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IMMIGRANT WOMEN IN GREECE. A BIOGRAPHICAL
STUDY OF DOMESTIC WORKERS / CATHERINE VASSILIKOU

Subject and methodology

In recent years - since the early 1990s - a significant num-
ber of immigrant women have entered Greece coming from
the Balkans and the former socialist countries of Eastern Eu-
rope. Their presence cannot pass unnoticed; they are mostly
domestic workers engaged in taking care of the elderly and
children. These immigrant women constitute an important
part of the economic and family life of many Greek men and
women. Unlike domestic workers in the upper class of Greek
society in past times, these newcomers are for the most part
employed by the middle class. Although they are present ev-
erywhere, mainly in urban areas, their lives and destiny are
not well known and social research has only begun to ad-
dress them.! This is due in particular to the complexity of
their position and probably also to how recently the phe-
nomenon has begun to occur. Their status is characterized
by a lack of social recognition, and it reflects a multi-faceted
problem concerning immigration, gender and human rights.
These immigrant women find themselves in a vulnerable po-
sition: they live alone, away from their families, working for
strangers in strangers’ houses, often under very hard condi-
tions; they are illegal or semi-legal residents and are fulfill-
ing the urgent and heavy responsibility of supporting the
families they have left behind.

As for the number of the migrants, in the last census
(2001), the Greek population was estimated at 10 964 000
inhabitants. Foreigners make up 762 191 people in the pop-
ulation (690 000 of them were not citizens of the then Eu-
ropean Union). The male immigrant population from the
Balkans and Eastern European countries are engaged main-
ly in the construction industry, agriculture, manufacturing
and less often in tourism, while migrant women are em-
ployed in activities that are traditionally considered as fem-
inine, like domestic services, tourism and the sex indus-
try.? In Greece, like in other countries of Southern Europe,
there is a high percentage of women’s immigration, with a
predominance of women from Albania, Bulgaria, Ukraine,
Georgia, Romania, Russia and the Philippines. Immigrant
women in Greece in the 1980°s constituted a quarter of
the foreign population, while today they represent approxi-
mately 45%. Albanian immigrants represent 65% of the for-
eign population and 43% of all foreign women. Bulgarians
follow at 6.8% of the foreign population and 15% of all for-
eign women, and Romanians at 4.6% of the foreign popu-
lation and 5.5% of all foreign women. Immigrant women
from Ukraine, Georgia and Poland represent, respectively,
8%, 5% and 4% of the foreign female population in Greece
(see Kavounidi 2002, Tzortzopoulou 2002).

Yet, according to a study by the Greek Institute of Mi-
gration Policy, the real number of foreigners who live and
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work in Greece is not known owing to the existence of ille-
gal and uncontrolled immigration and the absence of data
or the non-comparison of data issued from different pro-
grams of registration of migrants. However, it is estimated
that Greece actually has over 1 000 000 foreign residents
(Baldwin-Edwards 2005).

My study concerns the immigrant women who have come
to Greece since the early 1990's. Between 2003 and 2005
I interviewed ten immigrant women from countries such as
Albania, Romania, Moldavia, Georgia, Bulgaria and Poland
residing and working in Athens. The interviews and the ana-
lysis were based on the biographical-interpretative method
proposed by Gabriele Rosenthal (see Rosenthal 2004, Idem
1993).

The interviewed women have chosen pseudonyms like:
Mira, Victoria, Elli, etc. The language of the interviews was
Greek (fairly well spoken by the majority of them). The
main feature of this kind of approach is its open character. I
opened the interviews with an open question: “I would like
you to tell me about your childhood, your family, the rela-
tion with your parents, brothers and sisters, your adoles-
cence, your school years, about your decision to continue or
not your studies, your marriage and your children, your de-
cision to leave your country and come to Greece, and also
about your future expectations.” During the interviews I
didn’t interrupt the narration nor did I ask questions, and I
spoke only after the interviewees had completed their sto-
ries. The outcome of this research is a collection of the sto-
ries of these women’s lives. First I analyzed one of these
stories in a detailed manner according to the standards of
the aforementioned method. The chosen story was studied
in the following phases: a presentation of the objective bi-
ographical data, an analysis of those data through the for-
mulation of a series of hypotheses on the woman’s life sto-
ry. These hypotheses were later confirmed and elaborated
or not confirmed and abandoned. Finally, I proceeded, af-
ter the reconstruction of the chosen woman’s life story, to a
comparison of the ten stories.

