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v

 It’s a cliché to say that we live in a globalised world. It’s a fact that we 
live in a world of increasing global integration. But that does not mean 
a world that has been homogenised. Global economy and global com-
munications transform and merge structures of social relations, often in 
intricate ways that produce new boundaries, changed selves, and trou-
bled politics. 

 Th is is true for gender relations as for other dimensions of society. 
Scholarship is gradually coming to terms with the depth of gender’s 
enmeshing, for the last 500 years, in global empire and its successor, the 
global neoliberal economy. Patterns of masculinity and femininity, gen-
der divisions of labour, gendered state structures, patterns of desire and 
hatred are all shaped by this involvement. Th ey are very directly shaped 
by one of the most conspicuous features of empire and the postcolonial 
economy, the long-distance movement of gendered bodies and popula-
tions. Th at is to say, by migration. 

 In this notable contribution to migration studies, Ester Gallo and 
Francesca Scrinzi off er a carefully theorised account of migrant mascu-
linities that is based on a remarkable piece of research. Th ey have studied 
the situations of migrant men and women in Italy for 16 years, accumu-
lating a rich set of interviews and fi eld observations. Th ey have a detailed 
knowledge of the research literature on migration, as well as on gender. 
Th ey have followed the politics of migration as it changed with the rise 
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and fall of parties in the post-Christian-Democrat era of Italian life. Th ey 
have connected their fi eldwork with the debates over economic strategy 
and European integration, and the panics over “Muslim terrorism” which 
have a sharp focus on migrant masculinities. 

 Gallo and Scrinzi observe that in migration studies, as in most fi elds 
of research, a concern with gender has usually meant a concern with 
women. Th ere are historical reasons for this, in the feminist eff ort to 
redress the non-recognition of women and women’s experience. Yet gen-
der is relational, as the authors emphasise. Indeed, gender involves a whole 
structure of relations. Men are as much embroiled in gender relations as 
women are. To understand the way the gender order works, understand-
ing men’s situations is as vital as understanding women’s. Above all, we 
need to understand those situations  together ; and this is what  Migration, 
Masculinities and Reproductive Labour: Men of the Home  does. 

 Th e book does so eff ectively because it does not treat the situations 
of men and women in static or stereotyped ways. Th e authors are well 
aware of social stereotypes and their ambiguous power, but they are not 
taken in by them. Th e book is full of the evidence of diversity, variation, 
and invention in everyday life. Th e position of men is not understood as 
one of simple domination. Indeed, some of the most interesting passages 
concern migrant men’s  dependence , short term or long term, on women, 
whether as breadwinning spouses or employers. Th e “moral debt” that 
men in care work or domestic work often owe to the women who created 
pathways for them and the humiliation of doing women’s work and work-
ing for women are pointers to major issues in changing masculinities. 

 Th is is to say that Gallo and Scrinzi consistently see gender relations 
as historically dynamic. Th ese relations were constructed over time, and 
change through time. Th ey change under the pressure of economic and 
political events—rising and falling labour demand, softening and hard-
ening immigration regimes, the drama of the War on Terror, and so on. 

 And they change because of the agency of the migrants themselves, 
individually and collectively. Another intensely interesting topic of the 
book is the way immigrant men, from positions of cultural and eco-
nomic weakness, may set about reasserting gender privilege in new forms. 
Patriarchy is not just “tradition”. As the history of the computer industry 
shows, it can be re-created in new shapes suited to new conditions. 
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 Th e facts of large-scale labour migration require us to think about 
gender orders on a world scale. Labour migration from poorer coun-
tries to richer countries is shaped by the long-term history of empire, 
and its residues of industrialisation, wealth accumulation, resource poli-
tics, and the information economy. Gallo and Scrinzi are actually writ-
ing about postcolonial relations, not just in Italy—a modern imperial 
power though not one of the big empires—but also on a world scale. 
Th is is demanded by the super-diversity that is so striking a feature of 
contemporary migrant workforces. Among their research participants are 
migrants from Eastern Europe, South America, Africa, the Arab world, 
South Asia, and the Pacifi c. 

 Th ey write about postcolonial relations in full awareness of the way 
race, religion, and postcoloniality have become infl amed issues in con-
temporary politics. Th ough the research was done before the Syrian civil 
war and the European refugee crisis of 2015, the book throws a strong 
light on the fear, confusion, and political toxicity that emerged during 
these events. Th is is social research that matters. 

 Gallo and Scrinzi are illuminating about large-scale social structures 
and historical dynamics. But they do not lose touch (as so much political 
economy does) with the personal and intimate. Th eir topic, reproduc-
tive labour, centrally concerns domestic life, human relations, emotions, 
and sexuality. A substantial part of the book addresses the way migrant 
men and women  negotiate  the situations in which the macro-history has 
placed them. 

 Here we see the re-working of masculinities, the re-interpretation of 
diff erent kinds of labour, and the networks of relationships—including 
continuing links with families in home countries—that the workers build 
and sustain. Here we see the projects of social (as well as geographical) 
mobility in which many of the men are engaged; the hopes as well as the 
fears in their personal agendas. 

 Th e topic is paid reproductive work, and one of the most striking things 
about this study is that it also documents the experience of employers. 
Th e men and women who pay for this work, in whose households the 
care work and housework are done, are also part of the changing gen-
der order. In many discussions of ‘care chains’ the employer is just an 
abstract middle-class white woman in the global metropole, benefi ting 
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from third-world poverty. 
 Gallo and Scrinzi show the situation is much more complex and 

interesting than this. Ruling-class families are also involved, and some 
working- class families too; and diff erent patterns of employment may 
result from the class dynamics. Faithful to their relational view of gen-
der, Gallo and Scrinzi point to the involvement of men as employers 
of domestic labour. Chapter   5     provides rare, and extremely interesting, 
evidence on men’s strategies and practices as domestic employers, and 
the ways they are nuanced by Italian men’s constructions of masculinity. 

 Th is is a book that deals carefully with large, immensely complex 
issues; but also works at a human level and gives insight into emotion, 
hopes, and fears. It off ers a national case study, but does that in a way that 
illuminates situations around the world. It is based on careful, thought-
ful, long-term study; we can rightly call this “in-depth” research. 

 I hope its fi ndings will be noted not just in a specialised fi eld but 
widely among social scientists working to understand contemporary soci-
eties and their transformations. And I hope Gallo and Scrinzi’s approach 
and fi ndings will be appreciated by the policy-makers who have to steer 
a humane and informed course on migration issues, in an environment 
now heavy with fear, hatred, and misrepresentation. If social science really 
can help social policy, this is the kind of research that will do it.  

     Raewyn     Connell   
 Sydney 

  December 2015 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_5
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 Th e idea of this book originated in the middle of a cold and grey 
Scottish winter in 2009: over tea and cakes, we started to exchange 
our research experiences and ideas on gender, migration, and paid and 
unpaid care/domestic work and to plan future joint investigations on 
the under-researched topic of migrant masculinities. We thus owe a debt 
of gratitude to Katharine Charsley for putting us in contact, creating 
an occasion for collaboration and friendship. Since then, our work has 
greatly benefi ted from the insightful comments and generous support 
of many colleagues. Our fi rst co-authored work on this topic was pre-
sented in 2012 at the conference organised by Helma Lutz, Transforming 
Gender Orders: Intersections of Care, Family and Migration, held at 
the Goethe-Universität, Frankfurt am Main. We are grateful to Rosie 
Cox, Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo, Eleonore Kofman, Sonya Michel, 
Mirjana Morokvasic, Fiona Williams, and other conference participants 
for involving us, over the years, in a stimulating debate on the future 
directions of studies of gender, migration, and reproductive labour and 
for their helpful feedback at diff erent stages of the writing process. We 
would like to thank Paolo Boccagni, Rebecca Kay, Michael Kimmel, 
Elisabetta Ruspini, Raff aella Sarti, and Anna Triandafyllidou for their 
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  ‘Th is pioneering monograph on migrant men and domestic work off ers 
unique perspectives on a globally diverse set of migrant men cleaning, 
caring and tending to people in Italy. It is a must-read for anyone inter-
ested in men, migration and reproductive labor.’  

— Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo , 
University of Southern California, USA  

  ‘Th e authors are to be congratulated for an incisive and innovative analy-
sis of gender, migration and the international division of reproductive 
labour which challenges the dichotomy between hegemonic masculinity 
and subordinate forms of femininity. Based on rich ethnographic research 
extending over a decade, the book highlights the construction of mascu-
linity in the private sphere and not just in public spaces and institutions, 
and the multiple roles of men as providers, carers, fathers and husbands.’  

— Eleonore Kofman , 
Middlesex University, UK  

  ‘Globalized care work has long been considered a female domain, whether 
one is talking about the caregivers or the consumers. Th is original and 
important book opens up a new dimension in the study of contemporary 
migration and social reproduction by focusing on masculinities and the 
role of men. Drawing on ethnography, interviews and narratives over 
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time and using Italy as a case study, Gallo and Scrinzi challenge exist-
ing theories of masculinity as well as perceptions of care work. Th rough 
sensitive interpretations of their own data, they off er fresh insights into 
how gender, along with race, ethnicity and, especially in Italy, religion 
shape care labour, and how male migrants’ negotiations of their situa-
tions aff ect family dynamics in both sending and receiving countries. 
 Migration, Masculinities and Reproductive Labour: Men of the Home  is 
bound to become an instant classic in the fi eld’.  

— Sonya Alice Michel , 
University of Maryland, USA  

 ‘Th is book off ers a highly original and critical contribution to the scholarly 
debate on reproductive labour, global care chains and gender. Francesca 
Scrinzi and Ester Gallo explore how migrant men enter the area of repro-
ductive labour seeking for respectable and legal employment, how they 
thus address criminalisation and racialization discourses and seek to stra-
tegically turn them on their head. Th is book unpacks the many facets 
of masculinity in care work casting new light to our understanding of 
gendered migrations.’  

— Anna Triandafyllidou , 
European University Institute, Italy
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    1   
 Introduction: Men and Masculinities 

in the International Division 
of Reproductive Labour                     

      In contemporary societies, reproductive labour has been increasingly rec-
ognised as an important context in which to map the gendered implica-
tions of global capitalism (Anderson 2000; Kofman and Raghuram 2015; 
Momsen 1999 ; Tyner  1999 ; Standing  1999 ; Williams 2010). In the Global 
North, the new demand for domestic/care services, supplied by cheap and 
fl exible women labour from depressed non- Western economies, is linked to 
the restructuring of public care provision. Th is materialises in what schol-
ars defi ne as the ‘international division of reproductive labour’ (IDRL) 
(Parreñas  2001 : 561), the ‘global nanny chain’ (Hochschild 2000: 33), or 
‘the transnational political economy of care’ (Williams 2012: 364). In affl  u-
ent immigration societies, privileged women purchase low-wage domestic/
care services from migrant women, who, in turn, rely on lower-wage paid 
domestic/care work provided by more disadvantaged women who look 
after their families ‘left behind’ in their home countries. Th is ‘outsourcing’ 
of domestic/care tasks relies on migrant (mostly female) labour, which is 
made fl exible and precarious by restrictive immigration policies. 

 Th is book explores the gendered experiences of migrant men and 
the social construction of racialised masculinities in the context of the 
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IDRL. It responds to the need to fully recognise the role gender plays in the 
relationship between globalisation, migration, and domestic/care labour 
by bringing men back into the analysis of how new patterns of consump-
tion and provision of paid domestic/care work lead to forms of inequal-
ity across racial, ethnic, gender, and class lines (cf. Kilkey et al. 2013a). 
By bridging the established recent literature on international migration 
and paid domestic/care work with the emerging scholarship on migration 
and masculinity (Ryan and Webster  2008 ; Donaldson et al.  2009 ; Hearn 
et al.  2013 ; Kilkey et al. 2010; Sarti and Scrinzi 2010), the book innova-
tively explores the practices and experiences of migrant men employed 
as domestic/care workers. It highlights how migrant men’s experiences of 
both paid domestic/care work and the family are shaped by global forces 
and structures, as well as by changing welfare systems and care and immi-
gration regimes, and how men negotiate the changes and potential con-
fl icts that their involvement in reproductive labour may entail. It does 
so by developing a comparative analysis between the working and family 
lives of migrant men and women engaged within the IDRL. It also analy-
ses the impact of legal, religious, socio-economic, and political forces on 
migrants’ lives as well as how they actively try to negotiate their identities, 
social relations, and prospects of mobility in the process. 

    Masculinities, Migration, and Globalisation 

 Migrant domestic labour represents an important object of enquiry in 
understanding racism, as the IDRL ‘provides a critical example of the 
structural arrangement of resources based on racism, ethnicity and citi-
zenship status’ (Moras  2008 : 245). In the last decade, scholars writing in 
both feminist and masculinity studies have increasingly recognised the 
need for a more relational analysis of how gender is involved in globalisa-
tion, and have argued that the understanding of femininities cannot be 
disentangled from the analysis of their relation to masculinities (Ward 
 1993 ; Connell  1998 ; Fernandez-Kelly and Wolf 2011; Poster 2002). Th e 
move beyond a unitary and essentialist view of gender has required not 
only the recognition of the co-existence of a plurality of femininities and 
masculinities in specifi c social contexts, but also the understanding of the 
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hierarchies that structure relations between diff erent groups of men and 
of women (Connell 1987; Collins 1999). 

 Th e almost exclusive focus on women that accompanied pioneering 
studies of gender in global factories (Fuentes and Ehrenreich  1984 ; Ong 
 1983 ; Hsiung  1996 ; Sassen 1998; Lee  1998 ) and pink-collar sectors 
(Freeman 2000) has prompted scholars to interrogate what models of 
hegemonic hyper-masculinity underpin the expansion of corporate capi-
talism and global institutions (Jackall  1988 ; Hacker  1989 ; Reed  1996 ; 
Woodward 1996; Beneria  1999 ). In this line of research, ethnographies 
of men and masculinities in business corporations and supranational 
institutions have importantly questioned the persistent gender-neutral 
approach of research on men, work, and the economy (Acker  2004 ). 
Th ey have also mapped similarities and diff erences between colonial mas-
culinities, largely based on violence and domination, and models of glo-
balising hegemonic masculinities centred upon claims of expertise and 
professional status (Connell  1998 ). By connecting the analysis of the 
feminisation of labour—and the resulting affi  rmation of subordinated 
models of femininities—with the understanding of hegemonic models 
of hyper-masculinity, these studies have jointly mapped the working of 
patriarchal power within the global economy. Th is book, however, ques-
tions the persistent tendency to assume that masculinity is forged in the 
‘outsider’ domain of institutionalised work settings as opposed to the 
‘private’ sphere of the home. Indeed, two important reviewers of gen-
der in the global workplace (Aker 2004; Poster 2002) seem to build 
their analysis in a dual manner. Firstly, they point out the importance of 
racialisation and sexuality in global domestic labour. Secondly, they con-
sider masculinities in the context of globalisation. However, while both 
these studies advocate intersectional analysis of masculinity, sexuality, 
and racialisation (albeit in diff erent ways), these issues are not brought 
directly into the questioning of gender in domestic labour and occupa-
tional culture. Instead, recent work has pointed to the relevance of the 
home and of reproductive labour as sites where hegemonic masculinities 
are produced and negotiated at the interplay of multiple social relations 
(Sarti and Scrinzi 2010; Kilkey 2010). Furthermore, pioneering work 
on masculinity and migrant domestic work in the UK and the USA has 
shown that middle-class men often come to play a direct and agentic role 
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in driving demand for commodifi ed domestic/care services. Th e analy-
sis developed by Kilkey, Perrons, and Plomien shows how men play an 
important role in the reproduction of gendered and racialised stereotypes 
within the domestic/care sector and how the construction of middle-class 
identity as professionals and also as fathers increasingly relies on the out-
sourcing of reproductive labour (Kilkey et al.  2013a ). 

 Overall, it is important to remark here how ‘women are not assigned 
to positions in processes of production and reproduction entirely by the 
imperatives of an all-powerful patriarchy, nor do men freely choose the 
nature, content and extent of the domestic production they engage by 
virtue of their gender’ (Jackson 2001: 5). Indeed, it should be noted that 
men do not only participate in the exploitation and marginalisation of 
women in the global economy, but are also subject to the pressures of glo-
balisation. Indeed, as Connell has noted, globalising forms of hegemonic 
masculinity also gives rise to the emergence of subordinated models of 
manhood, a fact that compels scholars to adopt a ‘more holistic under-
standing of gender hierarchies by also recognising the agency of subor-
dinate groups’ (Connell  2005 : 848). A better understanding of gender 
hierarchies and of the historical interplay between femininities and mas-
culinities necessitates the analysis of masculinities among marginalised 
ethnic groups, alongside the consideration of how middle-class women 
‘may appropriate aspects of hegemonic masculinity in constructing cor-
porate or professional careers’ (ibid: 847–48). 

 In this context, international migration has only recently started to be 
recognised as an area of enquiry of subordinated masculinities. As studies 
of Asian men in Gulf and Western countries show, migration for men 
implies experiences of deskilling and loss of status, which undermine 
their ability to act as men both in the receiving context and back in their 
homeland (Margold 1995; George 2005; Gamburd 2000). Importantly, 
these studies have pointed out the need to consider downward mobility 
not only in terms of class but also in its implications for gender (Ryan 
and Webster  2008 ). Migration challenges men’s public status and their 
roles as husbands, fathers, and householders, and increasingly pressures 
them to live up to new family and social expectations (Osella and Osella 
2000; Charsley 2005; Gallo 2006). As for women, the global labour 
market, as well as women’s reinsertion into migration national policies, 
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favours the deskilling and hard-working docility of migrant men and 
makes women more vulnerable in social, legal, and health terms (Herbert 
2008; Walter et al. 2004; Haggis and Schech 2009). In many receiving 
contexts, migrants have increasingly become objects of securitising and 
racialising discourses, which construct migrant masculinity as a source of 
dangerous and hyper-sexual behaviour and as a threat to national well- 
being and identity. While the scholarship focusing on racialised mascu-
linity and migration is growing, it, however, remains limited (Donaldson 
et  al.  2009 ; Charsley 2005; George 2005; Ahmad  2011 ; Pasura  2008 ; 
Batnitzky et al. 2009). 

 Overall, and partly as the result of primary attention being paid to 
hegemonic forms of masculinities, the impact of migration on men’s 
experiences and on the hierarchical pluralisation of masculinities has 
been largely undertheorised (Hibbins and Pease  2009 ; Messner  1997 ). 
Th ere is a pressing need to fully acknowledge migrant men as gendered 
social actors 1  in order to unravel how migration underpins the social con-
struction of masculinities (Datta et al. 2009; Willis and Yeoh 2000) and 
to recognise the complex and multi-layered experiences of migrant men 
beyond their assumed role as exclusively economic subjects (Kofman and 
Raghuram 2015). Th e lack of gendered analysis of men’s migration can be 
partly explained by referring to the gender-blind theories that have long 
dominated migration studies (Kofman 1999). While neoclassical eco-
nomic theories have been centred on individual interest-based decisions 
and the push–pull factor, Marxist-inspired structuralist approaches have, 
to a large extent, focused on capital and labour dynamics (Castles and 
Kosack  1973 ; Harzing 2001; Peach 1968; Phizacklea and Miles  1980 ). 
Migration scholars have wrestled between ‘overly optimistic renditions of 
the agency of male migrants and their ability to act rationally in response 

1   We consider gender as relational and centrally defi ned by the social hierarchy between men and 
women. Ethnicity, interplaying with class and gender, constitutes a primary dimension of social 
stratifi cation in contemporary societies; class, gender, and ethnicity are based on and reproduce 
both symbolic hierarchies and material inequalities in the allocation and consumption of resources 
(Anthias  2001 ). We also consider the gendered division of work to be a crucial site for investigating 
gender relations in a way that avoids confl ating the notion of gender with the category of women. 
Men are gendered social actors who develop strategies to maintain their material and symbolic 
privileges and to accommodate changing relations of gender, thus contributing to the transforma-
tion of models of masculinity (and femininity) (Connell  1987 ). 
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to economic motivations’, as in ‘push–pull’ explanations, and other ren-
ditions negating ‘any such agency in favour of more structuralist explana-
tions of migration’, as in studies within the Marxist political economy 
approach (Datta et  al. 2009: 855). Th ere has indeed been a persistent 
dualism in the conceptualisation of ‘men’s migration’ and ‘women’s 
migration’. 2  While labour migration has usually been conceptualised as a 
male economic endeavour and explained in relation to structural forces, 
female migration has been traditionally explained in terms of personal 
motives, such as those related to family reunion, and less in terms of struc-
tural forces. Economic and ‘public’ factors are more often used to explain 
male migration than female migration, and therefore male migration has 
not been conceptualised in relation to ‘private’ events and motives related 
to the family (Donato et al. 2006; Morokvasic 1983). Th e breadwinning 
role of migrant men and men’s experiences and understanding of family 
relations have, to a large extent, been taken for granted. Tellingly, studies 
in transnational household practices and emotional labour have mainly 
focused on migrant women (Baldassar 2008; Baldassar and Merla 2013; 
Maehara 2010; Hall 2008), with scholars highlighting how gender is con-
stituted through acts of transnational communication in ‘mother-away 
families’ (Parreñas 2005: 319; Boccagni 2009a ), how migrant mothers 
try to compensate for physical and emotional distance through transna-
tional kin work (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila  2004 ; Asis et  al.  2004 ; 
Pessar and Mahler 2003), how women cope with the fear of losing con-
trol of their children’s lives but also the latter’s trust and attachment, and 
how women face the challenge of rebuilding conjugal and parental rela-
tions after family reunion (Mason 2004; Boccagni  2012 ; Zontini 2004). 
Pioneering scholarship has, however, highlighted the need to include 
migrant men’s shifting personal and family- related practices, emotions, 
and expectations in the analysis of international mobility. Th is work has 
explored how the tensions between the  ordinary  and the  extraordinary  
in family relations, and between ideals and realities, are deeply aff ect-
ing men’s lives (Dreby 2010; Gutmann 1997), and how migrant men’s 
involvement in migration goes well beyond their role as economic provid-
ers, and generates dilemmas, suff ering, and emotional contradictions in 

2   See also the analysis developed in Chap.  2  for a more detailed discussion of the literature. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_2
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their lives as husbands, fathers, and elderly care providers (Schmalzbauer 
2015; Adhikari 2013; Sinatti 2013; Kilkey et al. 2013b; Fresnoza-Flot 
 2014 ; Kilkey  2014 ). 

 A gendered theorisation of migration started to emerge in the 1980s, 
although this then frequently translated into an empirical focus on 
women (Chant and Radcliff e  1992 ; Donato et  al. 2006; Morokvasic 
1983). Th is has been evidenced by feminist theoretical contributions, 
which, from the 1990s, have revealed the complexity of migration pat-
terns and motivations beyond the labour–family migration dualism. 
Th is important work highlighted the complex and often tense relations 
underpinning the meso-level dimension of household dynamics within 
international migration as well as the active role of migrant women not 
only in contributing to the household economy but also in gaining per-
sonal independence (Pessar  1986 ; Mahler and Pessar 2006; Kibria 1993; 
Th angarajah 2003; Gamburd 2000; Mills 1999). We should note that 
the achievement of an active role within the household is only one aspect 
of women’s expectations related to emigration. Th is is paralleled by their 
personal projects of transformation outside the household as indepen-
dent women, a development that often causes confl icts within their fam-
ily (Gallo 2005). Th e ground-breaking work of Mary Beth Mills (1999, 
1997) on Th ai migrant women unravels how migration for Th ai women 
implies a complex mixture of household duties and personal desires, 
which bring them to actively contest prescriptive family-gendered roles 
and to pursue personal projects of autonomy, while simultaneously trying 
to maintain and refashion kinship ties and obligations under a new light. 
Yet, Mahler and Pessar note that in studies highlighting the enhanced role 
of women as active agents of international migration, there are ‘suffi  cient 
countervailing ethnographic accounts that describe the intensifi cation of 
men’s control over women as well as instances of emotional and physical 
abuse’ (2006: 34–5; see also for instance Abdulrahim  1993 ), necessitat-
ing caution as well as further comparative research. Crucially, Mahler and 
Pessar stress the need to ‘probe further how changes in females’ status as 
a result of migration aff ect  masculine privilege and how this interrelates 
with other challenges to males’ self-esteem that are caused by racism, clas-
sism, religion and legal status’ (ibid). Th is important recognition speaks 
to the wider need to avoid the dichotomisation of women’s and men’s 
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experiences in the social sciences (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). 
Indeed, if feminist studies have concentrated on the relationship between 
gender and migration by focusing on women, men’s studies have tended 
to analyse masculinities by looking at men in relation to other men (cf. 
Brod 1994). To date, very few studies systematically compare men’s and 
women’s gendered experiences of migration. Limited exceptions have 
mainly engaged with Asian migrants in Asia and the USA (Gamburd 
2000; George  2000 ,  2005 ; Ye  2014 ), but are rare in the European con-
text, where studies of gender and migration have largely remained con-
cerned with women. 

 Over the past few years, however, scholarship on migrants’ experiences 
of fatherhood is starting to challenge the construction of male migration 
as independent and labour-oriented rather than related to family issues 
(Kilkey et al.  2013b ; Brannen et al.  2013 ). Indeed, family and economic 
reasons, as well as individual aspirations, aff ect decisions about migrating 
for both men and women (Kofman et al.  2000 : 44). Some studies are 
also starting to explore the migration of male sex workers, still largely 
invisible in the literature on migrant sex workers, and present them as 
active agents in control of their lives, as often victimising rather than 
victimised (Dennis  2008 ). Nicola Mai’s research ( 2004 ) on minor and 
young adult migrant male sex workers indicates that migration is not 
only an inroad to legitimate kinship roles but is also aimed at a desire to 
experience ‘more modern’ and hedonistic individualised lifestyles. Th is 
literature too shows that male migration should be understood as driven 
by a more complex range of motives that are beyond the economic and 
the breadwinning role undertaken by male migrants, as a ‘rite of passage’ 
into adulthood and the search for (sexual) freedom. 

 Overall, and despite these important pioneering studies, the need to 
challenge the gendered distinction and clear separation between labour 
migration and family migration (considered as secondary) persists today. 
More specifi cally, we need to understand male migration as a gendered 
process beyond the economic lens and not simply view it as labour migra-
tion driven by structural forces or self-interested motives related to gains 
based on wage diff erentials, to the survival of their family, or to conform-
ing to their breadwinner role. Very little is known about how margin-
alised and subordinated masculinities are changing in diff erent national 
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locations as a result of global forces, and about the connections between 
ethnicity and masculinity in specifi c occupational settings (Hibbins 
and Pease  2009 ; see also Poster 2002: 144). Th ere is an increasing need 
to unravel how the complex interaction between men and women, 
between and within migrant groups, and between migrants and indig-
enous groups, informs masculine as well as feminine identities (Ryan and 
Webster  2008 ).  

    Men as Consumers and Providers 
of Reproductive Labour 

 Some of the scholars intervening in the debates on migrant domestic/care 
labour have expressed dissatisfaction with the notion of ‘care’, privileging 
‘reproductive labour’. Care work is deemed to have a relational nature 
which requires personal interactions and face-to-face communication, 
and produces changes in the recipient of the service (England et al.  2002 ). 
Diff erent theoretical approaches to care have important implications for 
our understanding of intersecting social relations of gender, ethnicity, 
and class. In line with Glenn ( 1992 ), who fi rst stressed the wide spectrum 
of activities and resulting social relationships constructed through repro-
ductive labour, Parreñas notes (2012: 270) how this ‘entails a wider array 
of activities than care work; it includes purchasing household goods, 
preparing food, laundering clothes, dusting furniture, sweeping fl oors, 
maintaining community ties, caring for adults and children, socializing 
children, and providing emotional support’. As Mignon Duff y ( 2005 : 79) 
observes, ‘a theoretical focus on [care] privileges the experiences of white 
women and excludes large numbers of very-low-wage-workers’. Duff y 
draws a distinction between ‘nurturant’ versus ‘non-nurturant’ care work. 
In the USA, the ‘racial division of care work’ (ibid: 71) involves white 
women being over-represented in nurturant care jobs involving emo-
tional labour such as elderly care and childcare, while racialised women 
are largely employed in both nurturant and non-nurturant care jobs such 
as cleaning and cooking. Racialised hierarchies indeed distinguish diff er-
ent groups of women. In contrast to the notion of care, the concept of 
reproductive labour enables us to consider better the racial inequalities 
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among care providers and care recipients (Parreñas 2012). Much of the 
work done by migrant women in contemporary European societies is 
actually non-relational, which suggests that focusing on the notion of 
‘care’ can lead to ignoring the bulk of the ‘dirty work’ performed by these 
women. According to Parreñas (2012), a focus on reproductive labour 
allows us to juxtapose the role of the working-class employees with the 
role of middle-class employers and to map how racial, gender, and ethnic 
inequalities are reproduced by the consumption of these services within 
the household. A similar line is followed by Eleanor Kofman ( 2012 ), who 
rightly stresses that the category of social reproduction has the advantage 
of going beyond the exclusive focalisation on providing care to dependent 
people, and of including the complex binding of professionally active and 
dependent populations at global level. We follow Parreñas ( 2001 , 2012) 
and Kofman ( 2012 ) here and understand ‘reproductive labour’ as encom-
passing moral, emotional, and material care, addressing the needs of 
dependent individuals (children and adults) as well as those of the active 
population. Th is labour is key to social reproduction, defi ned as ‘the array 
of activities and relationships in maintaining people both on a daily basis 
and inter-generationally’ (Glenn,  1992 : 1). Th e notion of reproduction 
emerged in the 1970s in feminist debates over the relationship between 
capitalism and patriarchy. It refers to both biological and social repro-
duction sustaining people’s lives that is needed by all production systems 
(Truong  1996 ). At the same time, we contextually refer to ‘care’ and/or 
‘domestic’ work throughout the book to delve into migrants’ engagement 
within multiple tasks that can be diff erently gendered. Th ese range from 
the ‘feminine’ tasks of cleaning, caring for the elderly people, cooking, or 
shopping, to the more ‘masculine’ tasks performed by janitors, gardeners, 
or handymen. We nevertheless note how, in diff erent national or local 
contexts, specifi c tasks like janitor duties, cooking, or shopping can be 
diff erently constructed as ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ or as a nuanced com-
bination of both (see the analysis developed in Chaps.   4    ,   6    , and   7    ). 

