership of domestic workers. The 
primary struggle should be for dignity: no work is low, 
no work is unclean. We are not slaves, we are workers, 
we are human and we have rights.

We envision a future where care is no longer a burden 
borne by a few, but a collective responsibility shared 
by all. The liberation of all workers is intertwined. 
We call for the societal redistribution of care work 
and the creation of supportive infrastructures 
that enables everyone to participate fully in social, 
political, and economic life, unburdened by the 
expectation that care should be borne by migrant, 
Black, Dalit, and all marginalised women.

As feminist and 
labour movements, 
together in solidarity,
we articulate the following 
points as a collective vision for 
care economies with domestic 
workers rights at the centre:
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We hold the position that all forms 
of life-sustaining work is care work, 
whether performed inside or outside 
the home, directly or indirectly, and for 
public or private employers or benefit. 

We seek to dismantle the patriarchal 
hierarchies of skill and value between 
care work and other forms of labour 
valued in the “productive” economy, and 
between care and domestic work. We 
challenge the notion that the home is 
a private sphere devoid of labour rights 
and fundamental freedoms and rights.

Domestic workers must be able to 
fully exercise their right to sexual 
and reproductive health and well-
being, to bodily autonomy, and 
to have control over and to make 
free and informed decisions on 
all matters related to sexuality, 
reproduction, free from violence, 
coercion, and discrimination.

We envision anti-racism and 
anti-casteism as part and parcel 
of domestic workers’ struggles 
for emancipation, cutting across 
regions and local realities.3
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We insist that care work must be acknowledged, 
compensated, and shared collectively within 
our communities, with the recognition that care 
is a human right and a public good.

We will fight together to abolish systems of 
oppression like the Kafala system in the Middle 
East amounting to exploitation and forced 
labour of domestic migrant workers. It needs to 
stop. We all deserve to have a free life.

Beyond legal protections on 
paper, including the global 
ILO frameworks that define 
decent work, we need to 
advance cultural shifts and 
attitudinal change by employers, 
government and  society at large. 

Domestic workers are also recipients of 
care, and must have access to public 
provisions of care including childcare 
to break the cycle of taking on a double 
burden of care. 

NO CARE ECONOMIES WITHOUT DOMESTIC WORKERS!
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We call on feminist 
and social movements 
to join the call to 
rethink the economy 
with care at its centre 
recognising the rights, 
agency and leadership 
of domestic worker 
movements. 
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Our manifesto is 
a response to a 
complex context

Domestic and care work is in the 
limelight after the COVID-19 global 
pandemic as it provided the means 
to carry the world through multiple 
intersecting crises at the global scale. 
The World Bank, the International 
Monetary Fund, and other multilat-
eral institutions also acknowledge 
the importance of care and domes-

tic work in sustain-
ing the world’s econ-
omy. However, it is 
our analysis that this 
recognition most of-
ten takes an instru-
mentalist approach 
(i.e. care work sus-
tains the ‘productive’ 
economy) focused 
on profiteering from 
care work without 
recognizing care as 
a human right and 
public good, or pro-
viding recognition 

and rights  to the workers undertak-
ing the bulk of this labour. 

Domestic workers’ labour remains 
devalued, under-recognized and tak-
en for granted because it is seen as 
the work of poor and marginalised 
women. Especially now, when the cli-
mate and economic crises are inflat-
ing prices and depressing wages, do-
mestic workers are forced to accept 
exploitative wages and conditions of 
work with a higher burden of care. 

Domestic workers’ labour is under-
valued precisely because it is fem-
inised. The care economy continues 
to be shaped by racial, colonial and 
caste-based histories. Throughout 
history and today, the burden of care 
has disproportionately fallen to poor, 
migrant, black, and Dalit women. The 
intersectionality of race, caste, class 
and gender in care & domestic work 
is mostly absent  when recognition is 
given to the work through policies or  
legal provisions that aim to regulate 
the sector, yet it is these intersecting 
forms of discrimination which are the 
basis of inequalities. 

NO CARE ECONOMIES WITHOUT DOMESTIC WORKERS!
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https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/podcast/2023/03/30/unpaid-care-work-women-economic-prospects-growth-gender-equality-development-podcast
https://www.imf.org/-/media/Files/Publications/WP/2019/wpiea2019225-print-pdf.ashx
https://www.imf.org/-/media/Files/Publications/WP/2019/wpiea2019225-print-pdf.ashx


Organised black domestic workers 
have long been at  the intersection 
of workers rights and  Black libera-
tion movements. Particularly in Latin 
America, in countries such as Brazil 
and Colombia, Black domestic work-
ers unions still face the legacies of 
slavery that shape current structur-
al racism. Many carry life stories of 
forced migration as young as 5 or 7 
years old to work in white people’s 
houses for no pay but the promise of 
food, used clothes and a better fu-
ture that never materialised. These 
experiences are shared by domestic 
workers in South Africa where race 
segregation policies and laws subju-
gated Black women into  the homes 
of white families while trapping them 
and their children into inter-genera-
tional poverty. Anti-racism struggles 
are deeply intertwined with domes-
tic workers’ struggles for emancipa-
tion and their right to decent work. 

Workers mi-
grate in search 
of better condi-
tions of life and 
ways to sup-
port their fam-
ilies and communities, often they 
are also fleeing from conditions of 
distress, violence and other forms of 
harm including those brought about 
by climate change. Migrant domestic 
workers contribute to the economies 
of both their origin and destination 
countries, but are treated as inferior 
workers and unwanted immigrants. 
The lived realities of African wom-
en migrant domestic workers in the 
Middle East speak to racist migra-
tion regimes that tie workers to em-
ployers without freedom of choice or 
movement. Such regimes compound 
their vulnerability as migrants and 
open them up to exploitation and 
abuse which includes sexual and oth-
er forms of gender based violence. 