The life stories present the following characteristics of
the immigrant women in Greece: (a) the deterioration of
the standard of living in their countries of origin; (b) the
awareness of the vulnerability and precariousness of their
actual living conditions; (c) the central role of the family as
an identification pole; (d) an ambiguous position in relation
to other identifications with the native country or to the ac-
tual social group; (e) the fact that all these adjustments take
place under force: the forced separation from the family, the
forced new working conditions, etc.

This article presents some of the issues that were dealt
with in my research.
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Structures connected with the transfer and
reception of immigrant women

Neither the departure of the women from their home coun-
tries and their arrival in Greece nor the work offered to the
immigrant women seem to depend on fortune. Without
any mechanism to expose in detail the existence of large-
scale illegal networks of trafficking women destined to be-
come domestic workers (though the existence of such net-
works is more than likely), as in the case of research on the
sex trade, it is nonetheless obvious from my interviews that
structures connected with the transfer and reception of mi-
grant women very much exist. The arrival and the work of
these women constitute an important part of the informal
sector not only of the Greek economy but also of the econ-
omy of the countries of the immigrant women and inter-
mediary countries situated between their homeland and
Greece.

The arrival of immigrant men and women took place in
two waves: first, a great number came to Greece only with
a tourist visa; second, after the Greek authorities applied
stricter control mechanisms, crossing the borders became a
very difficult and hazardous journey, but far too many im-
migrants were nonetheless willing to undertake this dan-
gerous trip. On the basis of my research evidence, certain
intermediary figures played a key role in the whole process,
and whoever wanted to enter Greece illegally had to pay a
significant sum of money in American dollars or German
marks. Upon their arrival in Greece, the women approached
certain employment agencies targeting immigrant workers,
regardless of their residence status (legal or not).

The Greek state also, in turn, developed a series of immi-
grant networks. It became a complicated process to obtain
work and a residence permit (and more difficult for those
who don’t speak Greek well). The administrative procedure
is extremely time-consuming, and there is a standard need
for a lawyer to be involved. Most of the required documents
for residential and work permits cannot be issued unless
the women and men involved are rather highly bribed.

Educational level and actual employment of
immigrant women
It is important to mention some statistical data concern-
ing the educational level of immigrant women, which were
collected from applications submitted for registration (the
first step for obtaining the residence permit according to
Greek law). Among the immigrant population, 2% are illit-
erate, 38% have primary education, 51% secondary, and 9%
have a higher education. In a comparison of male and fe-
male immigrants, we can observe that 16% of women com-
pared to 7% of men have studied at the graduate level, 57%
and 49% of women and men, respectively, have secondary
education, and, finally, 25% and 43% have primary educa-
tion (Kavounidi2002).

A study of the educational level of twenty more represen-
tative nationalities of immigrant women in Greece shows
that women from former socialist countries tend to have
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a higher level of education compared to their male coun-
terparts. The most important difference between male and
female immigrants relates to immigrants from the for-
mer USSR. Among women from Georgia, 39% have high-
er education (21% of men do). They are followed by wom-
en from Ukraine, Russia, Moldavia and Armenia. Like in the
first stage of applying for a residence permit, persons that
were in the final phase of registration had similar charac-
teristics: women tended to have a higher educational lev-
el compared to men. Georgia comes first with a percentage
of 44.1% (25.5% for men), followed by Ukraine, Russia, etc.
(Kavounidi2002: 79-80). According to the same report, the
majority of foreign workers that apply for a residence per-
mit do not have any opportunity to use their qualifications
in the occupations they are employed in. Therefore, immi-
grants in Greece are employed in fields in which qualifica-
tions are not required (Kavounidi 2002: 980). According to
another estimate, 45% of immigrants from former socialist
countries who live in the capital of Greece have a second-
ary education and 77% have vocational training (Tzortzo-
poulou 2002: 49).

Among the women that [ interviewed, not a single one
of them had the same or a similar job as the job they had
held in their native country. In their home countries, af-
ter the collapse of the regimes, all these women either lost
their job or had to accept serious salary cuts. As a result,
many were forced to hold more than one job, but none were
optimistic about a happy outcome for the economic crisis
that was affecting their countries and their families. Thus,
a common factor in their decision to leave home and move
to Greece was the deterioration of the economic situation
after 1989. Progressively, their professional background
could not adjust to the changes in the new economic reali-
ty of their country.