 As diff erent authors have noted, the IDRL provides a relevant context 
in which to understand contemporary forms of racism based on essen-
tialist defi nitions of cultural diff erence, and the interplay between gender 
and ethnicity (Lutz et al.  1995 ; Miles 1993; McGovern 1997; Anderson 
2000; Lan  2006 ; Moras 2010). Racialisation is ‘inherent to the global 
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uses of women’s labour’ (Poster 2002: 132), and in the construction of 
the desirable worker that moulds the hiring process, managerial control 
in the workplace and women’s lives in general. Paid domestic/care work 
also entails ‘a distinctive type of transnational racism and development of 
racial hierarchies, as this occupation has become especially globalised in 
the past decade through the immigration of third world domestic work-
ers to the fi rst world’ (Poster 2002: 133). Despite the global relevance of 
a racialising tendency within domestic/care labour, racialised relations are 
nevertheless constructed in many and often unpredictable ways. In diff er-
ent national contexts, the racialising process draws in diverse ways from 
local politics of ethnicity, religion, and nationality, and witnesses ‘novel 
forms of cultural racism’ (Poster 2002; Anderson 2000). Racialising atti-
tudes intertwine with politics of discipline usually imposed on domestic/
care workers’ sexuality and intimate relations, as the body becomes a tar-
get of labour control (Constable  1997 ; Anderson  2003 ; Ehrenreich and 
Hochschild  2003 ). 

 However, despite the complex relational nature usually assigned to 
employment relations within the IDRL, current studies have seldom tran-
scended an exclusive focus on women in their conceptualisation of global 
relationships of paid domestic/care work. Such relationships are mainly 
conceived in terms of ‘female employer–female employee’ (Ehrenreich 
 2003 ; Rerrich  1993 ; Lutz  2002 ; Hondagneu-Sotelo  1997 ; Andall 2000; 
Escrivá  2000 ; Anderson 2000). As has been recently pointed out, the 
focus of these studies is narrow, and we need a more complex defi ni-
tion of the IDRL (Kofman and Raghuram  2006 ). Yeates ( 2009 ) sug-
gests that a better relational understanding of reproductive labour should 
include other social actors beyond women and explore the role of men 
as care providers. Th e possible inclusion of men within the analysis of 
the IDRL has been questioned by some scholars on the premise that 
few men are actually found in reproductive labour and that an emphasis 
on men’s presence would lead to romanticising the limited presence of 
those men who engage in this work (Parreñas 2012: 272). Duff y ( 2005 ) 
shows how in the USA racialised men engage in non-nurturant care jobs 
in the public sphere, unlike racialised women who are more often found 
in household- based jobs. Nevertheless, Duff y argues that ‘instead of call-
ing for studies on the care work of men, perhaps we need to formulate 
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ways of documenting how the labour of migrant women relieves not only 
other women but also provides “benefi ts to men, other family members, 
and society as a whole”’ ( 2005 : 80). Parreñas (2012) concurs with Duff y 
in minimising the role of men in reproductive labour, which is deemed 
to be confi ned to non-nurturant and non-emotional tasks. 

 In this book we acknowledge the concerns of authors like Parreñas and 
Duff y insofar as we agree that men remain a minority in the provision 
of paid and unpaid reproductive labour when compared to their female 
counterparts. However, we also argue for the need to include men as 
consumers of reproductive services as well as actors who are engaged in 
household dynamics concerning the presence of a male migrant employee. 
We also have concerns about dismissing the presence of migrant men 
within nurturant care occupations based on the assumption that they 
remain an insignifi cant minority or that they are practically or ideologi-
cally detached from nurturing (and thus feminising) occupations, while 
at the same time conceptualising as exclusively ‘masculine’ other forms 
of reproductive labour such as janitorial tasks or food preparation. Our 
ethnographic research, in fact, shows that many migrant men are engaged 
not only in masculine niches of the sector (as porters, drivers, handymen, 
etc.) but also in feminised occupations such as cleaning and elderly care. 
Our study highlights how men’s engagement with this wide array of tasks 
leads them, at times, to challenge essentialist-gendered constructions of 
specifi c tasks as well as the distinction between feminised and mascu-
linised occupations, and to contextually highlight how both domains—
‘feminine/nurturing’ versus ‘masculine/non-nurturing’—might require 
the enactment of sometimes blurred gendered subjectivities and skills. 
Migrant men in nurturing care jobs constitute a signifi cant group to the 
extent to which they enable us to better understand the gendered nature 
of migration, the racialised and gendered division of work, the processes 
through which paid care work is constructed as feminine non-skilled 
work, and how the gendering of jobs can be challenged. 

 Indeed, the scholarship on masculinity has shown that care is crucial 
in nuancing men’s experiences in contemporary societies (Russell  2007 ; 
Calasanti and King  2007 ; Th ompson  2002 ). Although women in the 
family still perform a signifi cantly higher share of care work (Saraceno 
 2010 ), men are increasingly more involved in unpaid (and paid, we 
suggest) family care, according to class diff erences. While upper-middle 
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and middle-class families are characterised by more liberal gender ideolo-
gies than working-class households, the gendered division of work tends 
to be more egalitarian in the latter case, where it is associated with lower 
education levels, economic precariousness, and the lack of opportuni-
ties of outsourcing domestic/care work which are available to better-off  
families (Shows and Gerstel 2009). In Europe, working-class individuals 
(men and women) are more likely to be personally involved in provid-
ing care to their elderly relatives than those with higher education levels 
(Saraceno  2010 ). As Hanlon (2012: 6) notes, care relations are a ‘source 
of tensions and contradictions in men’s lives’, as they require men to 
negotiate between ‘hegemonic dictates of masculinity’ and the practices, 
knowledge, and emotions involved in engaging with care. We argue that 
the assumption that migrant men do not engage in paid nurturing care 
work or that they remain ideologically and emotionally detached from 
care provision, reaffi  rming their masculinity as a way to keep feminised 
‘dirty work’ at a distance, does not adequately capture the transforma-
tive eff ects of the working experience of those migrant men who enter 
such feminised occupations because of legal constraints, family expecta-
tions, emotional insecurity and fear, or personal choices (see Chaps.   4    , 
  6    , and   7     in this book), and does not allow us to map the unpredictable 
ways in which men make sense of these experiences and of their shift-
ing masculinities. We know very little about the role played by men in 
the IDRL, both as providers and recipients of domestic/care service. As 
we have analysed in our previous work (Gallo and Scrinzi  2015 ), men’s 
involvement as consumers of paid domestic/care services may result in 
the taking up of responsibilities of hiring, supervising, and supporting 
domestic/care worker as a way to participate in intergenerational care 
and in family well-being, and to comply with gendered model of respon-
sible husband or nurturing son. Men’s practical and ideological attitude 
as employers of migrant domestic workers also highly varies according to 
class, kin role, and working status. While in this context we will mainly 
focus on middle- class Italian male employers, in another context we have 
shown how working-class men, while being able to outsource paid care to 
migrant men on an hourly basis, also struggle with the need to combine 
diff erent care requirements across generations, and are not fully exempted 
from their role as informal care providers and engagement with ‘dirty’ 
non-nurturing and/or nurturing work (Gallo and Scrinzi 2015). 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_7


14 Migration, Masculinities and Reproductive Labour

 We move on from these considerations by arguing that we also need 
to include the analysis of men’s experiences and plural masculinities in 
order to achieve a more relational understanding of gender within the 
IDRL.  In noting how the presence of men in social reproduction still 
needs to be addressed, Kofman and Raghuram (2015: 7) off er a synthesis, 
and a point of departure for future studies, of the relational dimension of 
reproductive labour:

  Th e presence of women and men in migration streams is always intimately 
related. Social reproduction involves both men and women as providers 
and recipients of this labour. Gender relations infl uence the nature of social 
reproduction, how it is divided and performed and who pays for it and 
where. Th ese relations are contingent not only upon the social norms of 
sending and destination countries, but also on the process of transit and 
the immigration regulations, which infl uence who is available to do what 
and the sectors of labour market demands. Moreover, these relations are 
dynamic and change not only individually but also in relation to each 
other. For instance, a growth in demand for a certain kind of male labour 
will also lead to a growth in female migration. […] Th us female reproduc-
tive migrant labour within families accompanies male migrant productive 
labour,  and the reverse is also true.  

   In keeping with this, and as this book also indicates, any analysis of the 
involvement of women and men in reproductive labour should take into 
account diff erent socio-economic, institutional, legal, and cultural fac-
tors which operate in a gendered way at global as well as national level. 
As the analysis developed in this book shows, migrant men gain a degree 
of familiarity with both paid and unpaid care labour through the migra-
tion of their wives or other kinwomen, by following the latter in their 
migrant journeys, as well as by entering migration individually and then 
confronting a limited labour market and gendered occupational and legal 
requirements. In the process, migrant men are often, willingly or unwill-
ingly, led to question dominant models of hegemonic masculinity usually 
associated with non-nurturant, unemotional, and dispassionate conduct 
and values (Montes 2013) and reconsider their aff ective and reproductive 
lives within the family and beyond it. 
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 We argue that we need to integrate in the same frame of analysis how, 
on the one hand, subordinate men experience globalising pressures by 
being involved in the feminisation of labour through their migrant wives, 
daughters, or sisters, and, on the other hand, how hegemonic mascu-
linities are forged through men’s consumption of domestic/care services. 
As we have discussed, on the one hand, the existing research bypasses the 
political domain of the home as an important site where global hegemonic 
masculinities are forged through the enactment of family and working 
relations. On the other hand, it overlooks how subordinate men and mas-
culinities become harnessed in the feminisation of labour, and the impor-
tance of paid domestic/care work as a site where masculinities are made 
and unmade through complex social interactions and where sexuality, 
intimate relations, and family roles are reworked (Gallo 2006; Chopra 
 2006 ; Näre 2010). Indeed, domestic/care services appear as an important 
site for the construction of racialised and subaltern masculinities across 
time and space, from the late nineteenth century to the present day, in 
contexts as diverse as northern, western, and southern Europe, India, and 
Africa (Sarti and Scrinzi  2010 ). Importantly, scholars researching men’s 
engagement with occupations traditionally seen as ‘women’s work’ have 
pointed out that each occupational culture is framed around stereotypical 
understandings of femininities and masculinities that ask men to comply 
with, or conform to, public expectations of bodily behaviour that con-
strain their embodied experience of work. However, the same literature 
has highlighted how men’s engagement with feminised representations 
of male workers also opens (sometimes limited) spaces of subversion in 
which gender is actively undone by subjects in order to challenge current 
representations and to enhance their social positions (Hall et  al.  2007 ; 
Robinson et al. 2009; Simpson 2004; Williams  1995 ; Simpson  2004 ). 

 Recent work has also demonstrated the heterogeneity of tasks taken up 
by migrant men within the more general sphere of reproductive labour, 
ranging from more feminised activities (cooking, cleaning, caring) to 
traditionally male tasks like gardening or driving (Kilkey et al.  2013a ). 
Th is heterogeneity is coterminous with the proliferation of paid tasks 
within the new gendered economies of household services (cleaning, car-
ing, tending, selling, fi xing, and serving) that prevail in the new global 
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cities like Dubai, Los Angeles, London, New  York, or Berlin (Sassen 
 1991 ). In this line, Ramirez and Hondagneu-Sotelo have shown that in 
Los Angeles the proliferation of Latino migrant workers has ‘activated an 
expanding demand for gendered household work’, which is now seen less 
as a privilege of the rich and more as a resource for a wider range of classes 
(2009: 72). In turn, they argue, the internal segmentation of employ-
ment related to home maintenance allows migrant men a certain degree 
of social mobility, enabling them to move from positions as unskilled 
workers to entrepreneurs. Engagement with diff erent aspects of repro-
ductive labour may impact the way men perceive their gendered selves, 
as well as their experiences of deskilling or, alternatively, of limited social 
mobility in the receiving context. For example, employment in catering 
brought Ecuadorian migrant men in New York into the heart of what 
was, prior to migration, conceived as women’s work. Yet, migrant men 
also progressively came to view changes in their working lives as part ‘of a 
larger adherence to the discipline needed to be successful abroad’ and to 
achieve mature status as adult men (Pribilsky 2004: 319). 

 Beyond this work, however, very little has been done to explore how 
men’s gendered practices are changing in diff erent national contexts as a 
result of international migration and immigration policies. A contextual-
ised analysis of the growing commodifi cation of masculinised domestic/
care labour is timely and necessary (Williams  2010 ; Búriková and Miller 
 2010 ). Th is book draws from the consideration that the prevailing ‘immi-
grant-women-only approach’ has signifi cantly ‘retarded our understand-
ing of how gender as a social system contextualises migration processes 
for all migrants’. At the same time, we note that while women’s experi-
ences of international migration in the context of the IDRL have been 
studied for about 20 years, men’s agency in such global arrangements has 
not. Th is is a signifi cant  oversight. Th e increasing presence of migrant 
workers in reproductive labour jobs requires scholars to achieve a more 
relational understanding of how gender operates at the interplay between 
macro-level forces (globalisation and the nation state), the meso-level 
of social networks and organisations (households, and non-institutional 
actors such as NGOs trade unions and churches), and the micro-level of 
the individual workers, their employers, and their families (Kilkey et al. 
 2010 ,  2013a ; Williams  2012 ). From this perspective, the book proposes 
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a ground-breaking analysis of how men become involved in the gendered 
network of relations underpinning reproductive labour as a result of 
global forces as well as of shifting migration and care regimes. It adopts a 
relational perspective on gender by also considering the social network of 
relationships established by migrant men with female and male employ-
ers, female domestic workers, and their female family members, and how 
these inform their experience and agency as individuals and household 
members. 

 Our book, therefore, responds to recent criticisms and debates in the 
fi elds of feminist studies, migration studies, and masculinity studies by 
addressing four sets of issues:

    1.     Gender at the interplay between care and migration regimes . Th e book 
addresses the need to analyse how migration regimes in diff erent 
European states intertwine with care regimes to produce specifi c gen-
dered confi gurations of employment. By placing Italy within a wider 
international framework of analysis, the book contributes to the 
understanding of how the interplay between global, national, and local 
forces shapes the gender, ethnic, and class dimension of contemporary 
social reproduction. By focusing on the progressive enrolment of men 
in both traditionally male tasks and feminised occupations of repro-
ductive labour, the book achieves a more relational understanding of 
the gender dynamics underpinning the consumption and provision of 
such household-based services.   

   2.     Gendered racism and the social construction of migrant / racialised mascu-
linities.  Th e book explores the various sites and actors (states, the 
media, the labour market, the Catholic church, NGOs) contributing 
to the construction of migrant/racialised masculinities. Th rough their 
practices in the public and private spheres, migrant men negotiate and 
contest dominant models of ‘criminal’ and ‘respectable’ racialised mas-
culinity. In doing so, they contribute to the gendered construction and 
negotiation of ethnicity and ideas of cultural diff erence (both between 
migrants and Italians, and among diff erent groups of migrants).   

   3.     Th e reconfi guration of gender across the public / private divide ,  in the 
context of international migration.  In immigration societies, migrant 
men develop strategies to accommodate their own understandings of 
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masculinity, to resist the demeaning of their masculinity, and to main-
tain their privileges, both at work and within their families. For these 
men, the destabilising of patriarchal privileges and downgrading of 
social mobility due to migration combine with the gendered implica-
tions of entering a feminised job in the domestic sphere, often under 
female authority. At the same time, migrant men can reaffi  rm patriar-
chal hierarchies and values at home, and some can also withdraw from 
domestic/care services in search of better job opportunities.   

   4.     Th e plurality of men ’ s practices and masculinities in the IDRL.  Migrant 
men working as domestic/care workers participate in the gendered and 
racialised division of work in Italy, within which diff erent construc-
tions of masculinity and femininity are embedded, reproduced, and 
challenged. Drawing additionally on interviews with male and female 
employers, the book sheds light on shifting masculinities and men’s 
practices in both migrant and Italian households, whose arrangements 
concerning the gendered division of work are connected through the 
‘outsourcing’ of domestic tasks. In so doing, and by comparing the 
trajectories and experiences of migrant men of diff erent nationality, 
age, and social background, the book explores the plurality of models 
and experiences of masculinity and the interplay of social relations of 
gender, class, ethnicity, and racism across the public/private divide.      

    Researching Migrant Men in Italy 

 In Italy, a country combining a traditionally familial welfare state with one 
of the highest rates of inhabitants aged more than 65 years in Europe, the 
demand for elderly care services is met by migrant workers who often work as 
live-in domestics. As in other European countries, the USA, or Asia, Italy has 
witnessed an increasing ‘ migrantisation ’ of paid domestic/care work (Kilkey 
et al.  2010 : 380), that is, the increasing presence of unskilled migrants of dif-
ferent nationalities. Importantly, in the process, migrant labour has come to 
function as an alternative to the direct provision of these services by the state 
(Huang et al. 2012; Ramirez 2011; Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001). Otherwise, 
restrictive Italian immigration policies are positive towards domestic work-
ers, relying on massive regularisations of illegal care-givers. 
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 In Italy, household-based domestic/care services off er migrant men one 
of the few opportunities to access (albeit insecure) legal juridical status. 
Further, one of the consequences of increased unemployment among 
migrants following the global fi nancial crisis of 2008—rising from 12.1 % 
in 2008 to 16.7 % in 2011—has been the growing number of migrant men 
accepting low-skilled jobs such as paid domestic/care work as a primary or 
secondary part-time occupation (Caritas Dossier Statistico Immigrazione 
2012). Furthermore, undocumented migrant men tend to enter domestic/
care jobs temporarily in order to regularise their juridical position, leaving 
these occupations after a few years (Sarti  2010 ). Th us, Italy constitutes a 
signifi cant case study of the cross-national trend of the ‘re-masculinisation’ 
of paid reproductive labour. Th e Italian context thus allows for an analysis 
of subordinate masculinities in the context of the IDRL and the impact 
of migration on the gendered division of work, both in migrant and non-
migrant families, which is relevant to the global context. 

 Th e book is based on ethnographic data collected by the authors (both 
of whom are native Italian speakers) over a period of 16 years (1996–
2012). Th e research involved a total of 250 interviews (biographical 
and semi-structured) with male and female informants (migrant work-
ers employed in household-based domestic/care services, their families, 
employers, training and recruitment workers, representatives of NGOs, 
trade unions, Catholic parishes, government bodies, and migrants’ associ-
ations) as well as participant observation in houses, parishes, associations, 
and other signifi cant contexts. Out of 250 interviews, 170 were conducted 
with migrant workers—96 women and 74 men—of diff erent nationali-
ties. Of the 74 men, 18 came from Latin America (Peru and Ecuador), 
28 from Southeast and South Asia (the Philippines, India, Sri Lanka, 
Bangladesh, and Pakistan), 13 from Africa (Senegal, Morocco, Ghana, 
and Cameroon), 6 from Eastern Europe (Poland and Romania), and 9 
from Albania. Men from Sri Lanka, India, Morocco, the Philippines, and 
Peru account for the most signifi cant share of migrant men’s participation 
in paid domestic/care work in Italy (ISTAT  2009 ). Nevertheless, impor-
tant diff erences exist, at least in the context of our research. In some cases 
(such as for men from South India, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, and Latin 
America), men’s entry into unpaid and paid reproductive labour is the 
result of pioneer and long-term female migration to Italy. In this situation, 
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migrant men may more often enter the sector as a result of family pressure 
and also because paid reproductive labour is increasingly becoming an 
integral part of shifting cultures of migration at home and in the diaspora. 
As our analysis will show, migrant men may enter into paid domestic/
care work in search of stability, safety, or a more rewarding experience (as 
opposed to riskier occupations or jobs where exposure to racism is felt 
to be greater). Among migrant men who came to Italy in the 1970s and 
1980s, these jobs also off ered them an inroad to more professional and 
better-paid employment in nursing. However, the crossover to nursing 
from paid domestic/care work in Italy has decreased considerably since 
the mid-1990s (Gallo 2005, 2006). Among these communities, the role 
of women as agents of family reunion was particularly heightened, and 
the migration of husbands, children, or other male kin was actively pro-
moted by pioneer women. In other cases (such as for men from Albania, 
Morocco, Senegal, Pakistan, and Bangladesh), men’s entry into paid repro-
ductive labour is more frequently, although not exclusively, conceptualised 
in terms of a strategy aimed at securing regularisation, or as a way to regain 
stability after traumatic journeys as clandestine immigrants or periods of 
prolonged unemployment. Men from these communities more frequently 
reached Italy alone; either they were unmarried or had left their spouses 
behind in the home country. In many of the cases, however, the migrant 
men we spoke with actively refl ected upon their involvement in feminised 
and masculinised occupations within the IDRL, and on the changes this 
had produced in their lives and self-perception. 

 Across diff erent migrant communities, a higher percentage of men 
than women had previous experiences of internal migration within their 
own country or abroad. Higher levels of literacy were usually present 
among South Indian, Sri Lankan, Filipino, and Latin American migrants 
than among men coming from other countries. For 68 % of the women 
in our sample, Italy was their fi rst migrant destination; for many of them, 
domestic/care labour was their fi rst form of employment after migration, 
and only 28 % had held a previous job in the sending country. Among 
this 28 %, a total of 11 % had skilled or semi-skilled jobs as teachers, 
computer technicians, or low-level government employees, or unskilled 
jobs in factories or the service sector. Th e others were mainly employed 
in agriculture, manual factory labour, petty business, or the service sector. 
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Among the 32 % of women who had previous (internal and/or inter-
national) emigration experience, 15 % were employed in domestic/care 
labour, 7 % in agricultural labour, 9 % in unskilled jobs in the service 
sector or in petty business, and only 1 % had semi-skilled jobs (mainly 
as secretaries or kindergarten workers). In contrast, 58 % of the migrant 
men in our sample had previous (internal or international) emigration 
experience. Among them, 6 % worked in the paid domestic/care sector, 
11 % in agriculture, 9 % in ethnic businesses, 11 % had semi-skilled jobs 
as computer technicians, accountants, or secretaries, 12 % had technical 
jobs as carpenters, electricians, or tailors, and 9 % had worked in the 
tourism or service sectors (e.g., in restaurants or hotels). For the 42 % 
who had no previous migration experience, nearly 34 % had had previous 
occupations, although many had experienced periods of unemployment, 
and 8 % had no previous working experience, mainly including young 
migrants who had higher educational degrees and who had migrated 
after completing their school or university diplomas. Within this 34 %, 
a total of 11 % were employed in agriculture, 13 % held skilled or semi- 
skilled jobs as teachers, computer technicians, government employees, or 
accountants, 5 % had technical jobs, 3 % ran small businesses, and 2 % 
were in the army. Th e majority of the migrant men we interviewed self- 
identifi ed as Christian (mainly Catholic, but also Protestant or Greek- 
Orthodox), with the exception of all the men from Bangladesh and 
Pakistan and some informants from Africa. Th e specifi c composition of 
our sample partly refl ects our predominant interest in analysing the role 
of Christian religion and institutions, and of Catholicism in particular, 
in promoting forms of international mobility within the IDRL and in 
shaping the gendered experience of migrant men in Italy. 

 Th e data were collected in two large and two smaller cities: Milan and 
Genoa in Northern Italy, and Rome and Perugia in Central Italy. Milan 
and Genoa, despite their diff erence in size, are both important post-
industrial cities. Rome is the capital city, with an economy largely domi-
nated by services. Perugia is a small city whose economy has been mainly 
driven by the surrounding small-scale fi rms and food industry. Th e four 
chosen cities mirror current tendencies in national immigration trends: 
a fast-growing migrant population (in 2008 Eurostat estimated that the 
immigrant population in Italy had grown at a rate of 240 % over the 
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previous decade), a high level of diversity in terms of the nationalities 
represented, and the importance of domestic/care services as a source of 
employment for migrants (Rapporto Immigrazione per Lavoro in Italia 
2011). Migrants are mainly concentrated in the Central and Northern 
areas of the country where they constitute between 7.2 and 10 % of 
the total population, respectively. Th e number of migrant domestic/
care workers employed in Southern Italy is estimated to be lower than 
that in the rest of the country (Pasquinelli and Rusmini 2008). While 
Southern Italy appears to be an area of transit for international migrants, 
the wealthier Central and Northern Italy off er greater opportunities for 
social mobility in terms of employment (Rapporto Immigrazione per 
Lavoro in Italia 2011). A great number of migrant domestic/care work-
ers are employed in two of the areas where the research was conducted: 
16 % of all migrant domestic workers in Italy are employed in Rome 
and Milan alone (ISTAT  2009 ). Th e chosen methodology also allowed 
us to analyse the gendered social construction of the racialised Other at 
diff erent levels. Th e book takes domestic/care services as a site to explore 
how gendered ‘cultural diff erences’ are constructed across the private/
public divide to create hierarchies among diff erent groups of migrants, 
and how migrant men negotiate this racialised stratifi cation. Th e choice 
of focusing on migrants of diff erent nationalities refl ects the highly het-
erogeneous ethnic composition of migrants in Italy, where more than 
130 nationalities are represented (ISTAT  2010 ; Pittau 2011). As this 
heterogeneity represents a growing defi ning feature of many urban con-
texts of other immigration countries in Europe (Vertovec 2007), the 
Italian context provides a site that is relevant to the European situation, 
where the gendered politics of recognition and diff erence are variously 
enacted and negotiated by the state and by diff erent groups of migrants 
(Grillo and Pratt 2002; Zontini 2010). As in other European contexts, 
the diversity in terms of the migrants’ nationalities is associated with 
processes of racialisation based on the construction of positive- and neg-
ative-gendered stereotypes that pit various national groups against one 
another (Gallo 2006, 2013; Scrinzi  2013 ), targeting Muslim migrants 
in particular. ‘Ethnic diversity’ is constructed by political actors and 
civil society to fuel essentialist assumptions around the ‘cultural diff er-
ence’ of each ‘community’. 
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 Semi-structured interviews were conducted with all participants, and 
were combined with more informal conversations as well ethnographic 
participant observation in migrants’ working and daily lives. We also 
sometimes visited the families where migrant men were employed and 
could subsequently discuss with both employers and employees some 
of the observed dynamics. We shared leisure time with workers, visit-
ing their fl ats, their parishes, or other signifi cant social places where they 
spent their free time. Th e long timeframe of the research—spanning the 
late 1990s to the present—allows us to trace two important and inter-
related processes. On the one hand, the book analyses the social and 
occupational mobility of male migrant domestic workers and delineates 
how, in individual trajectories, entering or leaving paid care and domestic 
work informs shifting models of gender identifi cation across time. We 
were able to meet migrant men on multiple occasions and see how their 
engagement with the IDRL changed over time and according to shift-
ing socio-economic and legal situations. Among the men who came to 
Italy in the last decade, a high degree of diffi  dence towards our role as 
researchers was shown (greater than we saw among their female counter-
parts or among compared to men who came before the late 1990s). Men 
were concerned about our possible intentions to investigate their legal 
status, and the uncertain and time-consuming nature of their jobs did not 
allow much time to engage in long conversations, at least in our initial 
encounters. Th is diffi  dence usually diminished during subsequent meet-
ing, sometimes, thanks to the word of mouth of some other informants 
who guaranteed our ‘good’ intentions. 

 We also met (male and female) Italian employers several times. Th is 
allowed an understanding of how family relationships and experiences of 
(unpaid and paid) reproductive labour changed over time in our infor-
mants’ lives, and also of their changing attitudes towards us as researchers. 
As women from the same majority group, we were at once insiders—in 
terms of our Italian nationality—and outsiders, in so far as we were inter-
viewing men on the subject of ‘women’s work’. Men’s attitudes during 
preliminary interviews were sometimes oriented towards ‘saving face’ in 
front of perceived possible criticism for being careless about domestic 
responsibilities. Articulating his initial embarrassment, one informant 
ironically stated that not only his wife and sister were demanding more 
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involvement, but also women’s academics were checking that he was doing 
his homework! Upper-class men approached us by emphasising their vir-
tue as responsible kin. Middle-class, and especially working-class men, 
stressed that their involvement was motivated by fi nancial constraints. 
Yet, subsequent interviews off ered space for more relaxed conversations. 
Talking with the informants about common problems in arranging 
elderly care in our respective families made gender diff erences less salient. 
Men adopted less defensive stances and more openly refl ected on how 
their attitudes towards care were changing with time and experience. 

 In addition, the long timeframe of the study enabled us to assess the 
changeability of ethnic categorisations across time, thus investigating their 
historical and socially constructed nature. For instance, the book addresses 
the shift from the stigmatising representations of Eastern European men, 
which were dominant in the 1990s in Italy, to current media and 
political discourses, focusing on Muslim male migrants as patriarchal and 
violent men. 

 Beyond the use of interviews and ethnographic participation, we also 
oriented our research towards narrative analysis in order to grasp how 
men’s self-perceptions and subjectivities were constructed in relation to 
diff erent moments of migration, their life-cycle, and shifting working 
experiences within reproductive labour. As Gardner (2002a: 29) sug-
gests, ‘narratives can be powerful tools in indicating the diverse elements 
that constitute identity, and the ways in which identities shift and are 
contested within the same individual’. In our context, narratives were 
 important sources for the conceptualisation of the migrants’ ambivalent 
and often emotionally charged experiences of deskilling, the downgrad-
ing of mobility, and separation from their families that resulted from 
their direct or indirect involvement with the IDRL. Narratives off ered 
insights into male migrants’ dilemmas in being seen as good fathers 
providing good care while their partners were absent. Th ey also off ered 
insights into the constraints involved in fi nding a good balance between 
caring for the families of others and caring for their own families. Finally, 
they demonstrated how both Italian and migrant men’s engagement with 
reproductive labour was far more complex than a model of ‘circumstan-
tial acceptance-with-ideological distancing’ would suggest, and touched 
upon their understanding of themselves and of their place in the world.  
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    Outline of the Book 

 In seven chapters and a conclusion, the book threads the analysis of shift-
ing welfare, gender, and migration regimes, together with an analysis of 
the transformation in men and women’s engagement with migration and 
specifi cally with the IDRL, which has occurred in recent decades. 