Within certain countries the legacy of servitude 
continues for caste-oppressed domestic workers, 

whose bodies are associated with Brahmanical ideas 
of impurity. Dominant caste employers restrict Dalit 

workers to low-paid cleaning jobs, while refusing to treat 
them with dignity and often subjecting them to violence. 
Employers also fail to offer workers basic amenities such 

as access to toilets, water, or food at their workplace. 

7

https://www.un.org/en/durbanreview2009/story30.shtml
https://www.solidaritycenter.org/afro-colombian-domestic-workers-empowered/
https://idwfed.org/idwf-statement-on-international-migrants-day/
https://idwfed.org/idwf-statement-on-international-migrants-day/
https://idwfed.org/a-job-at-any-cost-experiences-of-african-women-migrant-domestic-workers-in-the-middle-east/
https://idwfed.org/a-job-at-any-cost-experiences-of-african-women-migrant-domestic-workers-in-the-middle-east/
https://idwfed.org/a-job-at-any-cost-experiences-of-african-women-migrant-domestic-workers-in-the-middle-east/
http://www.aicctu.org/index.php/workers-resistance/v1/workers-resistance-september-2021/being-domestic-workers%C2%A0-india-no-rights-face-triple-oppression-class-caste-and-gender


NO CARE ECONOMIES WITHOUT DOMESTIC WORKERS!

Sending and receiving governments, 
international institutions, and em-
ployers far too often treat domestic 
workers as unskilled, unworthy of fair 
compensation, and devoid of dignity 
and basic human rights.  

We reject these 
dehumanising 
narratives
Building feminist economies requires 
breaking this status quo. Our strug-
gle for labour rights in the care econ-
omy is inseparable from the larger 
fight against patriarchal, capitalist 
systems that perpetuate inequality, 
exploit our labour and planetary re-
sources. 

Neoliberal policies supported and 
promoted by international financial 
institutions have dismantled the 
state’s duty of care. There is ever de-
creasing funding for social security, 
public health, food security, low-in-
come housing, and all the infrastruc-
ture necessary to lead dignified lives. 
The unspoken assumption behind the 
dismantling of essential public and 
social infrastructure is that women’s 
labour will fill these gaps. 

The crises created by capitalist ex-
traction are now bearing fruit, with 
the climate crisis that is destroying 
livelihoods and communities. Do-
mestic workers are disproportion-
ately affected by this crisis. We see 
this especially in areas where there 
is a reliance on access to land for 
subsistence farming and food secu-

rity where land is no longer available 
because it is being handed over in 
favour of mining activities. In rural ar-
eas where there is an existing scarci-
ty to clean water, firewood and other 
natural resources these impact on 
women specifically who are often 
tasked with gathering for family use. 
In urban settlements, workers face 
heat waves and other extreme condi-
tions whilst not having access to ad-
equate housing and for women espe-
cially this presents an increased care 
burden without any access to social 
protection. 

Domestic & care work-
ers movements have 
a long history organ-
ising around the care 
agenda on their own 
terms, long before 
the ILO adopted the 
5R framework (recog-
nize, reduce, redistrib-
ute, reward, represent). 
This manifesto builds 
on several of these 
demands articulated for example 
by IDWF’s members for an inclusive 
care agenda; ESCR-net’s Social Pact 
on Care that includes a 6th “R” to the 
former framework to incorporate the 
need to reframe the economy as a 
caring economy; or Public Services 
International (PSl)’s Manifesto for Re-
building the Social Organisation of 
Care. These are some among many 
examples from global, regional and 
local collectives organising around 
care and domestic workers rights. 
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https://idwfed.org/idwf-position-paper-for-the-international-labor-conference-2023/
https://idwfed.org/idwf-position-paper-for-the-international-labor-conference-2023/
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_633166.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eAYFXTp13QI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eAYFXTp13QI
https://www.escr-net.org/sites/default/files/attachments/social_pact_on_care_-_2_pager_-_en.pdf
https://www.escr-net.org/sites/default/files/attachments/social_pact_on_care_-_2_pager_-_en.pdf
https://peopleoverprof.it/campaigns/care-manifesto-rebuilding-the-social-organisation-of-care?id=11655&lang=en
https://peopleoverprof.it/campaigns/care-manifesto-rebuilding-the-social-organisation-of-care?id=11655&lang=en
https://peopleoverprof.it/campaigns/care-manifesto-rebuilding-the-social-organisation-of-care?id=11655&lang=en


Our 
feminist

approach to 
economies

demands 
a radical

reimagining 
of care. 
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The Association for Women’s Rights in Development 
(AWID) is a global, feminist, membership, movement-
support organization.
www.awid.org

We acknowledge the collective and individual 
contributions of the many domestic workers, unions, 
networks, labor and feminist movements that co-created 
this manifesto including Fish Ip, Nancy Kachingwe, Ariane 
Kitoko, Brahm Press, Maryam Al Tibi, Medha Thatte, 
Farhana Afrin Tithi, Roula Seghaier, Mariana Gomeceria, 
Charlene May, Francisca Ankrah, Wang
Meng, Bandana Pattanaik, Adriana Paz, Alejandra 
Scampini, Ida le Blanc, Maria Botero, Khensani Motileni, 
Julia Soanirina, Eni Lestari, Juana Toledo, Eugenia Likar, 
Claudia Lazzaro, Betty Vilicia Mitma, Basma Eid, Claribed 
Palacios Garcia, Mona Ezzat, Essi Kotor, Mary Ann Abunda, 
Carine Metz Abu Hmeid.
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