Veni relates how her work situation deteriorated: “(...)
the last job I had, I was insurance agent - I studied econom-
ics at university — during communism that was a very good
job. I made a lot of money at my job. But, after, who to in-
sure and for what? We didn’t have money to buy bread, who
would want life insurance? For that reason, people stopped
buying insurance because they saw that the money had no
value. So, I came here, to Greece. It was difficult. I made my
decision and said to myself, I will go.”

Mira relates her experience: “Since childhood I had want-
ed to be a nursery nurse. This was my dream, which, fortu-
nately, came true (...) I was happy, I liked my job very much
(...) Everything was great; a peaceful and pleasant life. Af-
ter, when the system in Bulgaria changed, in 1989, things
began to worsen. There was no work. There weren’t any jobs.
Me, for example, I had three jobs. In the morning, [ was at
the nursery school, in the evening in my brother’s store,
and at night I washed dishes in a restaurant. But there still
wasn’t enough money.”

Upon arriving in Greece, and even before, the Greek mar-
ket had mainly one job to offer these women mainly (oth-
er than work in the sex industry): that of a domestic work-
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er. Most of the women, regardless of their professional or
educational background, in this way converged in a limit-
ed range of professional outlets, such as domestic servic-
es, assistance to the elderly, the sick or the handicapped,
childcare, that is, occupations in the most private sphere
of Greek society and “labor market”, the family home. The
migration of these women from their country of origin to
Greece, while it offered them a significant improvement in
income, resulted in lowering their professional and social
status.

Immigrant women expressed to me a general feeling of
professional insecurity. Illegal immigrant women especially
find themselves in a particularly vulnerable position: with-
out chances for any professional development, with very
limited rights to negotiate salary or working hours, and
with no legal help for professional problems.

Anna talks about her first job in Greece: “The first day,
when I opened my eyes and saw where we were, [ wanted to
cry and leave. It was a house, not a real house... a place for
animals. The boss, a policeman, said ‘if you want to leave,
I will take you directly to the police and they will send you
back, to your country’. He knew that we had a tourist visa,
only for fifteen days.”

Mira lives in conditions of semi-reclusion, more subtle
and hidden, but nonetheless harrowing and humiliating.
She says: “What is the problem with us? With women from
Bulgaria? We weren’t born servants. You come here from
Bulgaria and what do you find? You come into a house and
you become a servant. You must do everything, everything.
And, of course, you can never be alone. Even on Sundays I
was with them. I always felt as if I was their ‘girl’. I never
felt myself.”

Thus, the work and social status of immigrants contrib-
ute to the formation of labor areas in Greece which are out-
side control. The transfer of illegal migrants to Greece, re-
gardless of the training they have in their country of origin,
is aimed at covering mainly the economic and social needs
of the local society (Bacas 2002, Lazaridis, Poyago-Theotoky
1999). In spite of the disparity between their educational
background and their actual occupation, the main reason for
leaving their homes and families to work in a foreign coun-
try appears to be their deep desire to contribute to the well-
being of their families and to provide their children with the
possibility of access to a higher education.

Two kinds of vulnerability for immigrant women:
vulnerability of absolute risk and vulnerability of
precariousness

My research led me to distinguish two kinds of vulnerabil-
ity among immigrant women. The distinction between two
very concrete experiences, vulnerability of absolute risk and
vulnerability of precariousness, is difficult to make when
the first involves excessive dimensions, when absolute vul-
nerability pushes aside the vulnerability of the precarious-
ness. The “non-distinction” between the two vulnerabili-
ties leads to a confusion that concerns everyday reality, or
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in other words the everyday misery, of immigrant wom-
an. More precisely, in conditions of extreme vulnerability,
and when the life of a person is in danger within a space of
hours or even minutes, the vulnerability of the precarious-
ness or “social vulnerability” is not of importance. The sit-
uations of absolute risk, mainly when an immigrant illegal-
ly crosses borders, because of their dramatic nature, have
come to characterize the vulnerability of immigrant men
and women, at least with regard to public opinion and the
mass media.