 Chapter   2     reviews and discusses existing studies and data on the employ-
ment of migrant men in Europe and compares this context with other 
relevant geopolitical areas such as the USA and Asian countries. It places 
the analysis of the Italian case within a wider comparative perspective and 
highlights how the analysis of a specifi c state context is able to illuminate 
wider tendencies in the way contemporary changes in welfare and migra-
tion regimes intertwine with the gendered globalisation of domestic/care 
workers. Th e chapter also locates the analysis of migrant men within the 
literature on the ‘global care chain’ and discusses existing studies on the 
employment of men in feminised jobs and, more specifi cally, of migrant 
men in paid domestic/care work in European and Asian countries and the 
USA, including other forms of employment beyond traditional household-
based domestic/care services, such as  residential care. 3  Historical perspec-
tives on domestic service are used to show that in the nineteenth century, 
some occupations within domestic/care work have, in many national con-
texts, undergone a progressive process of  feminisation . Conversely, in the 
last two decades, a certain degree of  re-masculinisation  has occurred as a 
result of international migration, particularly (but not exclusively) from 
Asian and South American countries. Th e analysis also takes into account 
the fact that some tasks taken up by migrant men within reproductive 
labour are traditionally conceived as ‘masculine’ in diff erent sending and 

3   While most studies of the IDRL focus on traditional forms of domestic service, based on the 
relationship between a private employer and an employee and carried out in the private sphere 
(Anderson  2000 ; Andall 2000; Parreñas  2001 ), migrants are also employed in institutional and 
public settings. Recent scholarship has contributed to broadening our defi nition of the IDRL, by 
incorporating into the analysis other agents of social reproduction besides the household—such as 
the non-profi t sector, the market, and the state (Kofman and Raghuram  2006 ,  2015 ; Yeates  2009 ; 
Williams  2010 ,  2012 , Triandafyllidou and Marchetti 2014a; Mayer-Ahuja 2004). Th e studies 
highlighting the similarities between home-based domestic service, formal and institutional care, 
and state care provision and employment in health and care services in the public sector reveal what 
Fiona Williams ( 2014 : 20) calls a ‘continuum in migrant care labour’ between these diff erent 
worlds and forms of organisation of care. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_2
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receiving countries. Th is, we suggest, demonstrates the necessity to adopt 
a more nuanced understanding of the gendered characterisation of repro-
ductive labour as traditionally and exclusively  female  and  feminised . 

 Chapter   3     locates the issues of racism, masculinities, and the IDRL in 
the specifi cs of the Italian cultural–political context, connecting its national 
features to European tendencies. Th is chapter discusses how ethnicity, 
gender, and religion/secularism operate in Europe and Italy to construct 
social hierarchies and forms of exploitation and discrimination in specifi c 
occupational settings. Restrictive immigration policies are associated with 
public and political debates that serve to construct racialised hierarchies 
based on ideas of gender, sexuality, and religion. Th e ‘good’ migrants, 
subservient and easy to integrate, are opposed to the ‘bad’ migrants, lazy 
and deviant. Men of diff erent nationalities are constructed as eff eminate 
or, in contrast, are associated with hyper- masculinity, criminal activ-
ity, and sexual violence. After having discussed Italian party politics on 
immigration as well as the role played by the Catholic Church in public 
debates on multi-culturalism and its action in mediating the entry of for-
eign workers in this sector, the chapter moves to consider how gendered 
immigration policies and representations of migration materialise in the 
domain of reproductive labour in this country. Immigration policies con-
fer on both migrant women and men in this sector the respectability they 
would otherwise lack, while working in jobs that make them visible in 
the public sphere. In dominant representations of migrant domestic/care 
labour, the Italian nation is assimilated to a domestic community, while 
the private sphere—the domestic workers’ workplace—is constructed as 
a space providing an opportunity for cultural integration of the racialised 
Other. Here, (Christian) migrant men employed in the home emerge as 
the opposite and complementary fi gure to the threatening (Muslim) mas-
culine Others who are hyper-visible in the public space. 

 Chapter   4     explores the social networks and agencies that mediate the 
entrance of migrant men (and women) into domestic service in Italy, as 
well as the men’s trajectories and experiences in this feminised job. Catholic 
institutions play an important role in mediating the entry of migrant 
women and men into the job by providing informal services including 
training, recruitment, and administrative support for the regularisation 
of these workers. Migrant men also enter reproductive labour through 
women-centred networks, as their wives or mothers are already employed 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_3
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in domestic/care services. Practices among these ‘gate- keepers’ of domes-
tic/care services contribute to establishing a gendered and racialised divi-
sion of work, by reproducing the construction of the migrants’ respectable 
‘domestic masculinity’. Th e chapter then analyses the strategies of male 
domestic/care workers in dealing with processes of criminalisation as well 
as the demeaning of their masculinity in a feminised job. Th e presence of 
these men in the job serves to shift the sex- typing of work, and the idea of 
a ‘natural’ hierarchy between men and women is challenged in the process. 
Male domestic/care workers renegotiated their gendered identities and 
engaged with emotional labour in the workplace, based on age and life-
cycle diff erences. Yet, gender segregation and the overall gendered division 
of work in the sector seemed to be reproduced: migrant men were able to 
access a wider range of occupations than women, and while they entered 
the job as ‘newcomers’ in the lowest echelons, over time, they experienced 
greater internal upward mobility than women within the sector. 

 Chapter   5     explores the social construction of hegemonic and subor-
dinate masculinities in the home by considering work relations between 
migrant male workers and their employers in cleaning and elderly care 
services. Th e chapter considers the practices and experiences of male and 
female employers of diff erent class backgrounds to provide insight into 
the shifting of dominant models of gender in Italian families. It does so, 
fi rstly, by tackling the subjective dimension of engaging with the emo-
tional implications of outsourcing reproductive tasks to a (male) foreign 
worker. We refer here to the work of self-transformation experienced by 
male employers forced to reconsider their ‘ways of being and acting’—as 
one male employer told us—within the home. Secondly, the chapter anal-
yses the dynamics through which the acceptance of a male migrant work-
ers into the domestic space is acquired across time and is proved against 
the backdrop of the employers’ family’s suspicion and the public repre-
sentation of (specifi c groups of ) migrant men as threatening. Further, the 
chapter compares work relations and personalistic attitudes vis-à-vis their 
employees of male employers of middle-class and working-class back-
ground. Although the former helping the employee in this respect serves 
to reassert their own status as Italian householders, the latter’s withdrawal 
from personalistic work relations is often underpinned by a sense of real 
or imagined competition for resources with the migrants. Finally, the 
chapter considers whether and how religion is mobilised by employers as 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_5
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a criterion for recruitment and in the construction of the proximity or 
distance between them and their male employees. 

 Chapter   6     investigates migrant men’s experiences of conjugality and 
fatherhood and their narratives of love, sacrifi ce, and independence. Th e 
chapter analyses the experiences of men who are inserted into a wider (and 
female-centred) migrant kinship network, who have reached Italy through 
legal family reunion and also who have arrived individually through legal 
or illegal means, showing how international migration and men’s employ-
ment in paid domestic/care work can simultaneously challenge and rein-
force gender hierarchies in migrant families. First, the chapter analyses the 
men’s narratives of illegality and immobility and ‘being stuck’ during the 
‘waiting time’ between marriage and family reunion, unravelling men’s 
fragility. Th e role of the moral and material debt contracted with wives 
and kin women plays a signifi cant role in men’s  acceptance of working in 
the domestic/care sector in the fi rst months following their arrival. Men 
stressed their anxieties in meeting the expectations of their wives and rela-
tives in order to maintain good kinship relations and gain acceptance in 
the new context. Second, changes related to migration and the socialisa-
tion of men into (unpaid as well as paid) care tasks may have a consider-
able impact on the gendered division of work in the household and on the 
allocation of economic responsibilities. Men are explicit about rethinking 
their gendered roles within the family, including fatherhood, by drawing 
from their experiences of paid domestic/care work. However, a more equal 
gendered division of work within the migrant family cannot be generalised; 
based on our sample, these changes are often conditioned upon diff erences 
related to the generation and life- cycle stage of migrant men, as well as 
their class background and previous migration and working experiences. 

 Chapter   7     delves into migrant men’s occupational and social mobility 
outside live-in reproductive labour jobs; these men strategically use the 
values of ‘connectedness’ and ‘respectability’, which mould understand-
ings and practices of domestic/care services, in order to reassert their eco-
nomic power in the household and gain residential autonomy. In this 
chapter, the analysis engages with a twofold process of social mobility as 
enacted by migrant men and their families. Th e fi rst refers to an ‘internal’ 
move within reproductive labour opportunities from feminised occupa-
tions towards niches traditionally conceived as ‘specialised’ and mascu-

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_7


1 Introduction 29

line, such as porter and concierge work for upper middle-class families. 
Accessing concierge work is key to migrant men’s engagement with a 
model of respectable masculinity, which comes to be partly dissociated 
from the emasculating stigma attached to household-based paid domestic/
care work. Complementing existing analyses of female domestic workers 
and their female employers, the chapter also explores the ways in which 
migrant porters negotiate class relations at work, claiming for themselves 
a moral superiority and the role of advisor in the matter of family rela-
tions and sexuality, which is usually enacted by their upper- class male 
employers. In doing so, migrant men also position themselves in relation 
to dominant representations of immoral and threatening hyper-masculin-
ity of other migrant groups. Second, the chapter analyses the trajectories 
of migrant men searching for public visibility and  diff erent routes of social 
mobility beyond reproductive labour, by engaging with diff erent occupa-
tional settings and also with associational activities including in Catholic 
organisations. Th rough these activities in the public sphere, men con-
struct wider (masculine) networks of sociability outside women-centred 
and kin networks. Th is allows men to question, or at least to complement 
the ‘traditional’ role of pioneer women as a referent for their community 
and as mentors for newly arrived migrants. In so doing, men negotiate 
alternative models of masculinity and fatherhood both in the public and 
the private spheres, as opposed to both the unmanning and criminalisa-
tion on which racism is based in contemporary Italy. 

 In the Conclusion we provide a summary of the main points of the 
analysis developed in the book and we discuss its main contributions to 
the literature. First, the analysis developed in this book fi lls a gap both in 
the feminist literature on the IDRL and in masculinity studies; it moves 
beyond a predominant understanding of the ‘global nanny chain’ as a 
‘women’s business’ and beyond a focus on processes of social construc-
tions of masculinity in the public sphere as opposed to the home. Second, 
the book contributes to gendering our understanding of migration as it 
goes beyond unsatisfactory conceptualisations of international mobility 
based on gendered dualisms associating male migration with economic 
interests and female migration with personal and family motives, and 
casting men as ‘individual migrants’ and women as ‘following subjects’. 
Th ird, the book provides insight into the wider and undertheorised 



30 Migration, Masculinities and Reproductive Labour

domain of migrant/racialised men in feminised occupations. We argue 
how, if compared with other feminised sectors, the positive eff ects of 
masculinity benefi ting male workers in these jobs remain limited. Yet, 
over time, men can progressively build on their capacity to provide both 
feminised and masculinised domestic/care services to command better 
working conditions than women. Overall, gender norms can be shifted, 
and the gendered division of work altered towards more egalitarian pat-
terns through the combined impact of international migration and of 
men’s employment in feminised paid work. Nonetheless, there is evi-
dence of resilience in underlying patriarchal structure. In Italy, migrant 
men’s gendered micro- practices and strategies are shaped by the local and 
global contexts of racism, gender, migration, and the IDRL; they are 
informed by the action of institutional and informal actors intervening 
on the issue of migration at the national level and they are located within 
the context of Italian immigration policies; they are defi ned by diff er-
ences between migrant men in terms of social capital, class/education, 
age, and family status. Migrant men contribute to both sustaining and 
destabilising dominant models of masculinity and the gendered division 
of work, in the family as well as in the workplace; they also actively con-
tribute to manipulating and questioning notions of racialised masculinity 
and gendered cultural diff erence through their involvement in practices 
and social interactions where categories of gender, class, and ethnicity are 
mobilised.      
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    2   
 Migrant Men in Europe and Beyond: 

Historical and Sociological Perspectives                     

      Th is chapter provides a critical discussion of sociological and historical 
studies of migration and sheds light on the gendered nature of men’s 
international mobility and the employment of migrant men in diff erent 
European countries. It does so by comparing the European context with 
other relevant geopolitical areas such as the USA and Asian countries. It 
thus places the analysis of the Italian case within a wider comparative per-
spective and highlights how the analysis of this national context is able to 
illuminate wider tendencies in the way contemporary gendered transfor-
mations in care and migration regimes intertwine with the globalisation 
of reproductive labour. 1  

1   Overall, the concept of ‘regime’ addresses the development of a defi ned set of policies that charac-
terise one state, or a cluster of states, in relation to a specifi c issue. Williams ( 2010 : 390–1) suggests 
defi ning ‘migration regimes’ according to the specifi c policies adopted to control external borders 
and regulate internal relations. Although the two levels cannot realistically be separated, ‘external 
policies’ involve rules of entrance (quotas or other special arrangements), settlement, and naturali-
sation rights, and the conferring of political, civil, and social rights should be taken into account. 
In terms of ‘internal policies’, the way in which the majority–minority relation is confi gured, 
employment patterns, politics of pluralism, integration or assimilation, or the enactment of poten-
tial discriminative laws are relevant criteria that must be taken into account in defi ning a specifi c 
state regime. Care regimes are defi ned by the degree of involvement of the state in providing and 
managing care provisions for children and the elderly—by granting maternity/paternity leave, by 
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 By exploring the intertwining eff ects of changing gendered care and 
migration regimes on contemporary international mobility, the chapter 
provides the background for assessing male migration as a gendered pro-
cess, and goes beyond the almost exclusive focus placed on women by the 
growing feminist scholarship on migration. It begins by outlining current 
global changes in migration, associated with the shift to post-industrial 
economies and their gender-specifi c impact on migrants’ trajectories. We 
discuss the global context of contemporary international migration by 
referring to interrelated trends of economic restructuring, the growing 
involvement of women in international mobility, and the diversifi cation 
of migratory fl ows. Th is section also points to how changes in immi-
gration policies, alongside the inclusion of a growing and highly diff er-
entiated migrant population, have impacted the gendered inclusion of 
migrant men into European labour markets. 

 Th e central part of the chapter considers how global forces intersect 
with national policies to mould the experience of migrant men working 
in reproductive labour, thus addressing the institutional factors operat-
ing at meso-level to shape the relationship between migration and care 
provision (Williams  2012 ). It focuses on diff erences between the USA 
and Europe in the way migration regimes intersect with care regimes. By 
comparing the existent work on migrant men and changing care regimes 
in Europe, the analysis places Italy at the centre of wider European ten-
dencies, questioning the exclusive identifi cation of the Italian case as an 
harbinger of a supposed ‘Mediterranean’ model. 

 Th e fi nal part of the chapter locates the analysis of migrant men within 
the literature on the ‘global care chains’ (Hochschild  2001 : 130). Th is 
section discusses the features of men’s employment in feminised jobs, 
and, more specifi cally, of male migrants in paid domestic/care work in 
Africa, Asia, the Americas, and Europe. We discuss historical studies 
on domestic service to point to the intersection between the changes in 
the gendered division of work in modern Europe on the one hand, and 
processes of racialisation of the working classes, ethnic minorities, and 

allowing cash or tax benefi ts, or by organising home or public services—and/or by the extent to 
which care is outsourced to the private sector or to voluntary workers (Bettio and Plantenga  2004 ). 
Th is notion has been used also to analyse the specifi c discursive and normative frameworks sur-
rounding care in diff erent national contexts (Williams  2012 ). 
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migrants on the other hand. Th e discussion addresses their employment 
in domestic/care services beyond the household-based arrangement, 
which is based on the relationship between a private employer and an 
employee. Drawing from this discussion, we show the need to adopt a 
more nuanced understanding of the gendered characterisation of migrant 
reproductive labour in order to challenge views representing it as exclu-
sively female and feminised. 

    Gendering Male Migration in a Global Context 

 Starting from the 1980s, post-industrial economic restructuring associ-
ated with the economic crisis of 1973 and combining with economic 
globalisation and geo-political change has profoundly aff ected patterns of 
international migration worldwide (Sassen  1988 ). In the Global South, 
economic globalisation has resulted in the development of manufacturing 
industries and off -shore production zones; in these countries, ‘structural 
adjustment programmes’ and the actions of transnational institutions 
such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) have contributed to ris-
ing levels of poverty and growing inequalities between affl  uent societies 
and developing countries. In this context, higher numbers of individuals 
engage in both internal and international migration, and a greater num-
ber of countries are aff ected by these mobilities (Castles and Miller  2009 ). 
Migratory fl ows have also intensifi ed, to some extent, due to the availabil-
ity of new transport and communication technologies. Th ese innovations 
are often deemed to have made mobility easier and to facilitate grow-
ing transnational migration fl ows (Glick Schiller et al.  1992 ), although 
restrictive visa policies and the growth of illegal migration via often risky 
means of transportation warn us against any simplistic assumption of an 
undiff erentiated and easily accessible mobility for migrants. 

 Importantly, global fl ows have also been characterised by a diversi-
fi cation in ethnic composition (Castles and Miller  2009 ). In Europe, 
this ‘new migration’ (Koser and Lutz  1998 ) is defi ned by new coun-
tries of origin and destination, new types of migration, and changing 
migrant profi les. ‘Superdiversity’ (Vertovec  2007 : 1024) is a key feature 
of  contemporary landscapes of migration in Europe, as urban areas have 
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witnessed an increasingly heterogeneous composition of migrant pop-
ulations from diff erent ethnic and religious backgrounds, enrolled in 
increasingly diversifi ed labour markets. 

 In this context, the feminisation of migration—that is, the growth 
of women’s presence within global fl ows as unskilled or semi-skilled 
workers (Anthias and Lazaridis  2000 )—is widely discussed in both 
scholarly and policy debates as a key feature of migratory movements 
(Castles and Miller  2009 ; Sassen  2000 ). Labour migration to Europe 
before the 1973 oil crisis and the subsequent economic recession was 
mainly masculinised, as were the jobs in the construction and manu-
facturing sectors that were aff ected by labour shortages. From the 1970 
onward, many European states moved from implementing programme 
to recruit migrant workers to more restrictive policies, as the demand for 
labour declined and unemployment in male industrial jobs increased. 
However, alongside these ‘stoppage policies’, immigration legislation in 
many European countries allowed for family reunion, and the number of 
women migrating to Europe increased (Th ränhardt  1992 ). Castles and 
Miller ( 1993 : 12) suggest that ‘since the 1960s, women have played a 
major role in labour migration’, as well as in refugee movements. At the 
same time, they point out that awareness of the specifi c gendered experi-
ences of migrant women has recently grown, thus resulting in their vis-
ibility within the social sciences. 

 Feminist scholars, however, have questioned the very notion of femi-
nisation of migration, suggesting that it does not accurately describe 
the growth of women among international migrants over the past sev-
eral decades (Phizacklea  1998 ; Kofman  1999 ; Oso and Catarino  2013 ; 
Catarino and Morokvasic  2005 ). While 50 % of international migrants 
today are estimated to be women (United Nations  2013 ), there is evi-
dence that this percentage has slowly increased only between 1960 and 
2000 (Zlotnik  2003 ). Th e feminisation of migration may, therefore, be 
better conceptualised as a low-intensity process, which has combined 
with a growing scientifi c interest in migrant women to produce their 
new visibility (Oso and Catarino  2013 ; Zlotnik  2003 ). Feminist scholars 
emphasise that we should be wary of a simplistic distinction between 
an earlier labour-oriented migration (consisting of male workers arriv-
ing on their own) versus a later family reunion and settlement migration 
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(comprising women and children), as this obscures the migration of inde-
pendent women workers in pre-‘stoppage’ years. Gender-disaggregated 
statistics are scarce, although we know, for instance, that in the peak years 
of the guest-worker regime, many Turkish women were employed in the 
German labour market (Morokvasic  1984 ). Migrant women, including 
married women who left their families behind, were recruited as nurses 
in the public health sector in colonial systems such as the UK, and were 
in guest-worker system countries such as Germany (Kofman et al.  2000 ; 
Gamburd  2000 ; Kurien  2002 ). 

 While the feminisation of migration has been a prominent strand in 
recent debates, it has had little impact on how migration is theorised. 
Migration theory has long been informed by static and gender-biased 
conceptualisations of migratory models, based on the assumption that 
labour migration was masculinised and that migrant women entered the 
picture only as family members of the male primary migrants (Phizacklea 
 1998 ; Kofman et  al.  2000 ). According to Eleonore Kofman ( 1999 ), 
Castles and Miller ( 1993 ) devoted limited attention to discussing the 
feminisation of migration despite listing it as a key feature of new migra-
tory patterns; she also notes that their discussion of successive phases 
of migration holds implicit gendered meanings and thus reproduces the 
gendered public–private dualism. Th is dominant ‘periodisation’ of inter-
national migration has been accompanied by little empirical investiga-
tion to ensure its accuracy. Women migrated on their own for a variety 
of reasons in ‘pre-stoppage’ years, and feminist studies of migration also 
invite us to reconsider the stereotype of family reunion migration as 
exclusively feminine. From the 1980s onwards, a process of masculinisa-
tion of family reunion and of family formation (through which migrants 
seek a spouse in the home country and reunite with him or her in the 
host society) was already observable in diff erent European countries 
(Kofman et al.  2000 ; Bhabha  1996 ). Further, as the next section of the 
chapter will discuss, several studies focusing on Italy show that since the 
1970s, female migrants, such as those from the Philippines, have been 
agents of family reunion (Campani 1993). Th is recognition is crucial in 
order to go beyond the persistent conceptual and analytical separation 
between labour migration (seen as mainly led by pioneer male migrants) 
and family reunion (seen as mainly involving women), and to look at 
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the diff erent roles both men and women have played in international 
migration history. Th ere is a need to apprehend male migration as a gen-
dered process beyond the economic lens. We must recognise that men do 
not enter into migration fl ows exclusively as labour migrants, driven by 
structural forces or self-interested motives related to gains based on wage 
diff erentials, or to act as breadwinners. Rather, as the following analysis 
shows, economic, familial, and aff ective reasons intertwine in complex 
ways to shape men’s involvement in migration.  

    Gendered Migration and Labour 
in Contemporary Europe 

 In Europe, the changing regulations and institutional approaches to 
migration, as well as the restructuring of the labour markets in which 
migrant workers are included, are key to understanding this ‘new migra-
tion’ (Koser and Lutz  1998 ) and its gendered dimension. Since the 
1990s, the restriction of migration has become a policy priority in most 
European countries (Triandafyllidou  2013 ), associated with the casu-
alisation of employment, the growth of the informal economy, and an 
expanding demand for low-skilled workers in the service sector, contrib-
uting to migrants’ diff erential inclusion into segmented labour markets 
(Bribosia and Réa  2002 ). While a ‘utilitarian’ approach to migration 
(Andrieux  2005 ; Pries  2013 ) has marked European public policies in this 
fi eld since the post-war period, currently it is inscribed within a context of 
economic restructuring. Contemporary migration policies have become 
highly selective, targeting high-skilled migrants or specifi c categories of 
low-skilled workers such as domestic/care workers (Carmel et al.  2011 ). 
Th e possibilities of obtaining a permit of stay and authorisation to work 
are restricted based on selective criteria distinguishing between migrants 
of diff erent nationalities, notably between those from the European 
Union (EU) and third countries, as well as on the basis of class, educa-
tion, and gender (Andrieux  2005 ). Th is restrictive turn in immigration 
policy materialises in the form of temporary  authorisations to work in 
Germany, immigration quotas targeting specifi c sectors of employment 
in Italy and Spain, and the legal migration of skilled migrants in France. 
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Immigration policies thus construct an ‘institutionalised uncertainty’ 
(Anderson  2010 : 311) and juridical, economic, and social precarious-
ness for migrant workers, reinforcing the position of their employers; 
indeed, particularly where migrants’ legal status is dependent on obtain-
ing a work contract and where employment in the informal economy is 
important, such as in Italy, legal migrants can be ‘almost as vulnerable 
as their illegal counterparts’ (Calavita  2005 : 73). In this context, ille-
gal migrant workers occupy the most precarious position—being denied 
most civil, social, and political rights—and are most exposed to exploita-
tion and abuse (Dal Lago  1999 ; Réa  2002 ). Indeed, since the 1990s, the 
demand for legal labour migration has decreased, while the number of 
individuals who arrive on tourism visas but continue to stay after their 
visas have expired has grown (Castles and Miller  1993 ). 

 Feminist scholars have made great strides in exploring how such labour 
market dynamics interplay with gender and racialisation. Specifi cally, 
they have pointed to the gendered nature of immigration policies and 
the ways in which the state, both in sending countries (Constable  2007 ; 
Tyner  2004 ) and in receiving countries (Van Walsum and Spijkerboer 
 2007 ; Hondagneu-Sotelo  1994 ; Calavita  2005 ; Bakan and Stasiulis  1994 ; 
Macklin  1992 ), contributes to establishing a gendered and racialised 
division of work in the migratory context. In Europe, immigration poli-
cies combine with social and public policies on employment to shape 
the gendered ways in which migrant men and women are included into 
the labour market. Since the post-war period, in many states, migrants 
arriving through family reunion (many, though not all, of whom are 
women) have not been allowed immediate entry into the labour market, 
a fact that has pushed many female migrants towards jobs in the informal 
economy (Van Walsum and Spijkerboer  2007 ) .  Informed by a ‘bread-
winner ideology’, immigration law tends to construct migrant men as 
breadwinners and migrant women as economic and juridical dependants 
in the private sphere, thus producing a reserve of fl exible labour oriented 
towards ‘privatised spheres of work’ such as domestic/care services and 
sex work, or jobs in the informal economy (restaurants, garment indus-
tries) (Phizacklea  1998 : 29; Catarino,  2011 ). For example, in the 1960s 
and 1970s, British Asian women experienced diffi  culties in reuniting 
with their husbands because the latter were seen as potential competi-
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tors (and job stealers) in the national labour market (Bhabha  1996 ). Th e 
British law prevented women from bringing their husbands into the UK, 
but did not prevent migrant men from bringing their wives, based on 
the assumption that the latter were able to maintain their spouses and 
that female newcomers were not stealing jobs from the men. Further, 
in various national contexts, policies promoting the arrival of skilled 
migrants have hindered the migration of women, who tend to be less 
educated than their male counterparts (Catarino  2011 ). In the USA, the 
state-based Bracero programme targeted Mexican male workers to fi ll 
labour shortages in the agricultural sector (Hondagneu-Sotelo  1994 ). In 
Canada, government programmes targeted live-in domestic/care work-
ers, assigning these women to a limited form of citizenship and resulting 
in an internal stratifi cation within the sector (Bakan and Stasiulis  1994 ; 
Macklin  1992 ). In Asia, the Filipino government is particularly active 
in promoting the export of female and male labour, usually to diff er-
ent destinations (Tyner  2004 ). In Asian immigration countries, such as 
Singapore, gendered public policies regulate the employment of female 
and male migrants from South and Southeast Asia. Th e state provides 
male migrant workers employed in strategic sectors, such as building and 
manufacturing, with opportunities to improve their productivity and 
skills, while this is not the case for female migrant domestics working in 
the private sphere. Th e state supports and carefully controls the migrant 
men’s housing conditions and time off  work, while it delegates control 
over female migrant workers and their living conditions to their employ-
ers (Huang and Yeoh  2003 ). Besides state, other non-institutional actors 
such as private employment agencies may act as intermediaries or gate-
keepers of gendered international mobility. For instance, in Canada, 
private recruitment agencies channel female migrants into live-in domes-
tic/care service jobs, establishing a racialised stratifi cation in the sector 
(Bakan and Stasiulis  1995 ). In Japan, NGOs support former Filipina 
entertainers in following the administrative procedures for securing resi-
dency and becoming care-givers, based on the idea of these women being 
suited to the work of ‘looking after’ men (Lopez  2012 ). Religious global 
actors facilitate international migration and act as integration ‘brokers’, 
contributing to its gendered nature (Lorentzen and Mira  2005 ; Solari 
 2006 ; Andall  1998 ). 
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 Since 2008, migration to Europe has been centrally defi ned by the 
economic crisis, particularly in Southern European countries at the epi-
centre of the recession. In this context, the growth of migrants’ unem-
ployment has been sharper than that of EU nationals. In Spain, the 
activity rate of migrants dropped from 68.3 % in 2006 to 53.5 % in 
2009 (Burchianti and Zapata-Barrero  2012 ). In Italy, migrants’ unem-
ployment rose from 12.1 % in 2008 to 16.7 % in 2011 (Caritas Dossier 
Statistico Immigrazione  2012 ); between 2009 and 2011, the drop in the 
employment rate among migrants has been more than double the one 
among Italian workers (Picchi  2012 ). Th e eff ects of the economic cri-
sis on migrants’ employment and security have both a national and a 
gendered dimension. Migrant men from non-EU countries have been 
more heavily aff ected, with the unemployment rate reaching 5  % in 
2010  in comparison to 2.8  % for EU migrants (Beets and Willekens 
 2009 ; OECD  2009 ). Th e economic crisis has also had deep implications 
in terms of more stringent migration policies, with states moving fur-
ther towards ‘half-closing doors and reduced rights’ throughout Europe 
(OECD  2009 ; Düvell  2009 ).  

    Migrant Women and Men in 
Contemporary Italy 

 Recent studies of migration to Southern European countries have signifi -
cantly contributed to challenging the dominant gendered perceptions of 
men as ‘primary migrants’ and breadwinners and of female migrants as 
‘followers’ and economic dependants. As discussed, many women have 
migrated to Italy on their own as heads of transnational households and, 
having settled there as domestic/care workers, have acted as agents of 
family reunion (George  2005 ; Gallo  2005 ,  2006 ; Kurien  2002 ; Decimo 
 2005 ). 

 While the restrictive approach in immigration policies adopted by coun-
tries such as France and the UK after 1973 was maintained,  during the 
1970s and 1980s, Mediterranean countries moved from being important 
sources of migrant workers to emerging as new destinations for migratory 
fl ows. People whose chances of migration to countries like Germany or 
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the UK were restricted turned to Italy, Spain, and Greece, which did not 
yet have defi ned immigration policies. Indeed, from the 1980s onwards, 
one of the drivers of migration to Southern Europe has been the region’s 
function as a gateway to more closed Northern European countries, where 
migrants have eventually aimed to resettle (King and Rybaczuk  1993 ). 
In Southern Europe, the rapid economic growth of the 1960s and the 
growth of fl exible production and informal labour niches, partly resulting 
from the outsourcing of production sectors by the formal economy to the 
underground economy, made a stark contrast with the demand for indus-
trial labour expressed by mass production units in the Fordist system of 
Northern European countries (King and Rybaczuk  1993 ; Pugliese  1996 ). 
Th is ‘South European’ (King and Zontini  2000 : 35) or ‘Mediterranean’ 
(Pugliese  2010 : 15) model of immigration is characterised by the impor-
tance of undocumented migration and of the demand for migrant labour 
in labour-intensive and low-skilled jobs, such as feminised domestic/
care services, as well as the feminisation of migratory fl ows (Anthias and 
Lazaridis  2000 ; Th ränhardt  1992 ). In Italy, migrants have entered repro-
ductive labour, industrial cleaning, and seasonal agricultural work, as well 
as low-qualifi ed manufacturing jobs in the Northern regions of the coun-
try. In other sectors, they have occupied the lowest positions, working 
in night and weekend shifts, and fi lling jobs in the informal economy. A 
demographic gender imbalance in diff erent migrant groups is also charac-
teristic of international migration in Southern Europe (Th ränhardt  1992 ; 
Pugliese  1996 ; King and Zontini  2000 ). At least until the 1990s, some 
migratory fl ows to Southern Europe have been mostly masculine (e.g., 
from Northern African, Sub-Saharan African, and Eastern European 
countries), while others (e.g., from the Philippines, Cape Verde, Somalia, 
and Sri Lanka) have been highly feminised (King and Rybaczuk  1993 ; 
Anthias and Lazaridis  2000 ). Indeed, one of the distinctive features of 
migration in Italy is the asymmetric sex distribution in many immigrant 
groups, meaning that while some migrant national groups are predomi-
nantly male (e.g., from Morocco, Albania, Senegal, Pakistan), others are 
 predominantly female (e.g., from the Philippines, Peru, Poland, Ecuador, 
and Kerala) (Zontini  2010 ; Grillo  2002 ). Th e earliest migratory waves of 
the 1970s coming from the former colonies in Eastern Africa and from 
the Philippines were largely feminine; men’s migration from Western 
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and Northern Africa started only in the mid-1980s. Between 1965 and 
1985, about 50 % of migrants to Italy were women, often from Catholic 
countries like the Philippines or El Salvador. Between 1986 and 1992, 
the number of men migrating to Italy (e.g., from Egypt, Morocco, and 
Tunisia) rose to 61 %, following the economic crisis in Africa and the 
Italian economic boom (Orsini-Jones and Gattullo  2000 ). Between 1965 
and 1990, female migration increased by 63 %, while male migration 
increased only by 58 % (Caritas Dossier Immigrazione  2007 , quoted in 
Campani  2010 : 145). Th e Catholic Church contributed to channelling 
these feminine migratory fl ows into domestic/care services through its 
extensive network of missions in the home countries as well as parishes 
and associations in Italy (Anthias and Lazaridis  2000 ; Scrinzi  2008 ). 2  

 Female migrant workers from the Philippines, who have made a 
‘career’ out of domestic service, are one of the most highly studied groups 
(Campani 1993b; Parreñas  2001 ). Filipinas mobilised strong female net-
works (kin, co-ethnics, and non–co-ethnic Catholics) to facilitate their 
employment in this sector (Chell-Robinson  2000 ). While in the 1980s, 
family reunion by Filipino women remained limited because most of them 
were employed as live-in domestic workers, they subsequently moved to 
jobs that involved working by the hour, thus promoting family reunion. 
Acting as heads of their families, Filipinas made decisions on how to invest 
remittances in their home country and on the migration of other family 
members, including men (Campani 1993b). According to other studies, 
however, the fact that Filipino women had become the breadwinners in 
their families did not necessarily mean that power relations in the family 
radically changed (Chell-Robinson  2000 ). Cape Verdeans have also been 
studied as exemplifying early feminised migration to Italy, initiated by 
Catholic missionaries in response to the demands of their Italian parish-
ioners (Andall  1998 ). Migration from Cape Verde and the Philippines is 
similar insofar as men and women migrants from each country  pursued 
diff erent destinations. For example, Cape Verdean men migrated to other 
countries such as the Netherlands. Th e demand for male migrant labour 
in Italy was scarcer, and it was likely they would end up working in precar-

2   Th e role of the Catholic Church in channelling migrants into domestic/care services in Italy is 
discussed in Chap.  4 . 
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ious jobs in restaurants or as  domestic workers together with their wives. 
Migration from Latin American countries starting from the 1990s has 
also been largely feminised, with high numbers of migrants employed in 
elderly care jobs (Bonizzoni  2011 ). Th roughout the 2000s, there has been 
a growth in the number of Eastern European women, especially from 
Romania, employed in care jobs in Italy, and their presence has become 
particularly signifi cant after the 2006 EU enlargement. Constituting about 
50 % of all foreigners in Italy, these migrants, mostly female, account for 
50 % of migrant workers in these jobs (Pasquinelli and Rusmini  2013 ). 
In Italy, Polish women’s migration largely follows a circulatory pattern, 
enabling them to combine care jobs in the immigration society with their 
domestic responsibilities in the home country through a rota of women 
who alternate work for the same employer; this pattern is much less com-
mon among Polish men in these countries (Morokvasic  2003 ; Bonizzoni 
 2011 ). In more recent times, however, the gender imbalance of highly 
feminised migrant groups, such as Peruvians and Ecuadorians, has been 
partially compensated for by a process of masculinisation through the 
arrival of male spouses and relatives; women generally start working in 
live-in jobs and subsequently attempt to move to hourly jobs, which, 
together with obtaining housing which is large enough to meet the legal 
requirements, enables them to apply for family reunion (Lagomarsino 
 2006 ; Bonizzoni  2011 ). 3  While these feminised migrant groups appear to 
have developed rather strong ties with non–co-ethnics and achieved some 
degree of social integration, male migration to Italy from regions such as 
Western Africa or (partly) South Asia appears to have been more precarious 
in this respect. From the 1980s, for example, Senegalese men have worked 
in traditionally masculinised jobs such as fi shing and street-trading, using 
personal networks to buy the necessary merchandise, with minimal social 
integration and strong ties with co-ethnics (Campani 1993a). Similar dif-
ferences between established feminised Latin American migration largely 
associated with care jobs and more recent and masculine African migra-
tion associated with the building and agricultural sectors can be observed 
in Spain (Colectivo Ioé  2012 ). Pakistani migrants to Italy are also almost 

3   A similar masculinisation of migration was observed during the 1990s in Spain and Portugal, as 
the expanding construction sector off ered job opportunities for men (Oso and Catarino  2013 ). 
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exclusively single men. Since the 1990s, Pakistani migration has been fur-
ther masculinised by restrictive immigration policies, which, in making 
family reunion more diffi  cult, contribute to the development of illegal 
mobility; this makes migration too expensive and risky for women but 
more attractive for male youth (Nobil Ahmad  2008 ). Th e networks, deci-
sion-making, and ideology behind male Pakistani illegal migration are 
highly gendered, relying on aspirations to cultural subversion and free-
dom (including sexual freedom) of male youth; however, this migration is 
not necessarily driven by household economic strategies. Unlike Pakistani 
migrant men in the 1970s who ran their own businesses and constituted 
a dynamic transnational community, for instance in the UK, migration 
to contemporary Italy does not allow these ‘lone breadwinners’ (Nobil 
Ahmad  2011 : 156) to reunite their families and settle, pushing them to 
seek precarious jobs in ‘ethnic businesses’ run by their more established 
co-ethnics. Th us, the Italian socio-economic context makes it diffi  cult for 
these migrants to uphold traditional models of masculinity. Overall, these 
studies show that the feminisation or masculinisation of a given migrant 
group can be explained, to a large extent, on the basis of the gendered 
division of work both in the home and in the immigration countries, the 
gendered nature of migration networks, and the action of institutional 
and non- institutional actors mediating international mobility.  

    Gendered Intersections of Care and Migration 
in Contemporary Italy 

 Th e gendered features of international mobility to Italy discussed above 
lie at the centre of the recent literature on welfare state systems and 
migration, as several studies have focused on this country (Andall  2000 ; 
Ambrosini  2013 ; Näre  2013a ; Bettio et al.  2006 ; Parreñas  2001 ; Scrinzi 
 2013 ). Findings on female migration and domestic service in Spain, 
Portugal, and Greece have pointed to the similarities between Southern 
European countries (Calavita  2006 ; Oso and Catarino  2013 ; Lazaridis 
 2000 ; Parella Rubio  2014 ; Araujo and González-Fernández  2014 ; Escrivá 
 2000 ). Here, the important demand for domestic/care services has func-
tioned as an entry route for female migrants who were incorporated into 
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the labour market as domestic workers and care-givers for the elderly, 
as from 1970 onward, migration to Southern Europe combined with 
traditionally limited welfare state systems and the massive increase of 
local women’s participation in the labour market (Th ränhardt  1992 ; 
Pugliese  1996 ), together with the ageing of the population. With 20.8 % 
of the population aged more than 65 years, Italy has one of the highest 
rates of elderly inhabitants in Europe. Available statistics indicate that 
nearly 40 % of the elderly population require assistance (ISTAT  2012 ; 
INPS  2012 ). In Italy, important inequalities in the division of care work 
between men and women combine with high levels of unemployment 
among women with young children (Hausmann et al.  2012 ). 

 Care, migration, and employment regimes (Williams  2012 ) not only 
produce opportunities for the migration of domestic/care workers, but also 
produce dominant discourses around care and cultural expectations about 
how and by whom this work should be performed. Indeed, representations 
of care form an important link between micro-level practices and meso-
level policies and regulations (Gavanas and Williams  2008 ). Italian fami-
lies are reluctant to send their elderly relatives to care homes, yet Italian 
women are increasingly unable or unwilling to take up this unpaid work 
(Da Roit  2007 ). Importantly, and as implied in previous considerations, 
the increase in migrant reproductive labour in Italy is not only demand-
induced but should also be seen as policy-constructed (Canciano et  al. 
 2009 ; Sciortino  2004 ; Andall  2000 ). Th e Italian familialistic welfare state 
relies on the work of women in the family as unpaid providers of elderly 
care (Lyon and Glucksmann  2008 ; Näre  2013b ). From the 1980s onwards, 
the restructuring of welfare state systems in Europe has involved the with-
drawal of the state from social and sanitary services, leaving this fi eld to the 
private sector and to non-profi t organisations such as social cooperatives 
which act as care-providers and are subsidised by the state (Ranci  1999 ; 
Del Re and Heinen  1997 ). In addition to relying on the unpaid work of 
women, the system also operates through allocating cash transfers to fami-
lies, mainly in the form of pensions and also through the payment of care 
allowances for dependent and disabled individuals (Williams  2010 ; Bettio 
and Plantenga  2004 ; Anderson  2007 ). Cash benefi ts (approximately 500 
Euros monthly) have become more prevalent throughout the 2000s; in 



2 Migrant Men in Europe and Beyond 51

some regions, the share of the entitled elderly population was 12.5  %, 
reaching 19 % (INPS  2012 ). In Italy, as in other EU countries, these direct 
payments, rather than leading to an increase in ‘supported familialism’ 
where family members provide care in return for fi nancial compensation, 
frequently translate into the development of a ‘commodifi ed defamil-
ialisation’ (Saraceno and Keck  2011 : 387), with families outsourcing care 
services to paid migrant care workers. 

 Th is marketisation of care has combined with the growing entry of 
migrants into these jobs. As has happened in other countries in Europe, 
Asia, and in the USA, immigration has come to function as an alternative 
to the direct provision of these services by the state (Kilkey et al.  2010 ; 
Huang et al.  2012 ; Hondagneu-Sotelo  2001 ). In 2011, there were almost 
900,000 care and domestic workers in Italy; 72 % of these were migrants, 
with women making up 88 % (Caritas  2012 ). A survey conducted in 
2010 suggests that the average profi le of domestic/care workers in Italy 
is a young migrant woman, most likely from Eastern European coun-
tries (Romania, Ukraine, Poland, and Moldavia) or from the Philippines 
(CENSIS  2010 ). 

 Class and ethnicity intersect in driving the consumption of domestic/
care services, as employers have diff erent access to migrant labour accord-
ing to their economic means (Näre  2013b ; Triandafyllidou and Marchetti 
2014b). Indeed, in Italy, employers also increasingly come from the work-
ing and lower-middle classes (Williams  2010 ; Sarti  2008 ). Scholars have 
largely interpreted this shift in terms of decreasing importance of class 
status in structuring the demand for (migrant) domestic/care labour, not-
ing how, while the demand for paid  domestic  work is closely connected 
to an upper middle-class lifestyle, issues of class status are less important 
in moulding the consumption of  care  labour (particularly directed to the 
elderly) (Näre  2013a ; Da Roit  2007 ). Given that the demand for elderly 
care labour is largely met by cheap, fl exible migrant workers (Pasquinelli 
and Rusmini  2008 ), even relatively low-income families are able to aff ord 
these services (Bettio et al.  2006 ; Lyon and Glucksmann  2008 ; Alemani 
 2004 ; Näre  2011 ). However, we should not underestimate persistent social 
inequalities in terms of diff erential access to commodifi ed elderly care ser-
vices (Saraceno  2010 ). Cash benefi ts are granted in Italy independently 
of the benefi ciary’s income and without any use limitations. Th us, while 
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less affl  uent families can use them to purchase migrant labour, the system 
privileges richer families over low-income ones. Less affl  uent families may 
be able to access only part-time migrant care labour or be compelled to use 
cash benefi ts to cover other expenses. 

 In Italy, these social policies combine with specifi c immigration poli-
cies to produce the ‘migrant in the family’ model of care (Bettio et  al. 
 2006 ). Until 1989, Italy did not conceive itself as an immigration country 
and a laissez-faire institutional approach dominated; amnesties started to 
be implemented in 1982 based on ministerial decrees, and policies on 
immigration have been applied on an ad hoc basis in a juridical vacuum, 
leaving room for the discretion of the police. Th e fi rst immigration act 
was passed only in 1986 (Bill no. 943/1986). Th rough this law, Italy con-
formed to the more restrictive European Economic Community (EEC) 
approach to immigration and eventually joined the Schengen group in 
1990. From the late 1980s, media attention and social alarm about the 
migrants’ ‘invasion’ developed and were refl ected by the widespread use 
of the derogative word ‘ extra-comunitari ’ (non-EEC citizens), which com-
bined class and ethnic stigma to indicate racialised low-skilled workers 
from developing countries (to the exclusion of non-EEC citizens coming 
from the Global North) (Campani 1993a). In the late 1990s, the Turco-
Napolitano Law (Bill no. 40/1998) refl ected a compromise in the Europe 
of the time. Th e law refl ected a centre-left approach aiming at recognising 
the long-term character of migration and identifying patterns of migrants’ 
integration by conferring residence permits, establishing the role of the 
‘sponsor’ as a facilitator for the legal migration of foreign workers. 

 Over time, the legislation has responded to the needs of Italian fami-
lies and the demand of the private sector for cheap and fl exible migrant 
labour, making the administrative procedures for recruiting migrant work-
ers (relatively) easier and quicker. Th ese features have deeply informed the 
 development of gendered migration fl ows towards Italy and the enrolment 
of migrant women, and latterly of men, within domestic/care employ-
ment. Th e fi rst comprehensive laws attempting to regulate migration date 
back to 1990 (Legge Martelli) and 1998 (Legge Turco-Napolitano), both 
resulting from the attempt to limit the entry of illegal migrants and to 
recognise the right of family reunion. At the same time, the 1998 law 
was also infl uenced by restrictive policies of migration being promoted at 
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the EU level. It, therefore, actively embodied a security-oriented, and to 
some extent centre-right, approach to migration, by following European 
directions on the establishment of detention and pre-expulsion centres for 
illegal migrants. Even under centre-left governments, towards the end of 
the 1990s, there was no bolder commitment to issues of migrants’ citizen-
ship and integration (Andall  2007 ). Subsequently, the Bossi-Fini law (Bill 
no. 189/2002), named after the founder and charismatic leader of the 
radical right populist 4  (RRP) party, the Northern League (NL), Umberto 
Bossi, has considerably restricted the possibility of family reunion and 
abolished the role of economic sponsors in the arrival of legal migrants to 
Italy. 5  Th is law tightened the link between the permit of stay and formal 
employment by making admission conditional upon the availability of a 
job off er, and linked the residence permit to the duration of the employ-
ment contract. It also shortened the duration of the legal residence permit 
to 1 year, leading a considerable number of migrants to sway between 
periods of legality and prolonged periods of illegality. Many regularised 
migrants tend to ‘fall back’ to irregular status, with their resulting exclu-
sion from permanent legal titles and welfare provisions (Sciortino  2004 ; 
Schuster  2005 ). Importantly, the Bossi-Fini law is in continuity with the 
1931 Fascist Code, which conceived migration as a public security issue, 
and confers more power to the police forces in this matter. Overall, Italian 
integration policies are limited, and the legislation on citizenship remains 
substantively attached to the principle of  ius sanguinis , and access to citi-
zenship through naturalisation is restricted and arbitrary .  

 Th e Italian institutional approach to migration has thus shaped up 
as a ‘security-oriented migration-policy model’ (Caponio and Graziano 
 2011 ). Th e linking of migration with public security issues was subse-
quently strengthened by the codifi cation of Law no. 92/2008 and sub-
sequently by Law no. 94/2009, labelled by the government  Pacchetto 
Sicurezza  (set of security measures), which established illegal migration 
as a penal off ence against national security. Th is said, otherwise restrictive 

4   Th e RRP party family is defi ned by its nationalism (or minority nationalism) and xenophobic 
positions based on the doctrine of ethnopluralism, its emphasis on society as an organic unity, its 
anti-globalisation stance, its anti-political establishment populism, a charismatic leadership, and a 
strong presence in civil society (Zaslove  2004 ). 
5   For a more detailed analysis of the politics of immigration in Italy and Europe, see Chap.  3 . 
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Italian immigration policies are positive towards domestic/care workers. 
Th is tendency is paralleled in other European countries like Germany 
or Spain as well as in Asian countries, where these workers have come 
to constitute an ‘exceptional category’, positively regarded by national 
immigration policies (Leon  2010 ; Lutz and Palenga-Mollenbeck  2010 ; 
Huang et al.  2012 ). Indeed, immigration policies have played a major 
role in constructing these jobs as a gendered and racialised niche of 
employment. Th e 1970s saw the opening of ‘a specifi c gap in the mar-
ket for live-in domestic work which migrant women would be forced 
(institutionally) and encouraged (informally) to fi ll’ (Andall  1998 : 131). 
Italian immigration legislation constructed migrant women mainly as 
workers at the expense of their family and reproductive rights, empha-
sising their labour function as their primary role in Italian society. In 
1972, it was established that migrant domestic/care workers could only 
be employed in live-in arrangements, as co-residents, a measure which 
increased the dependence of migrant domestic workers on their employ-
ers—if the work contract came to an end, the worker had to return to his 
or her home country and was not allowed to seek employment in Italy 
for another 3 years (Andall  1998 ). Over the years, a series of regularisa-
tions have been targeted specifi cally at elderly care workers, the most 
important of which took place in 2002. 6  Th is approach also involved a 
more liberal attitude vis-à-vis migrant domestic/care workers from new 
EU countries: the moratorium on free access to the Italian labour market 
for Romanian citizens, for example, did not apply to those employed in 
certain sectors including domestic/care services (Carmel et al.  2011 ). 

 Overall, the fundamental ambivalence of the Italian approach to the 
illegal migrant reproductive labour force is exemplifi ed by the fact that 
recent centre-right governments, while enhancing the sanctions on ille-
gal migration, at least on paper, have reduced labour controls on employ-
ers, thus facilitating undeclared work relations during the economic 
crisis (Triandafyllidou and Ambrosini  2011 ). Th us, in Italy, as in other 
Mediterranean countries, the strategy of employing migrant domestic/care 
workers has become deeply institutionalised. Th is is due to immigration 
policies as well as social policies such as ‘cash for care’ allowances (Williams 

6   Th ese will be discussed in detail in Chap.  3 . 
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 2010 ; Sciortino  2004 ; Van Hooren  2012 ). Th e combination of immigra-
tion policies targeting care workers (while at the same time reproducing 
their juridical and social precariousness) on the one hand, and of direct 
payments promoting the demand for care labour on the other hand, con-
stitutes the specifi c Italian context in which migrant men enter the job. It 
is argued that Italian immigration legislation does not have a direct impact 
on the demand for migrant labour; rather, it is crucial in shaping the 
conditions in which migrant care and domestic workers are employed by 
Italian families (Van Hooren  2012 ), strengthening the position of employ-
ers (Calavita  2006 ; Anderson  2000 ). 

 Sciortino ( 2004 : 112) has noted that previous analyses of welfare 
regimes have underestimated the relevance of migration as a growing 
constitutive element in the functioning of European welfare regimes, 
and suggests that the confi guration of many Western European welfare 
regimes is a major ‘structural factor behind the enduring demand for 
unskilled foreign labour’. In a similar line, Esping-Andersen ( 1999 ) invites 
scholars to consider welfare structure as a matrix of structural relations 
between the state, households, and economies, whereas Sciortino adds 
‘migration’ as one of the elements of this mutually constitutive matrix. 
While Italy is often seen as epitomising a familialistic Mediterranean care 
regime model (Lyon and Glucksmann  2008 ; Näre  2013b ; Estevez-Abe 
and Hobson  2015 ), it also exemplifi es wider tendencies which aff ect con-
tinental Northern Europe and North America, where the state increas-
ingly operates through cash transfers to families and households are 
assigned managerial responsibilities in the provision of care (Williams 
 2010 ; Bettio and Plantenga  2004 ; Anderson  2007 ; Lutz and Palenga- 
Mollenbeck  2010 ). Indeed, comparative studies on migration, welfare, 
and elderly care in Europe have shown similarities between Italy, the UK, 
and the Netherlands, both in terms of women’s predominant involve-
ment in informal care provision and in relation to the outsourcing of 
daily care tasks to migrant workers (Lyon and Glucksmann  2008 ). Th e 
UK, Spain, Finland, and France have all introduced some forms of cash 
provision or tax exemptions to assist the families in outsourcing care 
work (Williams  2010 ; Kilkey et al.  2013a ; Anthias and Lazaridis  2000 ; 
Bettio and Plantenga  2004 ; Bettio et al.  2006 ; Sciortino  2004 ; Lutz and 
Palenga-Mollenbeck  2010 ). As in Mediterranean countries, public care 
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provision in the USA is limited, and families have traditionally relied on 
the private care market. Familialistic norms of elderly care and childcare 
have shaped social policies; care provision is fi nanced in a ‘patchwork 
fashion’, with the state mostly funding the families rather than the care 
providers (Michel and Peng  2012 ). Both childcare and elderly care entail 
class-based arrangements, as commercial and non-profi t care services are 
very expensive and only middle-class households can access high-quality 
care. Th e long-standing availability of racialised women workers, tradi-
tionally associated with domestic/care labour, has contributed to keeping 
these jobs largely informal, ill-paid, and relatively unregulated. However, 
immigration policies are less restrictive vis-à-vis migrant care labour in 
the USA than in Mediterranean countries. Despite generating a sustained 
demand for these workers, the USA lacks a coherent policy for recruiting 
migrant carers and regularisation measures towards them. As the annual 
quotas for migrant workers are low, many care workers migrate illegally 
and are employed in the informal economy. Th e USA government no 
longer implements programmes for the immigration of temporary work-
ers who might meet the demand for care labour, relying instead on ad hoc 
‘band-aid’ measures such as the Immigration Nursing Relief Act (1989), 
which facilitates the employment of foreign nurses already settled in the 
country (Chishti  2011 ). 

 To draw another contrast, migration regimes and care regimes operate 
in a very diff erent way in Italy in comparison to the Gulf States or some 
South Asian states (at least in principle). In the fi rst case, migrants have 
access to welfare programmes and equal pay similar to resident citizens, 
whereas in the second case, migrants are eff ectively excluded from such 
rights (Sciortino  2000 ; Ali  2010 ). However, as Sciortino notes ( 2004 : 
119), ‘what the European states need from migrants is diff erent from 
what the welfare state says should be given to them’. Many liberal welfare 
regimes in Europe have increasingly relied on and/or produced the need 
for unskilled and fl exible workers in sectors like paid domestic/care work, 
and migration regimes have increasingly reduced the capacity of foreign 
workers to enjoy similar rights as citizens, as well as to move up the occu-
pational ladder towards better-paid jobs. In a context in which migration 
policies prevent further settlement of foreign labour, the solution is to 
allow a sizeable infl ow of irregular migrants, who provide the required 
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services at aff ordable prices without gaining residence or welfare rights 
(Sciortino  2004 : 123). Overall, migration has come to function, in Italy 
as in other Western European democracies, as a resource for managing 
the relationship between households, the labour market, and the state 
(Sciortino  2004 : 126, 118; Bettio et al.  2006 ). Th is connection between 
welfare and migrant regimes strongly shapes the gendered dynamics of 
immigrant fl ows.  

    Masculinity, Care, and Domestic Labour 

 As the above discussion suggests, social and immigration policies com-
bine to establish a gendered and racialised division of work; further, the 
gendering of jobs plays an important role in reproducing gendered pat-
terns of migration and inclusion in employment, as ‘migrant household 
strategies are gender-selective in accordance with labour-market expecta-
tions’ (Oso and Catarino  2013 : 641). Dominant gendered constructions 
of work in the receiving countries combine with immigration policies 
and social policies to orient migrant men and women towards gendered 
niches in the labour market. Th e (gendered) demands of employers shape 
migration and contribute to gender-specifi c patterns of employment. For 
instance, Lutz (2008, quoted in Sarti  2009 ) notes that the demand for 
domestic/care labour expressed by middle-class families in affl  uent soci-
eties over the past decades has played an important role in promoting 
the feminisation of international migration in Europe. Similarly, Filipino 
and Indian migrant men in the USA have been disadvantaged by the 
decline in male jobs in manufacturing from the 1980s onwards, while the 
concurrent growth of the demand for female labour in both skilled and 
non-skilled sectors such as nursing, garment/microelectronics industries, 
and catering/cleaning has resulted in a higher employability of their wives 
(Le Espiritu  1998 ; George  2000 ). 

 It should indeed be noted that domestic/care services have not always 
been ‘women’s work’. Domestic service in Europe underwent a process of 
feminisation between the nineteenth and twentieth century (Scott  1993 ; 
Horn  2004 ). Feminist analyses of the progressive exit of men from these 
jobs show how close the link is between the notion of ‘skill’ at work 
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and essentialist thinking around gender, class, and ethnicity. In Europe, 
throughout the nineteenth century, domestic service became less asso-
ciated with farm work within rural families and was increasingly con-
centrated in the cities and accomplished in the house. Th e growth of 
women in the labour force and the worsening of working conditions 
also corresponded to this shift. In  fi n de siècle  Britain and France, most 
domestic servants were ‘maids of all work’, working alone or at most with 
one or two servants (Scott  1993 ; Martine-Fugier  1979 ). Specialisation 
in one task or role within the household (e.g., being a doorkeeper) was 
associated with a higher position within the occupational hierarchy. 
Female domestic servants were the cheapest labour force, while only 
wealthy families could aff ord to keep male servants who benefi ted from 
higher wages, greater social recognition, and higher levels in the hierarchy 
(Sarti  2005 ; Cox  2006 ). As domestic service (as a symbol of status) was 
closely linked with the reproduction of domestic decorum in the middle 
and upper classes, an increase in household wealth corresponded to the 
removal of the women of the family from income earning and domes-
tic chores, resulting in the hiring of female domestic servants (Davidoff  
 1995 ). While female servants in the lower grades of the hierarchy had a 
utilitarian function, accomplishing various ‘reproductive’ tasks for the 
masters’ family (and thus replacing the female family members who 
would previously have performed these tasks), male servants had a deco-
rative function. Female servants working in the house were instructed to 
be as invisible and quiet as possible, while male servants wore identifi -
able liveries and were displayed in the public space (Fraisse  1979 ). Male 
servants in modern Europe were devirilised, including being banned 
from growing beards and moustaches (the markers of male middle-class 
respectability, while the absence of facial hair was associated with homo-
sexuality) (Crane  2000 ; Sarti  2010 ). Men employed as servants were also 
denied political rights because of their condition of dependence on their 
masters, which was comparable in many respects to women and minors 
(Davidoff   1995 ). 