Nevertheless, there exists another kind of vulnerability
caused by the precarious conditions of the lives of migrants.
This vulnerability is present in ordinary, everyday immigra-
tion. The experiences recorded in my interviews clearly re-
veal this second vulnerability, which marks the day-to-day
life of the women: isolation, depression, solitude, fatigue or
weariness, separation from their loved ones, work without
social esteem — these are some of the characteristics of this
vulnerability. Migrant women take on all the risks of haz-
ardous emigration in order to end up as domestic workers,
often in conditions of semi-reclusion. By perceiving the vul-
nerability and precariousness of immigrant women in this
light, we would be able to better comprehend the social ex-
clusion they experience.

The rejection of the identity of immigrant women:
the paradox

One of the topics that arose relates to the way in which these
women seemed to accept and reject simultaneously their
identity as immigrants (Kats 1982). Their very first concern
is their family, and most of the women I interviewed avoid-
ed being identified with other immigrant women. I detect-
ed an ambiguous attitude that was characterized by a ten-
dency among the women to distance themselves from the
group to which they “legitimately” belong and a difficulty in
accepting their new identity as domestic workers.

Elli, an Albanian woman, talking about everyday racism,
says: “I often see on the bus Greek women who say ‘Do you
have an Albanian in your house? Aren’t you scared?’ So, I
hear this, but I don’t say a word.” However, the same wom-
an talks with almost the same contempt for immigrant
women from other countries than Albania: “We don’t want
to know Russians or Bulgarians. We, we work. They have a
different character than us. We came here with our fami-
ly and to work for a better life. I don’t like them, everyone
with their character. I don’t like the life they live, the ma-
jority come alone, without family and they don’t work to
buy a house, as we do in Albania (...) Ukrainians, let it be
... They want to seduce Greek men and profit off their re-
tirement pension. Many such pensions end up in Russia,
Ukraine, Bulgaria ... We, the Albanian women, we don’t do
those things, we work all the time, like animals.”

The lower image of the immigrant domestic worker-
“servant” in contrast to the more comfortable — both psy-
chologically and socially — image of the head of a family
helps us to better comprehend their situation. The absence
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of esteem or simply the contempt that stigmatizes certain
people increases the fear of these women of being part of a
high-risk group like the “immigrant women-domestic work-
ers group”. For that reason, the primary role played by the
family in these women’s psyche carries far more weight
than the perception of their migrant identity. However, [
must say that ultimately they are not choosing between
two roles, that of female worker or that of householder, but
between two ambiguities: workers without recognition,
householders without family.

The vulnerability and precariousness of the existence of
immigrant women can be condensed into a kind of paradox:

1. Immigrant women, by coming to Greece, respond to a
desire to secure a proper living for their family and to the
demand of the Greek labor market, appealing to them as
employees-specialists in the private sphere (domestic help,
care services); the fact is that the educational level of a great
number of them is much higher than what is demanded for
their actual occupation.

2. As professionals in the private sphere, and in order to
be fully integrated in the Greek labor market, immigrant
women have to renounce to their own private domain (their
home and family).

3. The effects of this paradox have, as I saw in my field
study, a serious impact on these women’s sense of person-
al and social identity.

Social security as a mechanism of double insecurity:
Greek and immigrant women

The nature of the female domestic worker is also deter-
mined by her position in relation to the law. The official sta-
tus of a foreign domestic employee, legal or not, plays an
important role in her social disposition, her self-image, the
feeling of being vulnerable, and her position in relation to
the authorities and her employers, her sociability, the net-
works that she can join, etc. Her position in relation to the
law is part of a very uncomfortable identity. The problem
of illegal immigration is only one aspect of this legal rela-
tionship; social welfare is another one. In many European
countries, domestic workers, local or foreign, are not regis-
tered in the social security system (see Destremau, Lauti-
er 2002: 255).

In Greece, registration in the social security system is
even more complicated for an immigrant woman or man
because it constitutes the necessary precondition for resi-
dence and work permits, which allow them to legalize their
status in the country. In practical terms this means that ac-
cording to law the employers are required to pay the major
part of the social security contributions for their domes-
tic workers. Most of the time, the employing families ful-
fill this obligation with difficulty or they simply renounce
this obligation.

I observed that for these women the importance of reg-
istration in the social security system is an indirect pole of
identification, and all of them want to have social protec-
tion as working persons, even if that means accepting the
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title of domestic worker, which officially confirms the so-
cially lower character of their job.

Concerning social welfare Tania remarks: “We are going
to stay here till the kids finish school. We will stay here as
long as we have our papers and can work. If things turn
bad and become very difficult, we won’t be able to live here,
then maybe we will leave. But as long as we have our pa-
pers, it’s okay.”

Victoria speaks on behalf of women who find themselves
in a similar situation; she says: “(...) the job we are doing
here is very, very hard, and we don’t have papers. The pa-
pers they give us are only for six months. Is it possible to
live in a country and have papers only for six months? For
those of us who work as domestic workers in different hous-
es, they don’t give us money for social security. We can do
nothing with the money we earn. It is very difficult to pay
the rent, for water, electricity, food, and also for social se-
curity. I don’t know. Greek employers don’t pay our social
security.”

The general issue of registration in the social security
system has at least two aspects to it: on the one hand, the
immigrant women face “non-insurable” situations, and on
the other, the conditions under which the demand for their
work is created are developed in the “dim-lit” areas of the
social welfare state. The absence, more or less, of a strong
welfare state and the rudimentary character of social ser-
vices, due in large part to Greece’s economic difficulties and
social particularities, leaves Greek social security in the dif-
ficult position of not being able to take care of elderly peo-
ple (the proportion of the population over 65 years of age
equals 17.3% of the total population®) or children. The re-
sult of this failure is an increasing demand for help at home.
Many Greek women demand the assistance of foreign fe-
male domestic workers to take on responsibilities that are
traditionally related to the private and more precisely to the
feminine sphere. The difference between the public and the
private sphere regarding the integration of men and wom-
en in the labor market probably constitutes an important
factor of inequality for immigrant women.

The status of women in Greek society and the composi-
tion of Greek families have changed during the past thir-
ty years (see Papadopoulos 1998). After 1970 the socio-
economic role of Greek women began to evolve. Although
these transformations did not weaken the sense of duty of
the women toward their family members (parents, children,
sick relatives, etc.), the new conditions diversified the pat-
terns of practical, everyday support. Domestic obligations
and tasks continue to lie on the shoulders of Greek women,
even though nowadays things can be arranged in a differ-
ent way. Greek women bear a double duty: to work outside
the family, and still to take care of the main responsibili-
ties of housekeeping. Many of them, in their effort to cope
with this double demand on them, require external help;
they have now the ability to pay for domestic and care ser-
vices and instead of “sacrificing themselves” they sacrifice
their money.
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In this way, the vulnerability and precariousness of im-
migrant women seem to be tightly related to the absence of
social policy for Greek women and the Greek family. Greek
women that work are often constrained to finance their en-
try into the labor market by paying the major part of the
social security contributions of their immigrant assistants.
Consequently, Greek families that relegate their children
and elderly to the care of domestic workers suffer a double
expense: on the one hand, they pay their own contributions
as employees, and on the other hand, by seeking help from
other persons, mainly immigrant women, they also have to
insure them. This situation is indicative of the weaknesses
and deficiencies in the structures of the welfare state and
constitutes an important characteristic of the “risk society”
in Greece.*

We could say that Greek women improve their situation
with the help or “to the detriment” of the immigrant wom-
en they employ. At the same time, this pattern of work re-
produces traditional family arrangements, since women
still remain responsible for the domestic area, even if many
of them now work outside the household. Immigrant wom-
en, for their part, also assume a double duty: first, to sup-
port the families they left behind in their home countries,
and second, to ensure the proper functioning of the private
sphere of Greek families. Consequently, they seem to bear
responsibility for the “survival” of the family both in their
country of origin and in the country to which they have
moved. On the other hand, “affectionate” relations with
their employers® often help offset the absence of social wel-
fare, while maintaining the dependence and lack of public
recognition of their status.

Conclusion

As social actors with responsibility for the family they leave
behind, women migrate to unknown and faraway places in
response to what they feel is their most urgent need: to se-
cure and improve the family standard of living. They often
sacrifice their current lives for a better future situation and
the “provisional” stay they were planning soon takes on the
dimensions of a more permanent state, yet always under
the weight of precariousness. A double vulnerability char-
acterizes the precarious conditions of immigrant women’s
lives as domestic workers. This situation is also a conse-
quence of the vulnerability of conditions in the Greek fam-
ily and social sphere. In the life stories of my interviewees,
the notion of social welfare occupies a prominent position.
This “practical” issue introduces us to one of the major diffi-
culties in the study of immigrant women. It concerns the di-
alectic of the inside and the outside. The external approach
to these women’s existences demands a human rights per-
spective, while the internal one reflects a need for sensitivi-
ty to the semi-obscure reality of domestic services.
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