 Historical perspectives on domestic service thus serve to show that 
its social organisation lies at the intersection between the changes in the 
gendered division of work and the process of racialisation of the work-
ing classes, national minorities, and migrants (Miles  1993 ). As domes-
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tic service became a feminised job of last resort and the number of men 
willing to take such work decreased, the number of migrants in the sec-
tor grew. In various European countries, from the end of the nineteenth 
century, migrants came not only from internal rural areas (e.g., Veneto 
in Italy, Brétagne in France) but also from abroad to take over jobs that 
were no longer wanted. Th e work of Irish women, largely employed in 
English houses since the 1870s, reproduced gendered constructions of 
national belonging and middle-class respectability (Walter  2009 ). Today, 
however, in diff erent national contexts, post-modernity seems to bring a 
‘gender balance to an occupation that modernity has feminised’ (Moya 
 2007 : 574). While disaggregated data in terms of receiving countries and 
migrants’ nationalities are rare, existing studies overall estimate that in 
Global Asian cities, the Gulf countries, Israel, and Australia, as well as in 
Europe, the number of men, including migrants, working in these jobs is 
growing (Higman  2002 ; Cancedda  2001 ; Gamburd  2000 ; Manalansan 
IV 2006, Schwenken and Heimeshoff   2011 ). While in the USA, Asian 
men have worked in the sector throughout the twentieth century (Glenn 
 1992 ; Le Espiritu  1997 ), it is estimated that since the late 1990s, the num-
ber of men employed in paid domestic/care work in Europe has grown 
to an overall average of 10 % of the total population (Cancedda  2001 ). 
Specifi cally, this average has reached 27 % in the UK, 18 % in Italy, and 
17  % in Belgium and Finland. In these countries, this remasculinisa-
tion of the sector is based on the employment of migrant men who carry 
out a range of tasks, from cleaning to gardening, driving, baby-sitting, 
providing health care, and working as janitors/doorkeepers (Ambrosini 
and Beccalli  2009 ; Kilkey  2010 ; McGregor  2007 ; Scrinzi  2010 ; Gallo 
 2006 ; Zontini  2010 ; Sarti  2006 ; Sarti and Scrinzi  2010 ). A survey con-
ducted in the UK shows that the care sector (including residential care, 
home care agencies, and traditional household-based domestic service) 
is attracting a growing number of men, with a higher proportion among 
recent migrants (Skills for Care 2008; Canciano et al.  2009 ; Kilkey et al. 
 2013a ). Further ethnographic studies on Germany and France indicate 
that in these countries too migrant men are far from absent (Lutz  2008 ; 
Scrinzi  2005 ; Shinozaki,  2005 ). In Finland, there is more equal share 
of men and women working in domestic/care services than in the rest 
of Europe, but data on the percentage of migrants among them are not 
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available (Laborsta 2008, quoted in Schwenken and Heimeshoff   2011 ). 
In other European countries, men remain a small minority in the sector. 
Of 10,100 domestic workers in Ireland, for example, only 600 were men 
(Laborsta 2008, quoted in Schwenken and Heimeshoff   2011 ). In Austria, 
only 5 % of workers in domestic/care services are men (Schwenken and 
Heimeshoff   2011 ).  

    Economic Crisis and the Remasculinisation 
of Reproductive Labour in Italy 

 Italy stands as a signifi cant case study of this cross-national trend. We 
hypothesise that the emergence of domestic/care services as a racialised 
niche for migrant workers in diff erent European countries, combined 
with persistent occupational and fi nancial crises, is more likely to lead to 
the fl ow of migrant men into the IDRL as one of the few routes towards 
an occupation and (albeit often temporary) legal status in the absence of 
more ‘traditional’ opportunities for men. Men’s work within the IDRL 
has been partly generated by the pioneering role played by migrant 
women in the context of limited opportunities for legal migration, sig-
nifi cant demand for this feminised service labour force, and segmented 
labour markets. Th ere is evidence that in Italy, men belonging to some 
migrant groups who migrate to reunite with their wives access employ-
ment in this sector, thanks to female networks and to relatives who are 
already employed in it (Calavita  2006 ; Gallo  2006 ; Scrinzi  2010 ). In the 
1990s, Somalian and Filipino men entered cleaning jobs in Italy mainly 
through joint-employment as a couple alongside their female partners 
(Chell-Robinson  2000 ). As one of Victoria Chell-Robinson’s ( 2000 ) 
informants pointed out, the strategies of Filipino men in Italy included 
‘getting a girlfriend to get a job’ in domestic service. Latin American and 
Malayali men also arrive through family reunion and fi nd work through 
female networks in feminised jobs, which has resulted in a growth of men 
in these occupations (Banfi  and Boccagni  2011 ; Gallo  2006 ). 

 Th e gender-specifi c impact of the economic recession has magnifi ed 
these dynamics. Recent studies have shown that rising unemployment 
has mainly aff ected male-dominated occupations, and that migrant men 
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have adjusted to worsening employment situations by switching either 
to sectors with cyclical demand for labour (construction, retail, hospital-
ity) or by switching to less vulnerable sectors (Beets and Willekens  2009 ; 
OECD  2009 ). Among the latter, domestic/care labour is deemed so far 
to have been less aff ected (Koehler et al.  2010 ). In Europe, the crisis has 
severely hit the construction sector (typically a male migrant labour sector) 
but has aff ected domestic/care jobs to a much lesser extent, particularly 
in the live-in sector, where migrant women are overrepresented (Picchi 
 2012 ; Carmel et al.  2011 ; Ibáñez and León  2014 ; Hellermann  2006 ). 
Th is has resulted not only in a rise in women migrating to EU countries, 
with female foreign workers increasing their share of the total foreign 
workforce in countries like Italy, Spain, or Ireland (Koehler et al.  2010 ), 
but possibly also in men taking up jobs in female- dominated occupations 
as a stepping stone towards relatively more secure occupations. While no 
aggregated data for Europe are available, our ethnographic data suggest 
that migrant men who have been working in Italy during economic crisis 
have either moved or have seriously considered moving to domestic/care 
occupations, either for the purposes of temporary regularisation or to 
mitigate labour insecurity. 

 Th us, while migrant women are more vulnerable to economic down-
turns, in many contexts the gendered and segmented nature of the labour 
market in the immigration societies seems to favour them as opposed to 
their male counterparts. Because of the racialised and segmented nature of 
the European labour markets, the crisis has also diff erently aff ected each 
migrant group. For instance, in Spain, Latin Americans, largely female 
and often employed in reproductive labour, show the lowest unemploy-
ment rates, while the opposite is true for migrants coming from Africa, 
who are mostly men working in agriculture and construction (Fernández 
and Ortega  2008 ). Similarly, in Italy, Albanian and Moroccan men 
employed in heavy industry are more aff ected by unemployment than 
Filipino, Ukrainian, and Polish migrants (groups which tend to be more 
feminised and are largely employed in domestic service) (Picchi  2012 ). 
While in some contexts the crisis has led native working-class women 
(and men) to take on paid domestic/care work, especially in Southern 
Italy (CENSIS  2013 ), there is no real sector competition between them 
and migrant women. Th e former usually work on an hourly basis to 
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secure an income which can compensate for the unemployment of their 
husbands, while the latter work longer hours, mainly as live-in employ-
ees, and their salary is the main family income. In general, Italian women 
do not take up such work even if they are unemployed, and if they do, 
they avoid live-in jobs (Di Bartolomeo and Marchetti  2014 ). 

 Unemployment, then, has led a number of migrant men to accept low- 
skilled domestic/care jobs as a primary or secondary/part-time occupation 
(Caritas  2012 ). In 2006, men accounted for 12 % of migrant domes-
tic/care workers (Catanzaro and Colombo  2009 ). Men from Sri Lanka, 
India, Morocco, the Philippines, and Peru account for the most signifi -
cant share of migrant men’s participation in the sector in Italy (ISTAT 
 2009 ). Over 11 % of Ecuadorian men and over 19 % of Peruvian men 
work in domestic service (Bonizzoni  2011 ). Between 2007 and 2008, 
men constituted 10 % of the labour force in this sector, jumping to 20 % 
in 2009; in 2010, the number decreased to 16 %, but the percentage of 
migrants among these men has grown from 13 % in 2008 to 23 % in 
2009, and was 18 % in 2010 (INPS, Osservatorio sui lavoratori domes-
tici, quoted in Picchi  2012 ). A more recent survey indicates that in 2012 
men represented 17.6 % of all domestic/care workers (Censis-Ismu  2012 , 
quoted in Golzio  2013 ). Th ese data, while they do not account for the 
presence of male domestic workers employed in the informal economy, 
refl ect the cyclical increase and decrease in migrant men’s participation in 
the domestic/care sector, which results from their seeking such work for 
the purposes of regularisation and subsequently moving on to diff erent 
occupations (Colombo and Sarti  2009 ). Indeed, the increased number of 
migrant men in the sector in 2009 can be explained by the regularisation 
of that year, which exclusively addressed domestic/care workers (unlike 
the previous regularisation in 2002) (Picchi  2012 ). In addition, the 
Security package ( Pacchetto Sicurezza ) introduced in 2009, which estab-
lished illegal migration as crime, may have pushed more migrant men to 
take up jobs in this sector in order to obtain legal status (Picchi  2012 ). 

 One further element to consider in understanding the remasculini-
sation of paid domestic/care work and its relationship with migration 
is the gendered nature of patterns of employment in sending countries. 
Indeed, while occupations in the immigration countries are gendered, 
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migrants too have gendered expectations of work (McIlwaine et  al. 
 2006 ). Fewer men than women are engaged in domestic/care employ-
ment in the Middle East, for example (Moors and de Regt  2008 ), as well 
as in some countries in Latin America and Africa such as Mexico, Bolivia, 
and Namibia (Schwenken and Heimeshoff   2011 ). Conversely, scholars 
working on South Asia have highlighted how the employment of men as 
domestic workers is partly rooted in a longer history of colonial domi-
nation, with English women moulding a domestic discipline in terms 
of men’s dressing habits and movement within the house (Ghose  2000 ; 
Sinha  1995 ). Manservants have been indeed typical of colonial societies 
in Asia (Constable  2007 , Locher-Scholten  2000 ), while also being the 
product of renewed social hierarchies across the rural-urban, caste, class, 
and gender divide. In today’s India, for instance, domestic employment in 
urban, upper-caste/middle-upper class families is a possible route towards 
a salaried income for lower-caste Indian village men (Chopra  2006 ; Ray 
 2000 ; Tolen  2000 ). Similarly, while this type of work has gone through 
a process of feminisation in Europe as well as in Asian countries such 
Japan, India, and Taiwan (Moya  2007 ), ‘houseboys’ have also remained 
a constant feature of domestic service in certain African countries: for 
instance, in Sierra Leone, the number of men in the sector approaches 
that of women (Schwenken and Heimeshoff   2011 ). As in South Asia, 
this is due partly to colonial constructions of respectable masculinity as 
based on income-provision (and of male domestic jobs as possessing a 
higher status than female domestic jobs), to post-colonial phenomena 
of urbanisation and internal migration, and to interpretations of Islam, 
which discourage women’s work in certain settings (Schwenken and 
Heimeshoff   2011 ; Hansen  1992 ; Bujra  2000 ). In Asian countries such 
as Tajikistan, and in Algeria and Egypt, men are more often employed in 
domestic/care sector than women, at least based on offi  cial statistics on 
formal labour (Schwenken and Heimeshoff   2011 ). However, it should be 
noted that in these countries, female paid domestic work is largely invis-
ible in offi  cial statistics, as it not considered to be work at all (Schwenken 
and Heimeshoff   2011 ). 

 In the Italian context, continuity between gendered occupations 
in the sending and receiving labour market is far from straightforward. 
For instance, very few African men are employed in job in Italy; fur-
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ther, in their narratives, Filipino migrants tend to deny that such work 
is also a masculinised occupation in their home country, possibly in an 
attempt to dissociate themselves from poorer and lower-skilled men who 
engage with this activity in the Philippines (Sarti  2010 ). We can see a 
similar trend in the case of migrant men from South India in Italy, who 
mainly come from upper-status/caste communities and are usually well 
educated; while domestic/care work is accepted, migrant men perceive 
this as a form of downward mobility with respect to the jobs they might 
have accessed in their home countries (Gallo  2006 ). Indeed, it is the 
segmented nature of the labour market and the racialising constructions 
that are activated for the purposes of recruitment that seem to play a 
more important role in orienting the men of certain migrant groups to 
these kinds of jobs 7  (Scrinzi  2010 ). Other studies have suggested that the 
discontent of racialised men in domestic service, such as Japanese men in 
the USA prior to the Second World War, resulted crucially from notions 
of class status and was not simply associated with the gendering of the 
job in their home country (Le Espiritu  1998 : 35). In the same period, for 
example, Chinese men in the USA became laundrymen not because this 
was a masculinised activity in China but because of the absence of ethnic 
minority women, due to policies which prevented family migration and 
women’s immigration and constructed ‘womanless communities’ (ibid). 
Similarly, in nineteenth century Malaysia under British rule, Chinese and 
Indian men were employed as domestic workers by European  households 
because of the low numbers of available female migrants, who were 
instead ‘reserved’ for prostitution (Chin  1998 ).  

    Gendered and Racialised Hierarchies 
in Domestic/Care Labour 

 As Kitty Calavita ( 2006 : 121) suggests, these features of migration in 
Southern Europe are evidence that ‘the advantages of maleness are con-
tingent’ and that a non-additive approach to gender/ethnicity is necessary 
to apprehend gendered migration. Migrant women in certain contexts 

7   See Chap.  3  for an analysis of these processes. 
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may benefi t from a ‘comparative advantage vis-à-vis men’ (Lim  1983 : 78) 
because of the gendered nature of the employers’ expectations and prefer-
ences. Indeed, in contemporary Southern Europe, women seem to have 
greater opportunities for employment and are more likely to achieve legal 
status than men, in contexts where the law requires a work contract to 
obtain a permit of stay, and where immigration quotas and regularisations 
favour care workers. Th ese fi ndings, however, should not lead us to under-
play the resilient privileges of men over women in the migrant population 
overall. In 2011, migrant women earned lower salaries than men of the 
same nationality—migrant men earned 21 % less than Italian men, and 
migrant women earned 31 % less than Italian women (Fondazione Leone 
Moressa  2013 ). It should also be noted that men benefi t from the privi-
leges of masculinity when they are employed in feminised jobs, such as 
when they work as nurses, school teachers, and fl ight attendants (Williams 
 1993 ,  1995 ; Lupton  2006 ; Cross and Bagilhole  2002 ; Bagilhole and Cross 
 2006 ; Simpson  2004 ; Scrinzi  2005 ,  2010 ). While ‘token’ women in male 
professions may be severely disadvantaged by their minority status (Kanter 
 1977 ), men in these jobs benefi t from masculinity as a ‘boon’ in several 
ways, taking advantage of the positive cultural evaluation of male attri-
butes. Th ey benefi t from essentialist assumptions that portray them as nat-
urally more inclined to collective action, while women are seen as docile 
and individualised workers; they are seen as keener workers than women; 
and female colleagues welcome them and facilitate their advancement by 
pushing them toward leadership positions (Williams  1993 : 3; Simpson 
 2004 ; Lupton  2006 ; Charrier  2004 ; Cross and Bagilhole  2002 ). 

 Men in these jobs, therefore, benefi t from what Simpson ( 2004 : 349) 
calls the ‘authority eff ect’ and the ‘career eff ect’; further, men tend to be 
welcomed in the workplace despite their minority status, and they rarely 
feel isolated at work—the ‘zone of comfort eff ect’ (Simpson  2004 : 349; 
Scrinzi  2010 ). As a result, men in these jobs climb up the career ladder 
more quickly than women and benefi t from better working conditions, 
taking up supervisory and managerial roles (Bradley  1993 ). Christine 
Williams’ pioneering research in this fi eld and her concept of the ‘glass 
escalator’ ( 1995 : 81) which benefi ts men in feminised occupations con-
curs with these fi ndings. Th is applies also to reproductive labour sector, 
in which the traditional gendered hierarchy is still largely maintained. 
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In Mexico, male domestic workers are a symbol of status for wealthy 
households, and male jobs are considered to be more specialised and bet-
ter paid (Durin  2013 ). In London, men in domestic service work almost 
exclusively as butlers, supervising other (female) workers, and as drivers 
for upper-class employers (Cox  1999 ). 

 Limited research exists on how gender and racism/ethnicity intersect 
within the processes of sex-typing in feminised jobs. For example, black 
male nurses do not benefi t from the ‘authority eff ect’, the ‘career eff ect’, or 
the ‘comfort eff ect’; they encounter greater suspicion from their patients 
than white male nurses and their female colleagues (due to dominant 
constructions of racialised masculinity as a sexual and physical threat), 
as well as racist discrimination from their supervisors. Further, black 
male nurses ‘have to address the unspoken racialization implicit in the 
assumption that masculinity equals competence’ (Wingfi eld  2009 : 11), 
suff ering from the stereotype that black workers are suited for unskilled, 
low-paid jobs. Th rough entering certain feminised jobs, racialised men 
may at least attain masculine status as family breadwinners (Williams and 
Willemez  1993 ). However, the limited ethnographic fi ndings on migrant 
male domestic/care labour do not seem to support these insights into the 
position of racialised men in other feminised jobs. Rather, the data sug-
gest that a situation of vertical gender segregation is reproduced within 
the sector, as men tend to occupy the best-paid jobs. Migrant men do so 
by either establishing masculine niches within the sector or by entering 
feminised jobs such as household-based cleaning/cooking in partnership 
with their wives. In the USA and in the UK, for example, gardening 
and handyman jobs have become male labour niches where Mexican 
and Polish men, respectively, may gain specialisation and access relatively 
high earnings, working for well-off  families (Ramirez and Hondagneu- 
Sotelo  2009 ; Kilkey et al.  2013a ). As an example of working partnership, 
Filipino men work in couples with their wives in wealthy households in 
Spain, Italy, and the UK (Oso  1998 ; Chell-Robinson  2000 ; Cox  1999 ). 

 Th ese few studies on migrant/racialised male domestic workers also 
suggest that the tension between conventional understandings of mas-
culinity and the gendering of work is managed through a gendered divi-
sion of tasks and jobs within the sector. A gendered spatial separation 
distinguishes masculinised jobs, which are mainly performed outdoors, 
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and feminised ones, which are mainly carried out in the private, inte-
rior spaces of the house. In contemporary Mexico, male drivers and gar-
deners who are often internal migrants or members of ethnic minorities 
may be asked to perform cleaning tasks outside the house, but only a 
few men work as carers within the home (Durin  2013 ). Because they are 
constructed as a sexual threat, male domestic workers tend to be excluded 
from those spaces and parts of the house where they are likely to have per-
sonal interaction with the family members (ibid). In Hong Kong, migrant 
men working in domestic service perform tasks such as gardening and car-
washing, while migrant women are assigned to house cleaning and cook-
ing (Constable  2007 ). In the USA, Latino migrant men work as janitors, 
while the women of their communities often work as domestic/care work-
ers (Cranford  2005 ). A study on housekeeping and room service in hotels 
in the USA found that most of these lower-ranking jobs were occupied 
by racialised workers, mostly migrants, with women employed as room 
cleaners and turndown attendants and men employed in housekeeping 
and room service (Sherman  2011 ). In this sense, the location of the work 
rather than its content constitutes the main gendered boundary, as the 
tasks themselves may well be similar (Duff y  2007 ). Similarly, in some 
contexts, men are more often employed in institutional or public forms 
of paid domestic work than in its private household-based forms. For 
migrants pursuing upward social mobility, these kinds of jobs can repre-
sent a welcome alternative to more traditional forms of paid  domestic/care 
work, but they also reproduce racialised internal hierarchies, for example, 
through the assignation of migrant workers to ‘diffi  cult’ clients and to anti-
social working hours, such as evenings and week-ends (Boccagni  2009a ; 
Marchetti and Scrinzi  2014 ; Timonen and Doyle  2010 ; Da Roit  2013 ; 
Shutes and Carlos  2012 ; Scrinzi  2013 ). Over the nineteenth century in 
the USA, the expansion of non-nurturant social reproductive labour occu-
pations in institutional settings (cleaning and catering in public buildings, 
schools, hotels, restaurants, nursing homes, and hospitals) corresponded 
with the increase in racialised (black and Hispanic) men in these jobs, 
who by the end of the century were overrepresented in these occupations 
(Duff y  2007 ). On the basis of the survey conducted on migrant workers 
in low-paid jobs in London, most women in these jobs worked as cleaners 
in ‘semi-private’ spaces such as hotels as well as in home-based care jobs, 
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while most men worked in ‘semi-public’ spaces such as offi  ce cleaning or 
cleaning services in the Underground. Black African men were found to 
be the largest group of men in cleaning jobs (McIlwaine et al.  2006 ). Th e 
gendered and racialised division of reproductive labour is further defi ned 
around the distinction between visible/invisible tasks in both public/insti-
tutional and private/household- based settings (Glenn  1992 ). A quantita-
tive analysis of paid reproductive labour in the USA reveals the following 
points: white women are overrepresented in non-nurturant jobs in the 
private sphere; racialised women (especially Hispanic women) are over-
represented in both private and institutional forms of non-nurturant paid 
work; and racialised men are overrepresented in non-nurturant reproduc-
tive labour in public settings, especially in invisible ‘back room’ niches, 
which assimilates them to the jobs assigned to racialised women both 
in private and public settings; white men are found to be rare across the 
board (Duff y  2007 ). As the following chapters will show, migrant men in 
Italy also work in nurturant care jobs in private household settings, even 
if they are in a minority relative to racialised women. 

 Further, masculinised domestic service jobs emerge as having partic-
ular characteristics. Th ey are seen as requiring some ‘technical’ ability, 
specialisation, and skill, and are considered as physically demanding and 
involving the use of equipment considered potentially dangerous, such 
as gardening and handyman work, carried out in public spaces. Indeed, 
Mexican  jardineros  develop a sense of working-class masculinity, which 
revolves around physical strength and the use of machinery (Ramirez and 
Hondagneu-Sotelo  2009 ; Ramirez  2011 ). Migrant men are employed 
as gardeners, drivers, handymen, and carpet shampoo cleaners in the 
USA, Mexico, the Middle East, the UK, and Italy (Cranford  2005 ; 
Durin  2013 ; Moors and de Regt  2008 ; Kilkey et al. 2013; Ramirez and 
Hondagneu-Sotelo  2009 ; Ramirez  2011 ; Näre  2010 ; Cox  1999 ; Romero 
 2002 ). Accordingly, when migrant domestic workers are employed as a 
couple in a household, men tend to be assigned to driving and garden-
ing, but they may also be asked to perform heavy cleaning in the house 
(Näre  2010 ; Cox  1999 ; Parreñas  2001 ). Existing studies on paid domes-
tic work in institutional and public settings also suggest that there is some 
continuity with the traditional forms of domestic service to the extent 
that migrant men and women are assigned to gender-specifi c tasks and 
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jobs. In a company providing cleaning services in Paris, for instance, men 
were assigned to home-maintenance and gardening jobs; however, the 
managers stated that they were not currently recruiting men because they 
had no demand for such work from their clients (Scrinzi  2009 ). Th ese 
masculinised domestic service jobs tend to require little emotional labour 
as they involve little face-to-face interaction with the clients/employ-
ers, as opposed to (female) care jobs, which are highly demanding in 
this respect (Ramirez and Hondagneu-Sotelo  2009 ; Durin  2013 ; Duff y 
 2005 ). Overall, this gendered and racialised division of jobs and tasks 
helps to explain the reproduction of vertical gender segregation in the 
sector and the higher (material and symbolic) value attributed to male 
domestic labour. As Ramirez and Hondagneu-Sotelo ( 2009 ) suggest, tak-
ing care of goods which are assigned an exchange value and an invest-
ment potential endows these migrant/racialised male domestic workers 
with a gender advantage over their female colleagues.  

    Conclusion 

 Th is chapter has discussed the existing scholarship on gendered migra-
tion. It has argued for the need to avoid the overlap between ‘gender’ and 
‘women’ present in the literature on international migration. We need to 
challenge the conceptual normative distinction between male breadwin-
ners and trailing female spouses. In addition, in order to fully consider 
the role of migrant women as workers, independent migrants, and bread-
winners, we need to consider the role played by migrant men in social 
reproduction, both paid and unpaid, and to map the specifi cities of men’s 
incorporation into particular job sectors (Raghuram and Kofman  2015 ). 
We suggest that it is crucial to investigate how the entry of migrant men 
into domestic/care services produces and refl ects changes in migrant fam-
ily relations, employment conditions, and working experiences. 

 Italy represents an important case study in this respect because it 
epitomises wider trends in the gendered intersections of migration 
and welfare state restructuring. Additionally, it is witnessing processes of 
remasculinisation of migrant domestic/care labour, which point to mul-
tiple inequalities within the migrant population and which can highlight 
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the various processes underway in the gendering of work. Th ese fi nd-
ings point to the internal diversity of domestic/care services and the need 
to adopt a more nuanced understanding of the gendered characterisa-
tion of reproductive labour as traditionally and exclusively female and 
feminised (Manalansan  2006 ). Indeed, some tasks taken up by migrant 
men within the sphere of reproductive labour do not necessarily refl ect 
a feminisation of their work and identity. Nonetheless, in contexts such 
as Italy, migrant men are employed in traditionally female sectors such 
as the elderly care jobs, including as live-in workers, and even childcare 
(Näre  2010 ; Scrinzi  2005 ,  2010 ; Gallo  2006 ). Overall, existing studies of 
migrant men in domestic/care labour are still scarce, particularly when it 
comes to locating male employment in the domestic/care sector within 
the wider context of their professional and migratory trajectories, includ-
ing downward or upward social mobility in the immigration country and 
shifting between diff erent juridical statuses. Further, we still know little 
about the ways in which the strategies adopted by these migrant men to 
negotiate masculinity and ethnic belonging cross-cut the public/private 
divide. We need more insight into the relationship between their paid 
domestic work and their family lives. While migrant men are a minority 
in ‘feminine’ nurturant care jobs in Italy and their presence does not seem 
to alter the overall gendered division of work, their increased presence 
in the context of the economic crisis provides an opportunity for better 
understanding the gendered nature of migration, of racialised divisions 
of work, and of the processes through which paid domestic/care work is 
constructed as ‘women’s work’.      
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    3   
 Gender, Racism, and Migrant 

Reproductive Labour in Italy and Europe                     

      Th is chapter locates the issues of racism, masculinities, and the IDRL in 
the specifi cs of the Italian social and political context, by also connecting 
its national features to European tendencies. Drawing from the discus-
sion of gendered immigration and social policies in the previous chapter, 
it shows how, in Europe, these policies are associated with public and 
political debates that construct racialised hierarchies based on ideas of 
gender, sexuality, and religion. Men of diff erent nationalities are repre-
sented as eff eminate or, by contrast, are associated with hyper- masculinity, 
criminal activity, and sexual violence. Th  e chapter then considers how 
gendered immigration policies and representations of migration mate-
rialise in the domain of domestic/care labour in Italy. Th e repertoires 
used in social construction of Otherness and of national belonging, as 
well as the Italian model of migrants’ integration and immigration poli-
cies, are discussed in connection with the issues of migrant masculinities 
and domestic/care labour. Th e discussion points to the Italian specifi cities 
with regard to the place of religion in politics and society and the infl uen-
tial role played by the Catholic Church in framing public debates about 
immigration as well as gender, family, and social policy. 
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    Racialisation and Migrant Labour 
in Contemporary Europe 

 Across Europe, restrictive immigration policies have tended to establish 
juridical hierarchies among diff erent groups of migrants by diff erentiating 
between them on the basis of criteria associated with nationality, gender, 
and education. Th rough immigration, employment, and social policies, 
the states contribute to a stratifi cation that distinguishes between citizens 
and migrants and between diff erent groups of migrants. National policies 
contribute to ‘hierarchies of mobility’, defi ning the individuals’ access 
not only to international routes but also to rights, benefi ts, and social 
mobility within receiving states, in the context of increasingly diversifi ed 
and segmented labour markets (Bauman  2000 ). Under the pressure of the 
anti-immigration propaganda of RRP parties and in the context of the 
re-emergence of xenophobia and nationalisms, institutional actors defi ne 
migration as ‘good’ or ‘bad’, and ‘useful’ or ‘useless’, thus reproducing the 
hierarchies induced by the public policies (Guibernau  2010 ). Especially 
since the year 2000, institutional actors have overtly mobilised a utilitarian 
discourse on immigration focusing on the demographic challenges and 
needs for skilled labour of the immigration societies (Andrieux  2005 ). 
Th is discourse has materialised diff erently across Europe, heavily 
aff ecting public perceptions as well as offi  cial statistics of migration. In 
the Netherlands, qualifi cations of the migrants as ‘good’ or ‘problematic’ 
were incorporated into existing offi  cial categorisations; in France, the 
institutional discourse on ‘ immigration choisie ’ (chosen immigration) 
has legitimised widespread stereotypes of post-colonial migrants, such 
as Africans and Northern Africans, as diffi  cult to integrate into the 
Republic; in Germany, there was an emphasis on the necessity of highly 
skilled migrants who could match the competitiveness of the national 
economy; in the UK, Eastern European migrants have been categorised 
as ‘good for the economy’ (Pries  2013 ). 

 Th is ‘utilitarian’ discourse on immigration has combined with the 
growing relevance of security issues in policy and debates and with 
the rising hostility concerning Muslim immigrants, especially after 
9/11 (Bigo   2008 ). Th e combination of limited opportunities for legal 
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migration and repressive policies targeting illegal migrants has led to a 
‘ criminalisation of migrants’ (Palidda 2011b: 2), whereby these appear 
as a  ‘ politically profi table scapegoat’ in societies which are increasingly 
aff ected by processes of social polarisation (Palidda 2011b: 10). Th e 
criminalisation of (male) migrants is not only symbolic but also lit-
eral. In Italy, migrants have a greater chance of being reported, arrested, 
and imprisoned than Italians. In 2010, foreigners constituted 37.2  % 
of the total detainees in Italian prisons, a steady increase over the past 
two decades (Palidda 2011a). A link is established between widespread 
fears concerning the rise of Muslim fundamentalism and delinquency by 
(male) migrants and, in countries of older immigration such as France, 
by their (male) children. Th is has led to the emergence of ‘moral panics’, 
largely supported by the media (Mucchielli  2005 ), and to widespread 
practices of racial profi ling (Jugé and Perez  2006 ). ‘Ethnic riots’ and acts 
of sexual violence in deprived working-class suburbs, largely inhabited 
by migrants and their children, are prominent in the media and in the 
public debate (Fassin  2006 ; Guénif Soulimas and Macé  2004 ). 

 In this context, social relations are increasingly understood in terms 
of essentialist ideas of cultural diff erence, and confl icts are represented 
as problems arising from the interaction between diff erent ‘cultures’. 
Th us, ideas of a ‘clash of civilisations’, initially supported by rightist 
intellectuals, come to be legitimised and trivialised (Réa  1988 ). Whereas 
racism previously mobilised a vocabulary pertaining to blood and biology 
(Guillaumin  1972 ), contemporary forms of racialisation in Europe are 
based on the naturalisation of cultural diff erences and the construction 
of migrants and their children as undesirable outsiders, supposedly 
inherently and radically diff erent by culture. Th ese ‘neo-racisms’ (Barker 
 1982 ) or forms of ‘cultural racism’ (Brah  1993 ) based on the process 
of ‘culturalisation’ (Ålund  1999 : 147) or ‘cultural essentialism’ (Grillo 
 2003 ) construct and exclude ‘the Other’ as innately diff erent. 

 Some scholars identify the distinctive trait of contemporary forms of 
racism as an association with the socio-economic context within which 
they have developed over the 1980s and 1990s (Brah  1993 ). As discussed 
in the previous chapter, this was crucially shaped by a major restructur-
ing of the European and the world economies and, in Europe, by the 
process of European Union (EU) integration. In what has been termed 
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‘fortress Europe’, ‘European internationalism’ is exposed as a ‘racialised 
nationalism’.  Racialising assumptions and the distinction between the 
internal mobility of ‘ desirable citizens’ on the one hand, and the inter-
national migration of ‘undesirable migrants’ from third countries on the 
other hand, come to constitute the boundaries of the EU cultural land-
scape (Bhavnani  1993 : 35). State and EU policies of internal control over 
migrants and border controls, as well as legislation allocating diff eren-
tial rights to diff erent groups of the population, hold a profound sym-
bolic value in demarcating ‘Us’ from ‘Th em’. In this context, racialising 
assumptions legitimise the insertion of migrant workers into 3D (dirty, 
dangerous, demanding) jobs. For example, the unemployment of certain 
groups of migrants, such as women, and their exclusion from the labour 
market tend to be seen as inherently caused by the migrants’ ‘traditional’ 
mentality (Ålund  1999 ; Chaïb  2008 ; Scrinzi  2013 ). Racialising assump-
tions also aff ect the children of post-colonial migrants who are aff ected 
by signifi cantly higher unemployment rates than white citizens (Jugé and 
Perez  2006 , Miles  1993 ). Instead, whiteness often protects the ‘invisible’ 
European migrants and their children from public scrutiny (McDowell 
 2009 ). Racialisation and the construction of whiteness do not revolve 
only around skin colour. Th ey also revolve around class and religion. 
European migrants such as those from Southern and Eastern Europe are 
considered as being culturally close to the immigration societies because 
of their Christian religion, while migrants coming from Muslim coun-
tries and their children are constructed as a radically diff erent religion 
impossible to incorporate into democracy. 

 We will use racism to indicate both a set of unequal social relations 
based on the appropriation and division of work among social groups, and 
the essentialist ideology legitimising these social relations, centrally based 
on the discursive mechanism of naturalisation (Anthias  1998 ; Brah  1993 ; 
Guillaumin  1972 ; Miles  1989 ,  1993 ). Th e racist ideology legitimises and 
masks the unequal social relations within which it emerges through a 
double movement of naturalisation. Firstly, it naturalises, thus produc-
ing it, the cultural diff erence assigned to the racialised Other (Balibar 
and Wallerstein  1988 ; Miles  1993 ). Instead of considering physical traits 
(such as skin colour) as the cause of the intellectual and moral inferi-
ority of the racialised groups, as modern forms of racism did, it tends 
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to explain the subalternity of the racialised Other through reference to 
‘mental’, ‘cultural’, or ‘religious’ characteristics (Grillo  2003 ). Secondly, 
in contemporary forms of racism, xenophobia is also naturalised. Not 
only is it considered as ‘natural’ to be attached to one’s ‘culture’, it is 
also claimed that feelings of hostility relating to ethnic outsiders are an 
innate attitude of all human beings (Balibar  1988 ; Stolcke  1995 ). Th is 
implies that integrating into another ‘culture’ is doomed to failure. Such 
racialising representations do not necessarily develop in a bipolar matrix 
of positivity/superiority against negativity/inferiority. Instead, racialisa-
tion can involve the ambivalent construction of positive stereotypes and 
of idealised and patronising representations of Otherness (Brah  1993 ; 
Guillaumin  1972 ). According to other scholars, however, the repertoire 
pertaining to (naturalised) cultural diff erences has also been used in the 
past, such as in colonial contexts. Over time, forms of racism more clearly 
premised on biological diff erence have merged with others, more associ-
ated with the cultural repertoire, so that the two are diffi  cult to separate 
in history (Gillette 2002).  

    Gendered Processes of Racialisation 

 Feminist scholars have greatly contributed to our understanding of these 
naturalising discourses, pointing to the important gendered dimension 
of racialisation and of nationalist projects. Racism is always gendered 
(Anthias  1998 ; Brah  1993 ), as highlighted by an approach focused on 
the intersectionality and transformative interactions between multiple 
strands of inequalities (Choo and Ferree  2010 ). Th e intersectionality of 
gender and ethnicity decrees that sexist assumptions may be used to 
reinforce racialisation while racist rules may serve the reasserting of sex-
ism (Anthias  1998 ; Brah  1993 ). Indeed, both racism and sexism are 
predicated on the naturalisation of social relations, which legitimise 
hierarchies in the division of work and the allocation of resources. 
Naturalisation serves to construct women as innately suitable for car-
ing roles within the private sphere and the racialised Others as innately 
diff erent because of their culture, thus making integration impossible 
(Anthias  1998 ,  2001 ). 
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 Th ree aspects of this intersectionality can be identifi ed. Firstly, the 
social construction of cultural diff erence incorporates ideas of gender and 
sexuality, assigning to the racialised Other attributes, which are socially 
constructed as naturally feminine, such as passivity and irrationality. 
Th us, for example, the Indian people as a whole, and Bengali men in 
particular, were constructed as passive and eff eminate, while the English 
colonisers were depicted as masculine and active (Lal  2003 ; McClintock 
 1995 ; Sinha  1995 ). In the USA, Asian and Asian American men have 
been excluded from dominant notions of masculinity and have been 
feminised (Le Espiritu  1997 ). In other contexts, racialised men are repre-
sented as hyper-masculine men constituting a sexual threat for the nation. 
Black men in the USA are constructed as hyper-sexual men (Hill Collins 
 1990 ). Also, black women slaves in the Americas were constructed as 
‘masculine’ strong women suited to working outdoors, supporting domi-
nant constructions of white womanhood. In other words, racialisation 
functions through the attribution of feminine or masculine so-called 
natural qualities to the ethnic minorities; men and women are racialised 
in gender-specifi c ways. 

 Secondly, national belonging is naturalised through reference to kinship 
relations in the family. At the same time, the naturalisation of gender 
diff erence within the national community sustains national similarity or 
sameness. Domestic and family metaphors are widely used to represent 
the nation in diff erent historical contexts, legitimising internal cohesion 
as well as hostility towards the outsider (Lewis  2006 ; McClintock  1993 ; 
Mulinari and Neergard  2014 ). Women are mobilised as biological and 
cultural reproducers of the national community; they are assigned the 
role of embodying the national identity and the integrity of its cultural 
boundaries (Kandiyoti  1991 ; Nagel  1998 ; Yuval-Davis and Anthias 
 1989 ; Yuval-Davis  1997 ). Masculinity has been widely recognised as 
a key idiom in the forging of modern national identities, where men 
claim the authority of identifying the legitimate members of the nation 
as well as its borders. Th ey also construct the models of gender, which 
are appropriate and accepted in the national community (Nagel  1998 ; 
Mangan and Walvin  1987 ; Clark  2007 ). For example, in reaction to the 
feminisation of their people by the British, Indian and Caribbean men, 
engaging in nationalist projects, developed a consciousness of their own 
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bodies and of their nation as masculine entities and strengthened control 
over women’s bodies (Derné  2000 ). 

 Th irdly, the process of racialisation involves attributing to the racialised 
Other models of gender relations, which are deemed inferior to those 
which are considered to be characteristic of the dominant group. In other 
words, ‘gender relations are important boundary markers between one 
ethnic group and another’ (Anthias  1998 : 528). For example, in the 
1980s, representations of African-Caribbean and Asian families as patho-
logical have emerged in the UK to sustain the celebration of British ‘tra-
ditional’ family values by the New Right (Carby  1982 ). 

 Th ese feminist analyses support our understanding of gendered 
racialisation in contemporary Europe, where the ‘cultural tradition’ 
to which migrants and their children are assigned is often associated 
with misogyny and backwardness in the matter of gender relations. 
In contrast, immigration societies tend to be perceived as democratic 
spaces where gender equality has been achieved (Lutz et al.  1995 ; Van 
Walsum and Spijkerboer  2007 ; Fassin,  2006 ; Scrinzi  2010 ; Brion  2009 ; 
Bhavnani  1993 ; Kandiyoti  1991 ). As such, contemporary racialising 
discourses construct gender-specifi c roles for men and women, involving 
the defi nition of racialised masculinities and femininities. Migrant men 
tend to be depicted as the bearer of anti-modern patriarchal values and 
of immoral sexual conduct (against both national and migrant women). 
Th rough this ‘racialisation of sexism’, 1  sexism is ascribed to the racialised 
Other. While gender inequalities structuring the immigration society 
are obscured, those of the migrant communities are made hyper-visible 
(Weldes et  al.  1999 ; Feldman  2005 ; Wade  2007 ; Delanty  2008 ). Th e 
criminalisation of illegal migrants currently promoted in Europe by right-
wing parties, both at the level of media representations and of migration 
policies (Palidda 2009), often relies on the representation of migrant men 
as a dangerous presence (Schrock and Schwalbe  2009 ; Dixon and Linz 
 2000 ). Th us, the construction of the migrants’ masculinity lies at the 
core of an ‘apocalyptic crime talk’ (Schneider and Schneider  2008 : 368), 

1   Scrinzi (2014b) uses ‘racialisation of sexism’ to refer to a discursive strategy of RRP parties reno-
vating their gendered ideology, drawing from the expressions ‘ racialisation du sexisme ’ (Hamel 
 2005 ) and ‘ altérisation du sexisme ’ used by francophone feminist authors analysing the French 
debates on sexual violence and the Muslim headscarf. 
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which associates racialised men with gendered deviant behaviours, espe-
cially in the public sphere. Migrant men tend to be criminalised more 
than women, as constructions of victimhood and criminality and percep-
tions of danger are highly gendered (Gaspard  1998 ). Acts of sexual vio-
lence committed by migrants and racialised men are intensely mediatised 
(Guénif Soulimas and Macé  2004 ; Woodcock  2010 ). Since public spaces 
serve as a ‘stage for constructions of diff erence and sameness’ (Ehrkamp 
 2008 : 119), the ‘hyper-visibility’ of these racialised men means that their 
gendered appropriation of public spaces is stigmatised as a deviant racial 
practice. Th us, for example, in the UK, the involvement of racialised men 
in anti- social behaviour in public spaces is analysed as a ‘protest mascu-
linity’ (McDowell et  al.  2014 ) in which the men call for respect from 
their peers to compensate for the indignity of exclusion from employ-
ment, a major attribute of hegemonic masculinity and adulthood. More 
specifi cally, racialised male youth are excluded from the service sector 
jobs, which constitute a large part of employment opportunities in post-
industrial cities. In the service sector, emotional labour and embodied 
performativity in face-to-face interactions are prevalent, and recruitment 
draws on stereotyped constructions of the ‘ideal’ worker as someone 
endowed with feminised qualities such as docility and a ‘smiling’ attitude 
to the client (Matthews and Ruhs  2007 ). 

 Conversely, migrant women are represented as vulnerable and 
oppressed, especially in the private sphere. More particularly, inclusion 
in the labour market, specifi cally in fl exible and non-skilled jobs where 
migrant women are overrepresented, is supposed to be emancipatory for 
female migrants (Van Walsum and Spijkerboer  2007 ; Ålund  1999 ; Chaïb 
 2008 ; Rolandsen and Sata  2013 ). Th is view of feminine migration relies 
on an essentialist representation of cultural diff erence, where the home 
country appears as a ‘traditional’ patriarchal society and the immigration 
society corresponds to modernity and female emancipation, and involves 
a simplistic idea of migration and integration as mechanical processes 
(Morokvasic  1983 ). In France, for example, racialised young men con-
stitute the stigmatised  alter ego  (Fassin  2006 ; Guénif Soulimas and Macé 
 2004 ) of the emancipated young migrant-background Muslim woman 
who epitomises the universalist model of integration (Hamel  2005 ). 
Further, social interventions promoting the integration of migrants as 
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well as ‘inter-cultural’ dialogue have also been shaped by such stigmatis-
ing assumptions. Th ese have targeted ‘diffi  cult’ and potentially dangerous 
social groups such as migrant-background young men, while they have 
mobilised migrant women as the mediators of such integration through 
their role as mothers or sisters in migrants’ families, thus reproducing 
gendered roles and spaces in the migrant communities (Gaspard  1998 ; 
Réa  2001 ).  

    Gender, Religion, and Multi-culturalism 

 Th ese gendered representations are key to public debates on the 
limitations of multi-culturalism and of migrants’ integration which have 
emerged in the 1990s in several European countries, focusing on issues 
such as the  burqa , the Muslim headscarf, and honour killings. Islam has 
emerged as the quintessential Other and its presence in the public sphere 
tends to be perceived as inherently antagonistic to liberal citizenship 
and secularism, which are regarded as the pillars of modern European 
politics and democracy. Th e accommodation of religious diff erence has 
been central to the wider rubric of multi-culturalism as well as to the 
backlash discourse against multi-culturalism (Bowen  2008 ; Vertovec and 
Wessendorf  2010 ; Gallo  2014 ), even though, in countries like UK and 
France, this backlash seems to be mainly enacted at the level of national 
political rhetoric if compared to local politics (Vertovec and Wessendorf 
 2010 ; Goreau  2014 ). According to José Casanova ( 2005 ), and despite 
diff erent national forms of secularism and of majority faith traditions, 
Europe distinguishes itself from the USA in few important respects. 
Firstly, while in the USA, new immigrant religions have been crucial to 
the constitution of American pluralism, in Europe the construction of 
national–supranational identities is still imbued with persistent references 
to a diff used and submerged Christian identity, albeit with a secularist 
self-understanding and self-presentation. Secondly, in Europe, more than 
in the USA, this politics of identity based on Christian-infl ected values 
of  progressive  secularism leads to an identifi cation of immigrant religions 
mainly with Islam (Casanova  2006 ). In many European countries, 
including Italy, Islam is seen as a challenge to national and European 
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identities in terms of customs, laicism, and individual freedom (Casanova 
 2005 ; Maréchal  2002 ; Ambrosini  2007 ). Associating secularisation with 
the modernisation and the privatisation of religion, and by overlooking 
the implicit religious norms which still inform defi nitions and 
arrangements of the public sphere in European societies, this ‘secularist’ 
self-representation of Europe prevents our societies from coming to terms 
with migrant religions and with organised religious groups in public life 
(Casanova  2005 ). Europe is associated with a ‘modern’ form of religiosity, 
which can be confi ned within the private sphere of the family. European 
Christianity, as opposed to migrant religions, is seen as a-political. 

 Further, the ‘secularist’ self-perception of Europe informs the idea that 
migrant religions, more specifi cally Islam, represented as a monolithic 
entity, involve practices and norms in the matter of gender, which are 
contrary to modern liberal secular European values and which should not 
be tolerated. It is assumed instead that specifi cally ‘modern’ and European 
(Christian) forms of religiosity can combine the defence of the nuclear 
family and the divinely inscribed gender diff erence with gender equal-
ity. In this context, institutional historical churches are less dynamic in 
terms of membership, but they function as ‘public carriers of the national 
religion’ (Casanova  2005 : 7). Th ere is an intertwining of national and 
religious identities where national belonging tends to be identifi ed with 
Christianity (Rolandsen and Sata  2013 ). Further, Christianity is mobil-
ised by RRP parties as a symbolic resource to target Muslims. Highly 
gendered debates variously mobilise religion and secularism to defi ne 
national belonging and Otherness, according to national historical and 
political specifi cities. 

 Th e degree and forms in which gender equality and religion are embed-
ded in narratives of national belonging vary according to a number of 
factors, including the gender and care regimes and models of integration 
which are dominant in diff erent national contexts. 

 For example, the French ‘republican’ model of integration and citizen-
ship, based on principles of universalism and individualism, relies on the 
(gendered) prescriptive distinction between the public political sphere, 
which is seen as neutral, and the private sphere, where the display of 
religious and cultural specifi cities is tolerated (Lamière  2008 ). Debates 
on gender and multi-culturalism intensifi ed at the time of the 2004 law 



3 Gender, Racism, and Migrant Reproductive Labour 95

banning the wearing of ‘conspicuous signs’ of religious affi  liation in pub-
lic schools, and divisions emerged among French activists claiming to 
defend women’s rights and anti-racist activists. While some feminists 
have argued that this law targets Muslim girls wearing headscarves, others 
have supported it as a means to promote republican secular liberal values 
and to increase gender equality (Scott  2007 ). 

 Secularism is also key to dominant understandings of national iden-
tity in the Netherlands. Th e particular institutional arrangement of sec-
ularisation dominant in this country, which involves the organisation of 
cultural and religious diversity (‘pillarisation’), has been closely associ-
ated with sexual politics to affi  rm the ‘Dutch exceptionalism’ as a nation 
where women’s and gays’ emancipation has been achieved. Currently, 
a ‘secular nostalgia’ informs public debates, as ‘secular exceptional-
ism’ is invoked as a defence against Islam (Bracke  2011 : 33). In the 
Netherlands, as well as in Scandinavian countries, the discourse based 
on the ‘nationalising of gender equality’ (Meret and Siim  2013 : 83) is 
paramount. In contrast, in more conservative gender regimes such as 
Hungary and Austria, a minor emphasis on (migrant) women’s labour 
market participation as a means of integration combines with a lesser 
emphasis on gender equality as a criterion of national belonging and 
the acceptance of the migrant newcomers (Rolandsen and Sata  2013 ). 
In the UK, multi-culturalism, as a set of policies and discourses aimed 
at addressing inequalities aff ecting ethnic and religious minorities and 
rejecting the idea that migrants’ integration is based on cultural and 
religious assimilation, has developed in the late twentieth century. From 
the start of the new century, multi- culturalism has been the object of 
criticism for its alleged complacency with regard to oppressive patri-
archal practices of ethnic minorities at the same time as media cover-
age of honour killings, forced marriages, and genital mutilations has 
intensifi ed. Because of the traditional liberal reluctance of British insti-
tutions to intervene in the matter of religious beliefs, public concerns 
about the Muslim headscarf have been expressed later in Britain than in 
other countries. Muslim women’s clothing has only recently come under 
attack in the wake of security concerns; for instance, banning the  niqab  
has been seen by many as a necessary measure in the struggle against 
terrorism (Meer et al.  2010 ). 
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 To maintain a distance from the Nazi regime, current ‘multi-cultural’ 
defi nitions of the national identity in Germany refrain from associat-
ing with a distinctive German ethnic identity, associating it instead with 
secularism and gender equality, which are supposed to provide the bases 
for a supposedly homogeneous ‘German value system’. Th ese discourses, 
however, are informed by a symbolic polarisation between the Turks and 
the Germans. Recent debates on honour killings and forced marriage rely 
heavily on these racialising assumptions, mobilising either religious or 
ethno-national characteristics to explain the patriarchal practices of the 
ethnic minorities (Rostock and Berghahn  2008 ). 

 Intervening in public debates on the Muslim headscarf and honour 
killings, RRP parties have mobilised the issues of women’s rights and 
gender equality. Th is is in striking contrast with the (often) overtly sexist 
rhetoric of these parties, championing traditional models of femininity 
and the ‘natural family’ as the fundamental base of the social order. Th is 
appears as a strategy of ‘agenda-grabbing’ (Akkerman and Hagelund 
 2007 : 213) of arguments traditionally employed by the left wing and 
by feminists, through which RRP parties seek to normalise their public 
image and legitimise their anti-immigration claims. Th ey no longer frame 
migrants as a threat to only the national cultural identity, the economy, 
the safety of the population, and as welfare scroungers (Rydgren  2003 ), 
but also as a threat to gender equality. In countries as diff erent with 
regard to gender regimes as Sweden, Denmark, France, and Italy, RRP 
parties treat gender equality as a standard by which a superior national 
self can be measured against inferior foreign others (Meret and Siim 
 2013 ; Scrinzi 2014b; Towns et al.  2014 ). On these bases, some feminists 
and intellectuals have paradoxically converged with RRP formations 
against the threat of the ‘Islamisation’ of European societies (Towns et al. 
 2014 ). Th e mainstream right, too, while in political offi  ce, has mobilised 
these gendered stereotypes, establishing what has been labelled ‘state 
feminism’ (Tissot  2008 ). For instance, the French UMP ( Union pour un 
Mouvement Populaire ) party has declared gender equality as a defi ning 
value of the French national identity and used ‘pseudo-feminist’ claims to 
attack immigration (Cette France là  2009 ). Th e Italian PDL ( Popolo della 
Libertà ) party has mobilised the issue of gender equality to legitimise 
interventions in global wars in Muslim countries. 
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 Overall, the literature discussed above shows signifi cant convergences 
across Europe in the ways in which women’s rights are perceived as a cul-
tural trait which is reserved for immigration societies as opposed to other 
‘cultures’. It also suggests the tendency in diff erent European contexts to 
create political, cultural, and economic fi lters through which migrants 
and their religion can be ‘hierarchically accepted’, ‘tolerated’, or ‘rejected’. 
Th ese fi lters construct gendered hierarchies of acceptability and respecta-
bility of immigrants by assigning diff erently valued qualities according to 
their religious identities as ‘Christians’, ‘Sikhs’, ‘Hindus’, ‘Muslims’, and 
‘Others’ (Model and Lang  2003 ). Th is, as the analysis developed below 
and in the following chapters will show, has important implications for 
the inclusion of migrant men within the domestic space and the national 
polity. Before delving into the analysis of the gendered racialisation of 
immigrants in Italy, and of the specifi c place of migrant domestic/care 
workers in the process, it is important to locate Italian politics as well as 
public debates on immigration in relation to the wider European context.  

    Party Politics and the Political Discourse 
on Immigration in Italy 

 Th e relatively recent politicisation of immigration (from the 1980s) in 
Italy does not automatically imply the radical novelty of a public dis-
course on the relationship between ‘Italianness’ and ‘foreignness’. As 
Sciortino and Colombo suggest ( 2004 : 97), ‘the birth in Italy of a pub-
lic discourse on immigration does not derive […] from the discovery of 
the Other’, but from the ‘progressive distinction between diff erent types 
of foreigners and the gradual institutionalizing of a distinction between 
“foreigner” and “immigrants”’. As the following chapters show, further 
internal distinctions also emerge within the category of ‘immigrants’. 
Certain communities are often more discriminated against a ‘threaten-
ing presence’ in public discourses and are assigned essentialised cultural 
qualities according to the needs or the fears of an equally essentialised 
construction of the ‘Italian’ society. 

 Th e exponential growth of migration in Italy, and the key role played 
by immigration discourse within the Italian polity, should be understood 
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in relation to the concomitant rise of renewed centre-right political 
forces in the 1990s. Th ese materialised in three main parties: the centre- 
right Forza Italia, the RRP party NL, and the former National Alliance 
(formerly the post-fascist Italian Social Movement (MSI); the National 
Alliance dissolved in 2008 and merged into the Berlusconi-led coalition 
 Popolo delle Libertà ). It is acknowledged that immigration from extra-EU 
(then European Community (EC)) countries had become a salient issue 
in Italian politics in the very last years of the so-called First Republic 
(1946/8–1992/4). In particular, it was the discussion around the fi rst 
comprehensive law on immigration in 1990 and the fi rst strong wave of 
immigration from Albania in 1991 to 1992 which sparked the debate. 
Th at 1990 law, which included an amnesty for all irregular migrants 
who could demonstrate having a job, —was passed by the centrist gov-
ernmental coalition with virtually no opposition from the left, a fact that 
signalled an overall political consensus on this issue. ‘Ownership’ of the 
anti-immigration discourse in those years belonged almost exclusively to 
the MSI and to the rising NL, whose strength was growing at the local 
level. Th e NL’s verbal attacks were still primarily directed against internal 
migration (and migrants) from Southern regions, which had provided 
the North with a massive intake of workers in the previous three decades. 
Th e use of negative stereotypes of ‘southerners’ and the emphasis placed 
on the theme of competition for public jobs in northern regions between 
‘ northerners’ and ‘southerners’ helped the NL in its campaigns. Although 
this xenophobic discourse mirrored the growing anxiety of some social 
strata about internal and international immigration, both neo-fascist 
and NL discourses were largely marked as illegitimate by the political 
establishment and, as a consequence, by the mainstream media both at 
national and local levels. 

 Th e situation changed considerably after the early 1990s. To a very 
great extent, the politics of immigration in Italy can be read as part of 
a wider Western European trend in which anti-immigration (and/or 
 anti-immigrants) parties have grown in electoral support, infl uence, 
and power, imposing their agenda and, in some cases, their policies on 
their centre-right allies/interlocutors (Bale  2008 ). RRP parties in many 
European countries have offi  cially taken a ‘tough’ anti-immigration 
stance, and have been able to infl uence other parties (Betz  1994 ). Th is has 
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sometimes been in terms of border control policies, but it has particularly 
been in terms of political discourse riding the horse of public ‘security’. 
However, some peculiarities of the Italian political system, in particular 
the party system and the relationship between media and politics, have 
created a specifi c context in which roughly stereotypical, xenophobic, 
and even openly racist discourses have been circulated not by politi-
cal outsiders but by national political élites (most often governmental 
forces). Such discourses have been uncritically diff used by virtually all 
national TV channels, thus becoming de facto legitimate and perhaps 
predominant in Italian society. 

 Th e events between 1992 and 1994 created the context in which all 
this became possible. Th e fi rst event was the electoral breakthrough of the 
NL at the 1992 general election. Th e second was constituted by the polit-
ical scandals (mainly linked to corruption and/or allegations of mafi a 
ties) and the consequent obliteration of the parties of the centrist govern-
mental bloc. Th e third was the adoption of a partially majoritarian elec-
toral system, which introduced strong incentives to move from a tri-polar 
(radical-left vs. dominant centre vs. radical-right) to a bipolar competi-
tion (radical-left and centre-left vs. centre-right and radical- right). Th is 
process opened up unprecedented opportunities for the MSI and the NL 
(as well as for radical-left parties) to get into offi  ce. Th e last crucial event 
was the ‘descent into politics’ of Silvio Berlusconi with the foundation 
of his own party Forza Italia (FI) and the direct use of his massive media 
power in the political battlefi eld. In the 1994 general election, he formed 
a coalition with both the NL, which, in the meantime, had started to 
shift their ‘attention’ from southerners to extra-EU immigrants, and the 
MSI, which was now restyling itself under the name of National Alliance. 
Exploiting the political vacuum left by the disappearance of former gov-
ernmental parties, he won the election and put the Italian radical-right 
in offi  ce for the fi rst time. Th is was the dawn of the so-called Second 
Republic. Since then, immigration has remained one of the most salient 
issues in Italian politics. While already in the 1980s, the visibility of 
Sub-Saharan African male vendors in public spaces had started to trig-
ger a gendered representation of migrants as commandeering space and 
rights over ‘Italian’ cities and neighbourhoods (Carter  1997 ; Mai  2002 ; 
Andall  2007 ; Riccio  2007 ), the way in which migration became a visible 
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political issue is inextricably linked to the changing political landscape of 
the Second Republic (Andall  2007 : 136–7). 

 Th e second wave of immigration from Albania in 1997, the dramatic 
increase in the pace of (largely non-regulated) infl ows from the mid- 
1990s, the rise of concern about the integration of Muslim immigrants 
after 11 September 2001, and, more recently, the wave of immigrants 
from two new EU countries, Romania and Bulgaria (with many Romas 
amongst them), have contributed to keep immigration/integration 
issues to the fore. Politically, this has been a thorny issue for the centre-left 
governments in the period 1996–2001 and 2006–2008. Available stud-
ies have shown how the left-wing parties (and specifi cally the DS, Leftist 
Democratic Party) have negotiated with opposition parties and eventu-
ally converged with them to ‘manage and govern’ immigration fl ows. In 
contrast, right-wing parties have negotiated more internally than exter-
nally on immigration policies and have mainly learned from the opin-
ions/expectations of the voters (Zincone  2006 ). From the perspective of 
integration policy proposals, Andall ( 2007 ) notes how the Democratici 
di Sinistra (Leftist Democrat) (DS) either decided to adopt a low profi le 
in relation to the progressive restriction of migrants’ citizenship rights or 
failed to successfully promote the granting of the right to vote in local 
elections to migrants. Th e failure of the DS to propose viable legal alter-
natives to citizenship rights and to grant migrants local enfranchisement 
left nearly 800,000 young people of migrant origins, although born and 
raised in Italy, without Italian citizenship and also excluded migrants 
from local electoral politics (at municipal, provincial, and regional levels, 
according to the Italian territorial organisation). Importantly, this created 
the structural conditions, unique to Italy among other European coun-
tries, in which parties that engage in anti-immigrant discourse do not pay 
any price in electoral terms (Massetti  2014 ). 

 In terms of political discourse, the left-wing approach to multi- 
culturalism as a politics of institutional handling and recognition of 
diff erences (Grillo  2002 : 3) has generally swung between a representa-
tion of immigration as enriching Italian monolithic religious and ethnic 
backgrounds with multi-cultural diff erences, as illustrated by the fi rst 
Report of the Ministry of Information in 1991, and a public percep-
tion of the multi-cultural as a problematic eventuality (Campani 1993a). 
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At regional level, the little ethnography that has been done also reveals 
recurrent anti- immigration positions among leftist political activists 
(Mauritano  2002 ). 

 Scholars have identifi ed in the weak position of left-wing parties a 
product of the more entrepreneurial anti-immigration politics of the 
centre-right parties (Andall  2007 ; Massetti  2014 ), especially the NL and 
AN. In this respect, the Italian case presents a further peculiarity in com-
parison with the wider European context. Th e NL represents the older 
party in Italy and arguably has the stronger identity in the party system. 
While anti-immigrant parties in other Western European states have 
had to confront (organisationally and ideologically) established allies/
interlocutors and adversaries, all major parties in Italy are new in organ-
isational and ideological terms. Th is meant that Berlusconi’s party was 
extremely malleable, compared to other centre-right European parties, in 
relation to RRP proposals and discourses. Meanwhile the main party of 
the left was always ready to condemn the most blatant provocations of 
the NL but was largely incapable of proposing an alternative discourse. 

 At the same time, right-wing parties had to strike a balance between 
radical anti-immigration rhetoric enacted at public level, and the need 
to develop policies able to meet the requirements of the Italian labour 
market (Colombo and Sciortino  2004 ; Geddes  2008 ). Not only did the 
‘promised revolution’ in the enactment of restrictive immigration policies 
fail to transpire—with the Bossi-Fini Law mainly resulting in increased 
bureaucratic workload via the introduction of a  contratto di soggiorno , a 
unifi ed ‘contract of employment and residence’ and a reduction of dura-
tion permits—but the NL had to contend with the pressure from busi-
ness associations which feared the economic consequences of restrictive 
migration laws (Ambrosini  2009 ; Massetti  2014 ). 

 Th e close connection between politics and media power, and its continuity 
over time, constitutes another peculiarity of anti-immigrant parties in Italy, 
much more than what has characterised countries like Austria, Holland, or 
Denmark, where media and anti-immigration rhetoric have nevertheless 
found some convergence. Beyond the stark fact of increasing immigration 
fl ows, it was also the way in which the media represented the phenomenon 
which favoured the right-wing approach. During the centre-right coalition’s 
period in offi  ce between 2001 and 2006, and the NL particularly, in relation 
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to anti-immigration discourse, not only could it count on Berlusconi’s own 
media power (three national TV channels and two national newspapers) 
but it also established tight control over the two (state) the Italian national 
public broadcasting company (RAI) TV channels, which had belonged 
to the centrist bloc in the First Republic. Th e close link between media 
and politics enhanced the NL’s capacity to successfully carry forward a 
‘simulative politics’ in relation to immigration issues (Cento-Bull  2009 ) 
such as its capacity to reduce voters’ perception of the inconsistencies 
existing between offi  cial anti-immigration rhetoric and eff ective migration 
policies, the latter premised on the recognition of the important role played 
by migrants in the Italian labour market (Massetti  2014 ; Colombo and 
Sciortino  2004 ). While issues related to foreign participation in the labour 
market and the Italian economy were central to the way the media treated 
immigration issues before 1990, it is signifi cant that since the 1990s, a 
decade during which migrants became a structural component of the 
Italian labour market, these issues have been practically elided at media 
level (Sciortino and Colombo  2004 : 110) to clear the ground for more 
alarmist representations of the presence of immigrants in Italy. 

 Overall, changes in the party system and in the relationship between 
media and politics deeply aff ect the politicisation of immigration. Th e 
privileged relationship between the media and politics in Italy lies at the 
core of the recurrent waves of moral panic whereby political entrepreneurs, 
both institutional and political actors, have ended up dictating the agenda 
and exploiting immigration as a symbolic threat (Maneri  2011 ; Dal Lago 
 1999 ). Th is has eventually led to the shift between what Umberto Melotti 
calls an ‘idyllic and de-problematised representation of Italy as a multi-
cultural society’ ( 1997 : 85), prevalent until the early 1990s, to a context 
where migration and multi-culturalism have been projected at national 
level as highly problematic and threatening. Anti- immigrant parties not 
only constantly link immigration to ‘law and order’ issues, an ideological 
position which, as already stated, increasingly meets the approval of 
centre-left parties, but also establish a discourse based on the assumption 
of rigid and unchangeable identities. Th e underlying idea here is that 
Italy will never be multi-ethnic and, therefore, will never need to engage 
seriously in integration policies, be these informed by assimilationist or 
by multi-cultural approaches. 
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 Although there is very little work on gender in Italian politics and 
on the construction of migrants and racialised masculinities, a few 
preliminary refl ections can be made. We need to interrogate the place 
that masculinity occupies in the leading right-wing politics of national 
modernity and of immigration, particularly, but not exclusively, those of 
the NL, and to track the media infl uence that right-wing discourse has 
gained well beyond its direct supporters. Huysseune ( 2000 ) notes how 
the original politics of the NL set the ‘backward’ South as the ‘Other’ 
against the national modernity driven by the ‘progressive North’. In 
the process, the ‘developed North’ was constructed as masculine, while 
the Mediterranean ‘African’ South was subordinated as feminine. Th e 
political construction of the superiority of the ‘masculine North’, how-
ever, was not premised upon the open acceptance of patriarchal values. 
As previously discussed, the NL has instrumentally embraced modern 
values of women’s emancipation and gender equality, although it has 
done so without questioning the traditional gendered division of work 
(Huysseune  2000 ; Scrinzi 2014a). It is possible to map some continu-
ities and diversities between the right-wing gendered representations 
of Italian ‘southerners’ and those of the migrant racialised Others. Th e 
interplay between the rising concern over immigration as a problem for 
public security and the legitimisation of domestic/care labour as one 
of the few acceptable opportunities for both migrant women and men 
must be placed in relation to the widespread tendency to view the pres-
ence of migrants (particularly men) in public spaces as a manifestation 
of potentially aggressive behaviour against nationals. As Carter ( 1997 ) 
notes, Italian racism is informed by the perception of migrants as illegiti-
mately appropriating public spaces previously felt to be integral to local 
identity, and by Italians’ wanting to free these places from the intru-
sion of ‘the Others’. Th is perception paradoxically associates the migrant 
men’s presence in public spaces with clandestinity and illegal activities, 
and stigmatises them as a threat to national security and as the bearers 
of patriarchal values and violent misogyny (Gallo  2006 ). In this context, 
the ‘hyper-masculinisation’ of migrant men does not contradict but is 
dialectically related to their selective inclusion into the national body if 
they subscribe to gendered expectations of occupational behaviour and 
related lifestyle.  
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    The Catholic Church and Immigration in Italy 

 In Italy, Catholicism has traditionally played a key role in national and 
local politics and in framing the terms in which the national identity 
is constructed and perceived. 2  Since the creation of the First Republic, 
Italy has undergone a process of secularisation, yet it remains attached 
to a collective self-representation as a Catholic nation (Pace  2013 ). As 
Ferrari puts it, Catholicism in Italy has been raised to the rank of civil 
religion. Th e Catholic Church has also traditionally played a key role in 
Italian politics since the post-war period, when it supported the Christian 
Democratic party ( Democrazia Cristiana ), which ruled the country for 
almost half a century. 

 Despite the growing ‘unchurching’ (Casanova  2005 : 6) and the dis-
tance of much of the Italian population from the Catholic Church and 
its doctrine on issues of the family and of sexuality, Italy remains charac-
terised by a weak secularism and the prominent association of national 
belonging with Catholicism (Garelli  2013 ). Th is assigns to the Catholic 
religion a major role in public education and in moulding Italian cultural 
and historical heritage. Italy can be considered as a religious monopoly, 
despite it being increasingly aff ected by an ‘unprecedented and  unexpected 

2   Th e Lateran Treaty (1929) recognised, among other things, the dominant role of Catholicism in 
moulding Italian cultural and historic heritage and its importance in state education. However, at 
formal level, article 1 of the Italian Constitution (1948) nullifi es the principle included in the 
Treaty—and previously in the Albertine Statute (1848)—according to which Roman Catholicism 
constituted the only religion of the state. Articles 2, 3, 7, 8, 19, and 20 of the Lateran Treaty defi ne 
Italy as a secular country and grant the right of freedom of religion and equal rights for all religions. 
Th e Lateran Treaty was further revised in 1984 with the Villa Madama Agreement, which, while 
revising considerably the system of public funding to the Church, in eff ect maintained many fi scal 
and fi nancial privileges of the Catholic Church. For example, since 1984, the Catholic Church has 
been able to access the so-called 8/1000 (eight per thousand). Th e 8/1000 is an obligatory share of 
personal income that everyone has to give in the form of a donation to either the state, religious 
associations, NGOs, or other organisations in the private sector. Th e Catholic Church is the most 
important of the recognised recipients, alongside the following religions: the Waldensian Evangelical 
Church, Lutheran Church, Jewish Community, and the Seventh-Day Adventist Church. If the tax 
payer fails to indicate a preference, the Catholic Church is the default benefi ciary. Furthermore, the 
major religious confessions emerging in Italy partly as a result of migration are de facto excluded 
from this tax break. Th e Catholic Church also exclusively benefi ts from funding for Catholic pri-
vate schools and universities; for diff erential contractual arrangements for teachers of Catholic 
religion; for Catholic media; for the maintenance of Vatican infrastructures; and for religious assis-
tance in public health structures. Vatican immobile properties within Italian territory are also 
exempt from taxation. 
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religious pluralism’ (Pace  2013 : 316). As a majority faith tradition with 
an infl uential position in Italian politics, the Catholic Church plays an 
important role in defi ning the normative framework of public debates 
on immigration in Italy (and beyond). It is, therefore, surprising that 
very little research has been conducted on the contemporary role of 
the Church as a political actor in the politics of immigration and the 
political discourse of cultural/religious pluralism. Th e challenge of any 
analytical representation of the link between the Catholic Church and 
immigration policies and politics lies partly in the fact that the Catholic 
Church comprises transnational, national, and local actors, which often 
adopt diff erent, and often contrasting, positions on migrants’ integration 
and religious pluralism (Gallo 2015b). Diff erent Catholic exponents, 
at diff erent times, have nevertheless engaged in various ways with the 
three main ideological-political positions characterising Italian politics 
of multi-culturalism and religious pluralism: ‘Christian moral universal-
ism’, left-wing multi-culturalism, and the xenophobic and anti-Muslim 
positions characteristic of RRP parties (Ritaine  2005 ). To some extent, 
the Catholic Church and third sector have been traditionally engaged 
in building a discourse on immigration which is diff erent from the 
interpretations off ered by other public actors, such as security-oriented, 
utilitarian, or citizenship-based approaches (Ritaine  2005 ). In dealing 
with immigration in Italy, the Church has often appealed to a sense of 
‘Christian moral universalism’ to defend human rights and the need to 
provide support to migrants independently of considerations of ethnicity 
or religion. Th is position formally contrasts with RRP positions advo-
cating ‘zero tolerance’ on immigration. At the same time, segments of 
the Church, as well as right-wing political actors and intellectuals, place 
emphasis on condemning the moral and cultural relativism of those 
who speak in favour of multi-culturalism (Cousin and Vitale  2014 ). For 
example, in 2000, the declaration  Dominus Iesus , produced by a group of 
theologians led by the future Pope Benedict XVI, criticised the ‘ideology 
of dialogue’ between the religions and its inherent relativism, calling the 
Church to a new mission of evangelisation (Rivera  2010 ). 

 Th e position of the Catholic Church on immigration has often 
overlapped with that of centre-left political formations, particularly 
in supporting a positive emphasis on the cultural resources of a future 
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multi-cultural society. Instead of adopting the deproblematised and 
often naïve positions of left-wing parties (Melotti  1997 ; Campani 
1993a), many Catholic institutions operating at national and local lev-
els have been at the forefront of migration management, often fi lling the 
Italian political vacuum in terms of organisational, fi nancial, and spiri-
tual assistance to immigrants (Ambrosini  2015 ) and refugees alongside 
other civil society organisations. 

 In parallel, left-wing political forces have crucially tended to refrain 
from questioning the association made between the national identity and 
Catholicism, eff ectively limiting the extent to which a politics based on 
religious pluralism could substitute for the moral universalism adopted 
by religious actors. Furthermore, while left-wing parties have supported 
consultative councils on migration issues and the promotion of ‘multi- 
cultural’ programmes in the public school, they have never questioned 
the leading role of the Church in assisting migrants and overseeing their 
social integration (Triandafyllidou  2006 ). In this respect, some strands 
and institutions of the Catholic Church have regularly denounced the 
social costs of restrictive immigration policies, while others have sanc-
tioned the aggressive anti-immigration rhetoric of the NL (Ambrosini 
and Caneva  2010 ; Campani 1993a). Ambrosini ( 2015 ) notes, for 
instance, that even if the Catholic Church did not offi  cially enter into 
sharp criticism of anti-immigration stances during the Berlusconi coali-
tions, leaving this to subordinated bodies like Caritas, at the grassroots 
level Catholic institutions continued to defend immigrants’ rights. 
Yet, Ambrosini (ibidem) also notes how the Church, while providing 
migrants with a network of support services, in promoting the develop-
ment of autonomous Catholic ‘ethnic churches’, and preventing the inte-
gration of migrants in local church councils or national institutions, also 
creates the structural conditions for a persistent separation between the 
‘national’ Catholic community one the one hand, and Catholic migrants 
on the other. 

 More critical views have stressed how, since the late 1990s, some 
strands of the Catholic Church seem to have moved ambivalently closer 
to, or to have kept a low profi le with respect to, the dominant repre-
sentation of migration as ‘pathological’ or threatening. At a more gen-
eral level, some scholars have noted how the course inaugurated by Pope 
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Benedict XVI and by the then Secretary of the State, Cardinal Tarcisio 
Bertone, was characterised by a centrality of bioethical themes (abortion, 
euthanasia, artifi cial insemination, amongst the most important) and by 
a relative marginalisation of concerns for disadvantaged social groups. 
Th is resulted in a marked decrease in offi  cial Church criticism of the 
right-wing politics of immigration (Massetti  2014 ). Th e ambivalent role 
of the Catholic Church emerges, for instance, in the emphasis placed 
by national Catholic institutions like the Italian Episcopal Conference 
(CEI) on the necessity to provide emotional and organisational support, 
particularly to Catholic or Christian migrants (Garau  2010 ). In an analy-
sis of Cardinal Giacomo Biffi  ’s offi  cial writings on immigration, Garau 
( 2010 ) highlights how these positions refl ect an underlying distinction 
between national Catholic values, which need to be preserved, and a 
potentially corrupting dissemination of cultural traditions which are 
inimical to Catholicism. In this way, immigration is perceived as leading 
to either a desired rediscovery of Christian traditions or to the unwelcome 
conversion of Europeans to Islam (Biffi   2000, in Garau  2010 : 165–66). 
According to Garau, the ‘selective solidarity’ (ibidem: 168) off ered to 
Catholic/Christian immigrants, and the related construction of Muslim 
migrants as a threatening presence, has the eff ect of bridging the posi-
tions of (some strands of ) the Catholic Church with those of RRP politi-
cal parties such as the NL. Th e ambivalence of the Catholic Church can 
be seen to have emerged during the ‘mosque debates’, which took place 
in Italy in the early 2000s. Representatives of the Church condemned 
the protests organised by the NL around the building of Muslim reli-
gious places in Lombardy, and yet they justifi ed popular fears as normal, 
thus reproducing a polarisation between ‘Us as Catholics’ and ‘Th em as 
Muslims’ (Triandafyllidou  2006 ). In the same period, the position of the 
Church on religious diversity emerged in the context of the debate on 
the crucifi x in public schools. Following the request of an Italian radical 
Muslim leader to hang a Quran’s Surah beside the crucifi x in his son’s 
classroom, a tribunal established that all religious symbols should be 
banned from school classrooms. Th e NL embraced this issue, organis-
ing a campaign in the name of the defence of the national (Catholic) 
identity and intensifying its references to Christianity as a symbol of the 
nation (Bertezzolo  2011 ). Eventually, after the heated reactions of the 
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Vatican and a signifi cant number of political actors, including part of 
the   centre- left, a directive by the Education Ministry required school 
managers to make sure that a crucifi x was displayed in each classroom 
(Ozzano and Giorgi  2013 ).  

    Religion and the Gendered Racialisation 
of Migrants in Italy 

 Th e 2000s witnessed a partial, and often controversial, convergence of 
the NL and more conservative sectors of the Catholic Church 3  on issues 
such as abortion and the defence of the ‘traditional’ family, as well as on 
the problematic representation of immigration from Muslim countries. 
Th e dominant narrative emerging from these debates depicts Islam as a 
radical challenge to the Italian cultural heritage. Th e ‘bottom line of the 
Italian debate [on multiculturalism] is that cultural and religious diversi-
ties have to be assimilated’ (Triandafyllidou  2006 : 135). 

 In this context, religion importantly shapes gendered racialised hierar-
chies, distinguishing between the ‘good’ (female or emasculated) migrants 
on the one hand, and the ‘bad’ (male or sexually aggressive) migrants 
on the other. Religion and integration are associated in public debates, 
crucially shaped by the RRP and the Catholic Church. Catholicism is 
often assumed to be a contributing factor in migrants’ integration and 
religion functions as an important display of respectability for certain 
migrant groups. Ideas of ‘religious proximity’ and ‘distance’ are mobilised 
to legitimise the insertion of migrants into 3D (dirty, dangerous, and 
demanding) jobs. Th is involves certain minority religions in the public 
sphere, negotiating a construction of themselves as groups who uphold 
feminine ‘Catholic values’ of tameness and selfl essness. For instance, the 
selective acceptance of Sikh public religiosity is based on its ‘folklorisa-
tion’, framed around perceptions of the Sikhs’ positive contribution to 
the national economy in attending to cows in the dairy sector. Th is reli-

3   We might note here how this course has changed or may change with the new Pope, Francis I, 
partly given the offi  cial emphasis placed on the violation of human rights and on the need to pro-
vide support to disadvantaged groups such as refugees and forced migrants in the Mediterranean 
crisis. 
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gious minority supported its demands for recognition by stressing its 
compliance with the moral doctrine of the majority faith tradition in the 
matters of abortion, divorce, and pre-marital sex (Ferraris and Sai  2014 ). 

 Gendered constructions stigmatising or idealising sections of the 
migrant/racialised population are also predicated upon a distinction 
between the private space of the home, where migrants, both female 
and male, are made invisible and tolerated, and the public space, the 
appropriation of which by (male and female) migrants tends to be 
stigmatised. Indeed, widespread stereotypes depict care workers from 
Catholic countries, such as Latin Americans and Filipinos, who are 
mostly women and whose inclusion into domestic/care service jobs is 
channelled by the Church, as a useful and docile presence (Calavita 
 2006 ). Scrinzi’s ethnographic work ( 2010 ,  2013 ) highlights that through 
training and placement in the Catholic network, gendered essentialist 
constructions of the so-called Latin American culture are forged and 
circulated, which portray these migrants as ‘culturally’ suited for care 
work. Th e representation of Filipinos and Indians, both men and 
women, as subservient is linked to their social invisibility, employed as 
they often are on a live-in basis in the home (Gallo  2014 ; Lainati  2000 ). 
Latin American and Eastern European elderly care workers too, because 
of their religious proximity with their Italian employers, are considered 
as good employees who treat the people in their care with respect and 
dignity (Lamura et al.  2008 ). 4  Similar fi ndings exist in other Southern 
European countries. In Greece, gendered and racialised stratifi cation in 
domestic/care service jobs distinguishes between single Filipinas who are 
seen as ‘good’ Christian girls and the ‘bad’ Muslim Albanian women 
who are here with their husbands and who are intensely stigmatised as 
criminals (Lazaridis  2000 ). In Spain, Muslim women occupy the lowest 
jobs in paid domestic/care work, while Latin Americans are at the top of 
the hierarchy (Gavanas and Williams  2008 ). 

 In Italy, other migrants are highly visible in the public space and tend 
to be stigmatised and sexualised. Migrant men, especially Muslim and 
Roma men, tend to be seen as violent, misogynist, criminals, or potential 

4   For an analysis of the role played by religion in employers’ selection criteria and the construction 
of suitable workers, see Chap.  5 . 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_5


110 Migration, Masculinities and Reproductive Labour

terrorists (Calavita  2006 ). Suspicion and hostility  concerning Roma 
men intensifi ed throughout the 1990s when they came to be  identifi ed 
as criminals and potential rapists. As Woodcock ( 2010 ) suggests with 
reference to the ‘law and order’ policies implemented by the coalition 
government of which the NL was a member, in the late 2000s, ‘sexual 
violence against Italian women has consistently been used to mobilize and 
justify the increasingly violent anti-Roma actions and legislation in Italy 
in recent years’. Th e highly mediatised acts of sexual violence perpetrated 
by a Roma man and the declarations of the Minister of the Interior and 
NL representative, Roberto Maroni, legitimised restrictive measures and 
controls imposed on nomad communities’ settlements as well as anti-
Roma marches and attacks which took place in the same period. Th us, 
gender functions as a ‘catalyst’ (Woodcock  2010 : 478) and justifi cation 
for racialisation and the stigmatisation of migrant men. Th e website ‘All 
the crimes of the migrants’ ( Tutti i crimini degli immigrati ), collecting 
news from various sources reporting migrants as criminal off enders, with 
a major focus on sexual violence, was recently promoted by a prominent 
NL representative. Further, mosques and Muslim religious sites are 
equated with terrorist activities, as has been shown in public debates on 
the building of mosques (Triandafyllidou  2006 ), and Muslim men have 
been the target of an intense wave of xenophobia, especially since the start 
of the 1990s. Unlike anti-Roma hostility, which was grounded in long-
standing popular fears and stereotypes, anti- Muslim feelings crystallised 
around the writings of renowned intellectuals and journalists, such as 
Oriana Fallaci, which provided these ideas with legitimacy and infl uence, 
based on the idea of a global ‘clash of civilisations’ (Cousin and Vitale 
 2014 ). Black African men tend to be perceived as dangerous and violent 
organisers of the traffi  c of human beings, while black African women 
involved in prostitution are perceived as sexually threatening and deviant 
(Crowhurst  2012 ). Recent media coverage of Pentecostal African churches 
associates these with traffi  cking. Th us, migrant women who are highly 
visible in the public space come to be assigned qualities constructed as 
masculine and criminalised. However, black women are also stereotyped 
as victims of male smugglers rather than as criminals (Andall  2002 ). 
Th ese views are, to some extent, informed by the campaigns stigmatising 
migrant sex workers organised by the NL. While it advocates the return 
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to legal (Italian and invisible) brothels, it attacks street prostitution by 
migrant sex workers, which it sees as a threat to the family and the nation 
(Crowhurst  2007 ). 

 Overall, migrant women tend to be represented in Italian popular cul-
ture as subaltern victims. In line with long-standing racist representations 
drawing from colonial history, they are stereotyped as either reproduc-
tive labourers or sexual objects and defi ned ‘by the spatial relations of 
their bodies with men and children or the elderly’ (Coppola and Sabelli 
 2012 : 147–148). Muslim women especially are perceived as oppressed 
by their patriarchal men (Salih  2009 ); issues such as violence against 
women perpetrated in the family by Muslim migrants and the burqa have 
been largely mobilised by the NL as well as by the mainstream right. For 
instance, Daniela Santanchè, a member of the post-fascist party  Alleanza 
Nationale  (National Alliance), has promoted herself as the rescuer of 
Muslim women. In Italian public debates, however, there has been rela-
tively little emphasis on the Muslim headscarf compared to other coun-
tries such as France. Th is is due to the weak nature of secularism in Italy 
and the still limited presence of Muslims in the public space as opposed 
to their overwhelming imagined presence. According to Rivera ( 2005 ), 
the Italian equivalent of the media outrage over the Muslim headscarf, 
which has taken place in other countries, has been the debate on the 
crucifi x in public schools.  

    The Role of the Catholic Church in the 
Organisation of Domestic/Care Services 
in Italy 

 In Italy, the Catholic Church combines its signifi cant role as an actor in 
public debates on multi-culturalism and migration with its action in the 
organisation of reproductive labour. Seeking a domestic/care service job 
in this country means, in many cases, using networks, which are related 
to the Catholic Church. Th is has traditionally acted to protect single 
women working in households, who are seen as being particularly vulner-
able and exposed to moral danger (Sarti  1994 ). Currently, the Church 
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has maintained a central position in the organisation of the sector, thanks 
to its extensive network of missions, parishes, and structures of religious 
inspiration based on volunteer work. Catholic parishes and volunteering 
associations play an important role in mediating domestic/care labour, 
providing training and placement services, especially for live-in elderly- 
care jobs, and off ering administrative support for bureaucratic proce-
dures such as regularisation (Ambrosini  2000 ; Scrinzi  2008 ,  2013 ). After 
having supported the internal migration of Italian domestic/care work-
ers from the countryside to the cities, in the 1960s the Church started 
favouring the international migration of women from Catholic coun-
tries. By the 1970s, the demand no longer came only from Italian fami-
lies of the upper middle-class. Middle-class and low-income households 
where both parents were wage earners increasingly needed domestic help 
for child and elderly care. Until then, most domestic/care workers had 
been working-class women and women from the poor rural areas of Italy 
(e.g., Veneto), from Southern Italy, and from the Islands. As in the rest 
of Southern Europe in the 1970s, Italian emigration as well as internal 
migration from Southern Italy considerably decreased. At the same time 
as there was decrease of Italian domestic/care workers from poor regions 
and from the countryside, there was an increase of migrant domestic/care 
workers from Cape Verde and from the former Italian colonies in Eastern 
Africa. Th e Catholic missions in these countries played a role in sending 
these workers to Italy, for instance, to be employed by Italian families that 
had been repatriated after Ethiopian independence (Andall  1998 ,  2000 ). 

 Acli Colf, 5  the fi rst and most important national organisation of 
domestic/care workers, also provides free placement services, which 
are widely used by migrants (Scrinzi  2013 ). Founded in 1946, this 
organisation confronted the radical changes that aff ected domestic 
service over the years. Acli Colf has contributed signifi cantly to the 
development of labour legislation in this sector, fi lling the void left by 
the trade unions which have traditionally disregarded paid domestic 
work. Andall ( 2010 ) notes that, before the 1970s, Acli Colf ’s approach 

5   Th is is a part of a larger network called the Christian Associations of Italian Workers ( Associazioni 
Cristiane Lavoratori Italiani ). ‘ Colf ’ is a common name for domestic workers in Italy, shortened 
from ‘ collaboratrice famigliare ’ (family collaborator). 
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to domestic/care labour relations was predominantly inspired by a 
Catholic ethic based on the removal of possible labour confl icts and an 
emphasis on harmony in employment relationships. Th is, she argues, had 
the impact of placing the worker in a subordinate position with respect 
to the employer, whereby the inequality of working relations was also 
‘reinforced by equating domestic/care services with the maternal role’ of 
the labourer (Andall  2010 : 108). Until this period, and to some extent 
in subsequent decades, the framing of paid domestic/care work in terms 
of ‘fi ctive’ family relations contributed to the weak legal regulation of 
the sector. Working conditions in the sector, to some extent, improved 
at the beginning of the 1970s, partly as a result of Acli Colf aligning 
with other Italian trade unions (Andall  1998 ,  2000 ). Th e willingness of 
Acli Colf to be perceived as a workers’ movement led the organisation to 
shift from the former conceptualisation of domestic service as quintes-
sentially diff erent from factory work, to the recognition that this should 
be regulated like any other job. Th e 1970s, therefore, opened the way 
to a progressive improvement of offi  cial employment conditions, with 
contract provisions granting limited working time and annual holidays 
to the worker. Yet, in practice, domestic/care employment continues to 
remain a sector which is characterised by discriminatory practices and 
highly fl exible boundaries when compared with other sectors in terms of 
working time, tasks, and the labourer’s fl exibility (Andall  1998 ; Anderson 
 2007 ; Ehrenreich and Hochschild  2000 ; Degiuli  2007 ). 

 Furthermore, essentialist notions of women’s work have continued 
to shape Acli Colf ’s offi  cial discourse whereby reproductive labour 
is perceived as having an important social function in sustaining the 
traditional family and is seen as suitable work for women supposedly 
appealing to their so-called natural skills (Scrinzi  2013 ). Th e activity 
of Acli Colf embodied the Church’s social teachings in the fi eld of 
work relations, informed by the objective of reconciling workers’ and 
employers’ interests as well as traditional family values. Domestic/care 
services, regarded as the ideal work environment for women, were 
distinguished from ‘immoral’ industrial jobs that increasingly attracted 
Italian women at the time. Th e adoption of a ‘clerical approach to 
labour relations’ (Andall  1998 : 129) by Acli Colf was premised upon 
two important factors. Firstly, the clearing from labour relations of any 
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source of confl ict was achieved through the construction of migrant 
domestic/care labour as an act of love towards Italian families and of 
sacrifi ce with respect to the migrants’ families left behind (see also Gallo 
 2014 ).Th is view of paid domestic/care work was developed during the 
1950s and was expressed in the writings of Father Erminio Crippa, who 
was then charged with the moral and spiritual well-being of the members 
of Acli Colf (Celi  2003 ). As mentioned, Acli Colf no longer holds these 
positions today, but they are still held by Api Colf, another domestic/
care workers’ organisation which originated from a conservative faction 
of the organisation in 1971. Secondly, the racialisation of work relations 
within the domestic sphere was based on the emphasis put on the migrant 
women’s role as ‘paid workers’, at the expense of their identity and rights 
as mothers. Further, when Italian women started to move to working by 
the hour in order to obtain independent living arrangements, Acli Colf 
continued to value live-in jobs. It saw these as a solution that would 
help to provide useful services for Italian families with elderly relatives, 
children, or sick dependants, or where professional women worked full-
time (Andall  1998 ). 

 Th e ‘gate-keepers’ (Bakan and Stasiulis  1995 : 304) or ‘intermediary 
actors’ (Scrinzi  2013 : 25) providing placement services and matching 
the demand for and off er of domestic/care labour constitute a crucial 
site for comprehending the processes of feminisation/re- masculinisation 
and of racialisation of domestic/care labour (see also Anderson  2007 ; 
Macklin  1992 ; Lendaro and Imdorf  2012 ). Hence, it is relevant to 
study the social practices of these actors and the role played by the 
highly feminised formal and informal female networks of co-ethnics and 
non-co- ethnics which mediate entry into the sector. Firstly, racialised 
models of femininity are reproduced through practices of training and 
placement of migrant domestic/care workers organised by Italian par-
ishes, whereby migrant women are perceived by the Catholic volunteers 
as ‘culturally’ docile and predisposed for these jobs (Scrinzi  2010 ,  2013 ). 
Th ese representations associate idealised views of femininity with tradi-
tional models of gender, whereby migrant women are supposed to hold 
on to their ‘cultural tradition’ and remain more attached to traditional 
family values than the Italian women who act as their employers, whose 
detachment from the traditional family is castigated by the Catholic vol-
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unteers. Th e representation of domestic/care services as a ‘labour of love’ 
(Finch and Groves  1983 ) is racialised in training practices, where the job 
is presented to the women attending the course as a feminine vocation, 
a sacrifi ce and a selfl ess act of charity; in addition, work relationships are 
obscured and the employers are represented as members of the workers’ 
families (Scrinzi  2010 ,  2013 ). 

 Secondly, as previously discussed, these constructions of racialised fem-
ininity are deeply associated with ideas of Christianity and Catholicism. 
Beyond the work of Acli Colf, the National Episcopal Conference 
(C.E.I.) has also been active in promoting an idea of migrant Christian/
Catholic women as docile and fervent in order to build, fi rst of all, spe-
cifi c vocational attitudes and, subsequently, racialised working capa-
bilities (Gallo  2014 ). To some extent, Catholic voluntary associations 
(e.g.,  Sacro Cuore  or the Scalabrini Order) and local parishes aim at 
‘turning the migrant Other into a recognizable Catholic subject through 
evangelization’ (Napolitano  2007 : 73) or by emphasising migrants’ selec-
tive proximity to the Catholic culture, which is associated with Italian 
national belonging. At the same time, as Gallo ( 2014 ) has shown in 
the context of South Indian Christian women, strands of the Catholic 
Church also promote a discourse that goes beyond the missionary 
‘top–down spirit’ of evangelisation, and ascribe to Christian domestic 
workers the potential for an active, transformative, and generative role 
with respect to fading Italian religiosity, and a redemptive role within 
Italian family lives.  

    Migrant Masculinities and Domestic/Care 
Labour in Italy 

 As already mentioned, the prescriptive role of the Church in public 
debates about immigration is reinforced by its actions as a mediator of 
international migration, based on a dense and active community net-
work off ering services for the integration of migrants (of all origins and 
religious background) such as support concerning juridical issues, health, 
housing, education, and childcare. In this respect, as in other Southern 
European countries, the Church has fi lled a political void created by 
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the limitations and delays in the actions of political and administrative 
actors. In this respect, the Church in Italy has operated according to a 
model of ‘bottom-up integration’ (Ambrosini  2000 ). Catholic institu-
tions have supported or replaced public action. In these countries, the 
immigration issue has represented an opportunity for Catholic institu-
tions to strengthen their position in the public arena, which has been 
shrinking since the 1970s (Itçaina  2006 ), more specifi cally in relation to 
their role as mediators of international migration through the religious 
third sector. Acting also as important providers of health and care services 
in the Italian ‘Welfare-mix’ system (Ascoli and Ranci  2002 ; Pavolini and 
Ranci  2008 ), Catholic religious institutions are key actors intervening in 
public debates on care for the elderly, largely provided by migrant work-
ers, social policies, and the family. In these debates, the Church endorses 
the traditional gendered division of work in the workplace and at home. 

 In this context, the tension between Catholic ‘moral universalism’ and 
the attitude of ‘selective solidarity’ (Garau  2010 ) surrounding immigra-
tion materialises in the domain of migrant domestic/care labour. An 
example of this is the recent offi  cial position taken by the CEI (Italian 
Episcopal Conference), according to which Christian, and particularly 
Catholic, domestic labourers have a potential ecumenical role in relation 
to Italian families perceived as overly secular, and should therefore be 
particularly welcomed in Italian society to infuse the latter with renewed 
religious and moral values (Pittau  2005 ; Quaderni C.E.I.  2006 ). 

 Th is representations of migrant reproductive labourers which is pro-
moted by the Catholic Church confl icts with other gendered representa-
tions of migrant/care domestic labour, also widespread in the media and 
in public discourse, which are informed by feminist ideas. Th ese focus 
on domestic/care service employment as an opportunity for the integra-
tion and emancipation of migrant women. For example, women’s groups 
linked to the Democratic Party ( Partito Democratico ) in the 1990s envis-
aged the new demand for domestic/care services and the ascription of 
women to care work as a fi eld of mobilisation, which should unite Italian 
and migrant women based on their common gender identity. Th ese argu-
ments obscured social divisions among women based on ethnicity, thus 
making existing hierarchies between Italian and migrant women, based 
on class and racism, invisible (Andall  2000 ). 
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 Forsaking its ‘zero tolerance’ position with regard to the issue of migrant 
domestic/care labour, the NL has come increasingly to identify with and 
show acceptance of Catholic values which tolerate specifi c migrant groups 
(Bertezzolo  2011 ). Th is ambivalent attitude refl ects the relationship of the 
NL with its mainstream right-wing and centre political allies on the one 
hand, and with the Catholic Church on the other. In the course of the 
1990s, and more signifi cantly during the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst 
century, the NL moved towards positions that are more conservative on 
issues of the family and sexuality and to more radical anti-immigration 
positions targeting Muslims, joining forces with fundamentalist sectors 
of the Church as they did so. Massive regularisations of migrant care- 
givers were implemented by consecutive coalition governments of which 
the NL was a member. In 2002, the immigration restrictions set by the 
new Bossi-Fini law had to be counterbalanced by an amnesty due to the 
demand for migrant labour. Th is was initially proposed by moderate gov-
ernment members for care workers only, given their role in supporting 
Italian families. Th e NL was initially against such measures, but bowed 
to pressure from its allies, the Catholic Church, employers’ organisations, 
and citizen mobilisations, and was eventually forced to accept a general 
amnesty. Th is was the most signifi cant regularisation ever seen in Italy. 6  
In 2008, the Minister of the Interior, Roberto Maroni, proposed a law 
that would make illegal immigration status a penal off ence. Following 
the presentation of this proposal, a public debate erupted on the neces-
sity to ‘save’ migrants employed as care workers from the enforcement of 
the law. Th is resulted in a proposed ‘Care-givers’ rescue decree’ ( Decreto 
Salvabadanti ), an ordinance which would have allowed nearly 500,000 
migrants to regularise their position. 7  Th e NL yielded to this selective 
regularisation in order to promote its project of fi scal federalism, also a 
key part of its agenda. About 300,000 care workers (or  badanti  8 ) were 
eventually regularised in 2009. Th e debate, among other issues, revolved 

6   About 700,000 were regularised, half of which were domestic/care workers. 
7   Th e ordinance was proposed by the Minister of Welfare, Maurizio Sacconi, and the Minister of 
Equal Opportunities, Mara Carfagna, but was opposed by the Minister of the Interior, and was not 
integrated into the fi nal Law. Nevertheless, special provisions were made to regularise a fi xed 
amount of domestic workers who found themselves illegal in 2008. 
8   Badanti  is the term commonly used in Italy to indicate migrant care workers for the elderly. 
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around the possibility of tracing a distinction between ‘threatening’ and 
‘useful’ illegality, conferring a specifi c position on those migrants whose 
work involved the productive/reproductive equilibrium of Italian soci-
ety. Th us, one of the few ‘spaces’ allowed to migrants within the nation 
addresses the usefulness of certain gendered working categories such as 
the  badante . While acquiescing to the selective immigration of care work-
ers, the NL exerted infl uence on its centre-right allies on issues of immi-
gration and its association with public security issues (Carvalho  2014 ). In 
the absence of a comprehensive policy on elderly care, anti-immigration 
positions yielded to the popular practice of fi lling the gaps of the lim-
ited state-funded care provision by relying on migrant care labour (Bettio 
et al.  2006 ). Th is practice cross-cuts the political spectrum, since these 
regularisations have been implemented both by left-wing and right-wing 
governments. 

 In public and political debates on migrant domestic/care labour which 
surrounded these public policies, the  badanti  have been regarded as a 
useful presence. While illegal migrants are hyper-visible in the media and 
are perceived as a social problem, many migrants fi ll the demand for 
care work in Italian homes, alternating between periods of legality and 
illegality. Live-in care workers are rarely visible in public spaces, but they 
might be easily identifi ed when they gather in public squares on their 
days off  and expelled. Instead, they are tolerated as ‘useful’ and ‘deserving’ 
migrants and are singled out as the target of cyclical measures of regu-
larisation (Ambrosini  2013 ). Th e exceptional position of migrant care 
workers is exemplifi ed by this declaration by an Italian woman, inter-
viewed on television during the wave of anti-Roma media outrage at the 
end of the 2000s: ‘I’m angry. I’m not racist, my maid is Romanian. But 
Romanian men are bad, they are all bandits’ (quoted in Woodcock  2010 : 
487). Immigration policies thus confer on both migrant women and men 
employed in this ‘invisible’ sector the respectability that other migrant 
workers lack. In dominant representations of migrant domestic/care 
labour, the Italian nation is equated with a domestic community, while 
the private sphere, the domestic/care workers’ workplace, is constructed 
as a space for the potential cultural integration of the racialised Other. 

 Th is process gives rise to a paradox, relating to the role of paid  domestic/
care work as a political space linking families amongst themselves, and 
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families with the nation-state. Th e re-masculinisation of  domestic/care 
service employment combines with the criminalisation of migrant men 
to re-locate racialised and publicly stigmatised communities in the pri-
vate sphere of the nation. Th us, reproductive labour appears as a strate-
gic site for analysing the ambivalent processes of racialisation, involving 
complementary representations of racialised men as hyper-masculine and 
as eff eminate.  

    Conclusion 

 Th is chapter placed the gendered racialisation of migrant domestic/
care labour within a broader European context shaped by the interplay 
between the changing political scenario—and its impact on immigration 
policies—and the role of religious institutions in moulding public and 
political debates on migration and multi-culturalism. In this scenario, 
both religious actors and RRP parties operate as key actors in politics of 
immigration across Europe, contributing especially to shaping gendered 
political discourse and public debates on the migrants’ integration. Th e 
chapter begins by discussing feminist analyses of racism and of the gender- 
specifi c ways in which men and women are racialised in contemporary 
Europe. Th e chapter mobilises studies of gendered racialisation and reli-
gion in diff erent national contexts in Europe to leverage a discussion of 
the specifi cs of the Italian context. Th e chapter details the evolution of 
party politics and the politicisation of immigration in Italy around issues 
of ‘law and order’. Th is is connected with processes of gendered racialisa-
tion and public debates on multi-culturalism, which in Italy are heavily 
shaped by Catholicism as a ‘civil religion’. Th e chapter outlines historical 
transformations in the organisation of paid domestic/care work in Italy 
and the progressive inclusion of female and male migrants, which has 
been largely mediated by Catholic institutions. Th e Church also largely 
provides support for migrants’ integration. At the same time, strands of 
the Catholic Church hold an ambivalent position vis-à-vis the dominant 
representation of migration as ‘pathological’ or threatening by promoting 
a ‘selective solidarity’ approach privileging foreign workers coming from 
Christian countries (Garau  2010 ). Migrant domestic/care workers appear 
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as an ‘exceptional’ category of tolerated migrants whose presence tends 
to be perceived as useful, rather than threatening. Even RRP political 
forces have yielded to the structural need for migrant care workers, and 
positive policies towards this ‘useful’ category of migrant workers char-
acterise all Italian parties across the political spectrum. In this context, 
constructions of racialised femininity are deeply associated with ideas of 
Christianity and Catholicism, and (Christian) migrant men employed in 
domestic/care services emerge as the opposite and complementary fi gure 
to the threatening (Muslim) masculine Others who are hyper-visible in 
the public space.      
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    4   
 Migrant Men Doing ‘Women’s Work’                     

      Th is chapter explores the social networks and agencies that mediate the 
entrance of migrant men (and women) into paid domestic/care work 
in Italy, and the men’s experiences and trajectories in this employment 
sector. It would be oversimplistic to assume that all occupations within 
the IDRL are to be considered as ‘women’s work’. Indeed, scholars 
have highlighted the highly fragmented and internally diff erentiated 
nature of reproductive labour. Th e latter is composed of diff erent tasks 
such as care for the elderly, cleaning, baby-sitting, gardening, porter-
ing, and handyman tasks, although employment relations within this 
renewed gendered economy of household-based services often require 
the workers to show fl exibility across these occupations (Sassen  1991 ; 
Anderson  2000 ; Kilkey et al. 2013; Lutz  2011 ). As discussed in Chap.   2    , 
scholars have also noted how within reproductive labour some tasks 
have been traditionally constructed as masculine, and have invited a 
more nuanced and comparative understanding of the engagement of 
migrant men in occupations such as gardening or handyman work 
(Kilkey  2010 ; Ramirez and Hondagneu- Sotelo  2009 ). Our analysis of 
the migrant ‘men of the home’ in Italy focuses on a variety of occupa-
tions within reproductive labour, from the more feminised occupations 
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such as elderly care-giving to more masculinised jobs such as gardening, 
driving, handyman work, and portering. 

 In this chapter, we, however, mainly focus on men’s involvement in 
feminised occupations, and particularly in paid elderly care work, within 
the IDRL, a phenomenon that has received less attention if compared to 
masculinised jobs within the sector (such as handymen or gardeners). Th e 
aim is to explore, on the one hand, the processes through which migrant 
men negotiate these feminised occupations and, on the other, how 
employment in such occupations shapes experiences of masculinity. Th is 
chapter also considers how age shapes the ways men refl ect on their gen-
dered identity in relation to working experiences within the IDRL. First, 
the chapter considers how migrant men enter such employment through 
networks related to their families, Catholic parishes, and volunteers, 
all predominately female. As shown by existing studies, recruitment in 
the sector is largely based on informal migrant networks, involving an 
exchange for monetary or material compensation, and word-of-mouth, 
which refl ects (and, in turn, enhances) the informal and personalised 
nature of the job (Elrick and Lewandowska  2008 ; Anderson  2000 ). 
Th e personalisation of the work relationship in reproductive labour is 
linked to the fact that paid domestic/care work reproduces (gendered, 
classed, and racialised) personal and social identities and social rela-
tions (Anderson  2000 ). It is further linked to the relevance of emotional 
labour and the location and organisation of work relationships, which 
are negotiated within face-to-face relations between the employer and 
the employee, who is ‘personally subordinate to an individual employer’ 
in the private sphere (Glenn  1992 : 22). Th e chapter also considers how 
ideas of Christianity and Catholicism are negotiated in these processes. 
It shows how practices of recruitment facilitated by these ‘gate-keepers’ 
of domestic/care services contribute to reproduce existing racialised con-
structions of femininity as well as constructions related to the migrants’ 
respectable and domesticated ‘masculinity’. Th is echoes fi ndings from 
research on the recruitment of migrant workers in other jobs. Employers’ 
practices are oriented by stereotyped assumptions on embodied social 
attributes, establishing a hierarchy between ‘ideal’ workers and less desir-
able candidates, overlapping with nationality/ethnicity and gender divi-
sions (Matthews and Ruhs  2007 ). Th e chapter then moves to analyse the 
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strategies of migrant men in dealing with the demeaning of their mascu-
linity in domestic/care services as well as with processes of criminalisation 
in the wider Italian context. Th e chapter examines how age and migrant 
status have an impact on the men’s experiences of feminised jobs, such 
as elderly care, which involve performing emotional labour. Th ese strate-
gies, as well as their occupational trajectories, are shaped by their family 
status, age, class, and ethnicity, since racist discrimination and the mar-
ginalisation of migrant men in the labour market crucially defi ne their 
ability to perform masculinised roles in the workplace as well as in their 
own family. Indeed, migrant men negotiate ideas of cultural diff erence 
and the stratifi cation among diff erent migrant groups through seeking 
employment and respectability. Finally, the analysis shows that the pres-
ence of these men in domestic/care services may challenge the sex-typing 
of work and gendered forms of identifi cation, while the overall gendered 
division of work and the idea of a ‘natural’ hierarchy between men and 
women remain unaff ected. 

    Men Seeking ‘Women’s Jobs’ 

 In the experience of many of our informants, privileged relationships 
with Catholic institutions in Italy play a crucial role in securing a job. 
Information in the domestic/care employment is highly valuable, as job 
opportunities are diffi  cult to fi nd. Further, being known by the local 
Catholic volunteers, and/or being known by them as a ‘good Catholic’, 
can bestow respectability on migrant men and help them to overcome the 
suspicion of potential employers. Female co-ethnic and non–co-ethnic 
Catholic networks intertwine, constituting a space where the gendered 
social construction of migrants’ respectability is closely related to religion, 
and play an important role in the entry of migrant men into the sector. 
Th e story of Babu, an Indian man from Kerala working as a domes-
tic worker in Rome, is exemplary in this respect. Babu arrived in 1985 
after his marriage to Maryam, who had reached Italy in the late 1960s 
with the initial intention of becoming a nun. Maryam left the convent in 
1975 and then worked as a domestic help until 1980. She also studied to 
become a nurse, and took up a job in a private hospital in 1983. Catholic 
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institutions thus played a pivotal role in moulding Maryam’s trajectory 
of social mobility and labour experience after she left the convent. Th e 
abbess of her convent made sure that Maryam would remain in a safe 
space after she left and also found her a job as cleaner for a ‘respectable’ 
Catholic Italian family. It was in a parish where Maryam was working 
as a part-time cleaner at weekends that she found a job as a nurse in a 
Catholic private hospital. Th e particular trajectory followed by Maryam 
has deeply impacted on the settlement of her husband in Italy. Worried 
about Babu being unemployed, and about possible tensions in their rela-
tionship that might arise from this, Maryam asked the advice of the head 
nurse of her department in the hospital, who, in turn, provided Babu 
with a ‘good job’ as a cleaner for a family in the Parioli neighbourhood, 
a wealthy area of Rome. Th e interplay between Maryam’s involvement 
with Catholic institutions and parishes, as well as her women-centred 
network, channelled Babu into a highly feminised occupational setting. 

 Most of the other informants had also joined their sisters, wives, or 
mothers in Italy through family reunion and found jobs through their 
female kin networks. Miguel, for example, left Ecuador for Germany to 
pay his debts after his butcher shop went out of business. When his tour-
ism visa expired, he worked for some time in boat maintenance but found 
it diffi  cult, especially because he could not speak German. Subsequently, 
his sister arranged for him to join her in Italy, where he started working 
as a care-giver through his sister’s parish connections in Genoa. Th anks to 
this job, Miguel could apply for family reunion; his wife and, a few years 
later, their three children who had been living with Miguel’s mother-in- 
law in Ecuador, eventually joined them in Genoa. 

 Th e nun who helped Miguel fi nd a job runs a placement service, which 
is well known in the city of Genoa both among migrants and Italian fam-
ilies. She has also organised a training course for migrant domestic/care 
workers, which is provided in a parish venue. Most of the attendees are 
women. Th e service is open to everybody, as there are no requirements in 
terms of nationality or religion, but it is mostly used by Latin Americans. 
Many of the migrants who attend the course are also involved in the 
religious activities of the parish such as collective prayer meetings, and 
in social activities such as singing and meals. Some of the volunteers are 
Latin Americans and practising Catholics who are actively involved in the 
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parish’s activities. Th e parish also provides support to those who need to 
apply for regularisation or social housing. Importantly, the support off ered 
to migrant domestic workers is mixed with the expectation that they 
become involved in social and religious activities. Nuns and priests rely 
on their personal networks to match local families with potential domestic 
workers. As evidenced by existing scholarship, the relationships between 
migrants and Catholic volunteers are informed not only by the volunteers’ 
sincere wish to help the migrants but also by paternalism and social con-
trol (Scrinzi  2010 ,  2013 ). In this context, as the interview below indicates, 
a relationship of clientelism is established between the Catholic volunteers 
and the migrant workers. From the point of view of the employers, the 
mediation provided by religious actors serves as a guarantee of the personal 
qualities and moral integrity of the potential employees:

  Sister C. helped me to fi nd this job. […]. I received some off ers for better 
paid jobs, but I don’t want to disgrace myself with Sister C. […] Sister C. 
told me to go see M. [the employer] and to say that she was sending me. 
She said: don’t disgrace me, and I have never disgraced her. On the con-
trary, the employer’s relatives called her to thank her. (Miguel, Ecuadorian, 
45, Genoa) 

   Similarly, Anwar, from Senegal, emphasised his connection with the 
Catholic parish in a Rome neighbourhood in an attempt to neutralise 
racist discrimination from potential employers:

  See, when I say I am from Senegal people immediately think I am [a] 
Muslim man and are not so happy… many times I have been refused a job 
because of this. Also, I am very black, you see!! And since people here are 
ignorant, they think that a Black Muslim cannot do the job well… But I 
am born into a Roman Catholic family in Senegal, we are a minority but 
there are many here in Italy. So I asked Father P. to make clear with the 
Italian family that he knows me and that I go always to church, that I am 
a good Catholic…. (Anwar, Senegalese, 35, Rome) 

   Both interviews are important in helping to unravel the complexity of the 
relationship between migrant domestic/care workers, Catholic  institutions, 
and prospective Italian employers. In the case of Miguel, securing a job is 
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conceptualised in terms of a moral and material debt towards a Catholic 
nun. Th e imperative is not to betray the trust conferred by the nun, or 
the employer’s expectations. In the case of Anwar, the reference of the 
parish priest enhances the worker’s respectability in relation to the neg-
ative stereotyping of black and Muslim workers by Italian employers. 
Importantly, while the intermediation of Catholic actors is also deter-
minant in framing the reputation of migrant female workers, we suggest 
that it is more crucial in the case of men. Th is emerges both in our con-
versations with Catholic priests and with employees as well as employers. 
In the fi rst instance, priests working in the placement services were often 
more concerned about the need to provide guarantees for migrant men. 
Often, they were also more anxious about the possible outcome of work-
ing relations. As Father Stefano from Perugia told us:

  Of course the risk is always there… you do your best to know the worker, 
and after thirty years of helping migrants and Italian families with their 
needs, I know that also with migrant women you can have troubles… for 
instance those Romanian women might be Christian and European, but 
they are not [trustworthy] in terms of domestic work… not to mention 
their men! But overall with women it is easier… with men there is the risk 
of criminal conduct, of violent behaviour… Look at what happens in the 
streets today! I do not want to say that if these men are not Christian the 
risk is higher but at the end, with my experience, I know that if the worker 
shares some values, like our Catholic values, if he is a good believer…. then 
the problems of confl icts are likely to be less… If he is a Muslim, he might 
also be a good person but the values are diff erent, and the risk of machist 
behaviour within the family will be higher!! Do you know what I mean? 
(Father Stefano, 61, Perugia) 

   Although the position of Father Stefano is somewhat extreme in com-
parison with other Catholic priests we interviewed, in terms of the overt 
association made between non-Christian religions (and particularly Islam), 
aggressive masculinity and risk for the family, his words nevertheless mirror 
a relatively widespread tendency among the Catholic actors we interviewed 
to conceptualise the insertion of migrant men within Italian families as 
particularly problematic. While Christian religion is not seen in the above 
passage as a suffi  cient condition of respectability, and is contrasted with the 
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nationality and ethnic background of other communities like Romanians, 
it is nevertheless considered as reducing the risk of migrant men’s negative 
behaviour within Italian families to some extent. 

 Th e ambivalent relationships observed between migrants and (largely 
female) Catholic actors also characterise the informal female co-ethnic 
networks which migrant men can use to secure jobs in domestic/care 
services. Th e link between pioneer migrant women and ‘following men’ 
is worth discussing in order to go beyond the tendency to analyse mas-
culinities by focusing on men and relations among men, and to chal-
lenge the ‘separate sphere’ approach which often characterises men’s 
studies (Connell and Messerschmidt  2005 ; Brod  1994 ). As discussed in 
this chapter and in Chap.   5    , in many instances, pioneer women tend to 
establish clientelistic relations with younger and/or newly arrived men 
and women and to intermediate with Italian families, parishes, or other 
relevant political or civil society subjects (like migrant associations, trade 
unions, or ethnic churches). Th ey usually enjoy a higher status within the 
migrant community, as they are deemed to have better experience, lan-
guage skills, and connections. Th is is refl ected in the way Indian migrants 
sometimes refer to such women as ‘big mama[s]’ ( icch-amma ), or in the 
more deferential approach of Peruvian migrant men we spoke with, who 
initially called pioneer women ‘señora’. While in the fi rst case, the use of a 
(real or fi ctive) kinship language highlights the nurturant, yet hierarchical, 
relations between generations, in the second case, a symbolic associa-
tion of pioneer women with the Italian milieu drives a sense of respect. 
Nevertheless, these terms are also often used by migrant men in ironic 
ways, demonstrating a scornful attitude towards the ‘unnatural’ power 
(Herzfeld  2001 ) these women have seized within the migrant commu-
nity, thanks to their longer acquaintance with the ‘Italian system’. Status 
is also assigned to pioneer women in relation to their capacity to generate 
migration opportunities for other relatives and friends (Gallo  2005 ). 

 We heard very few reports of openly exploitative behaviour towards 
younger men (and women), for instance, ‘big women’ asking for extra 
money in return for their services as intermediaries. However, such 
women are usually able to apply a certain amount of pressure in relation 
to migrant men’s conduct at work and within the family, especially in the 
fi rst few years following arrival. At the same time, they might also act as 
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role models for men’s progressive acquisition of status within the com-
munity. For example, migrant men might decide to develop their own 
strategies of connection with Italian families and institutions in order to 
carve out autonomous spaces, fi nd better job opportunities within the 
domestic/care sector, and/or support the migration of male relatives. Th is 
tendency is strongest in those communities where the feminisation of 
migration is higher, chiefl y among South Indian, Sri Lankan, Filipino, or 
Peruvian migrants. However, it was present also among the Albanian or 
Moroccan migrants we interviewed, where the gender ratio is relatively 
more balanced between migrant men and women. For instance, Gezim, 
a 45-year-old man from Albania, refl ected on the fact that the role of 
his wife’s elder sister as a ‘big woman’, who since the mid-1980s had 
helped many relatives and friends to reach Italy by proving sponsors and/
or funding journeys, had helped him to follow similar strategies in order 
to reconnect with relatives back in Albania.

  When I came here to reach my wife I was 26…I felt a bit lost…Many of 
my Albanian friends here in Italy were living and working with other 
friends or relatives…I mean other men, whereas I was somehow trapped 
into this family network, with Saranda—my wife’s aunt—acting like [a] 
lion. Th en, with time, I understood that beyond the “strong façade” of the 
aunt there were many years of hard work and of support [she had given] to 
many of my wife’s relatives who came here in the 1990s...Saranda used to 
tell me: “if you establish good relations here, if you work hard and avoid 
mingling with those Albanian men who enter into illicit things, you can 
build a life here and you can also help your own family!” I think it was 
good advice…Once I had settled, and after working [for a] few years for an 
Italian family as [a] caregiver, I helped my two brothers and my cousin to 
come here…In two cases some Italian families I knew helped me…and 
also the parish gave a hand. (Gezim, 45, Albania. Perugia) 

   Emigration from Albania has traditionally been led by unmarried pioneer 
men, who have subsequently reunited their families in Italy (Bonifazi 
and Sabatino  2003 ). At the same time, there have been many instances 
of pioneer women pursuing independent, sole migration (King and 
Vullnetari  2009 ), leading to intertwining paths of gendered mobility. 
In the passage above, Gezim refl ects on his diffi  cult relationship with 
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his wife’s aunt. Th is both  constrains  and  enhances  his trajectory from 
a young and inexperienced migrant man towards the acquisition of a 
certain degree of respect and status within the family and the community. 
Saranda is here represented as someone who kept him away from the 
more appealing milieu of male sociability and independence, and yet also 
as the wise woman who dispensed good advice and fi nancial support. 
Th is allowed Gezim not only to build relationships of trust with Italian 
employers but also to balance the feminisation of the migrant network 
he was part of by helping male kin to reach Italy. It is important to note 
that a signifi cant number of migrant men who came to Italy following a 
female relative enacted similar strategies of sponsoring/supporting other 
kinsmen. 

 Th e role played by those mediating between the supply and demand 
for migrant domestic/care labour goes beyond the matching of off er and 
demand. Th eir role is to shape the job as a personal relationship and to 
train a potential worker to become a certain kind of person. Racialised 
notions of gender, sexuality, and family are keys in defi ning the percep-
tion of a ‘good’ domestic/care worker. Associations were frequently made 
by Catholic priests or Catholic volunteers between the respectability of 
a migrant man and his family situation. Married men, or men who were 
located within a wider and known family network in the receiving con-
text, were deemed to be more reliable than unmarried migrant men who 
were seen as potentially having less controlled social life and more pro-
miscuous social relations. Th is becomes particularly clear in the process 
of vocational training of migrant men for domestic/care jobs. Th e train-
ing course organised by Sister C. in the Genoa parish includes sessions 
on ‘Health care’ and ‘Italian language’, as well as on ‘Spirituality’ and 
‘Helping others’; other sessions focus on immigration law, on the work 
contract, and on reading the Bible. Moral and religious teachings are 
systematically linked in the training activities to the professional teaching 
that is provided. Th e volunteers emphasise that conforming to certain 
moral norms can help to secure a job and in the success of the migratory 
project. In this respect, the training activities exemplify the conception 
of domestic service as a feminine religious vocation embraced by Acli 
Colf in the 1970s, and promoted today by Api Colf. Th e priests, nuns, 
and volunteers in the Genoa parish regard international migration as an 
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opportunity for the improvement of the lives of people who are ‘in need’ 
in the global South, yet, at the same time, are seen as potentially dis-
ruptive—migration is seen as having potentially problematic outcomes 
in social and moral terms. Female migrants are seen as at-risk of falling 
into prostitution, while migrant men are exposed to the risk of becoming 
drunkards and criminals. Traditional models of gender are disrupted in 
the migratory context—women become breadwinners in the family, and 
men may fi nd it diffi  cult to adapt to this new arrangement. Our observa-
tions suggest that migrant men need to be ‘domesticated’ on their arrival 
in Italy in view of their impending inclusion into domestic/care service 
jobs. In the following extract, Rafael, a Colombian volunteer, encourages 
male migrants to restrain their sexual compulsions (which are supposedly 
‘natural’ in Latin American ‘culture’):

  Today we will speak about the diffi  culties of integration. When we arrive, 
we encounter problems: we have lost the balance, we have fi nancial 
diffi  culties as well as emotional and family problems. We are incapable of 
reacting because we are not used to this society but our success depends on 
our ability of adapting to the new environment. Here we fi nd people who 
preceded us in migrating to Italy and as we can see that they have achieved 
a stability, this pushes us to react. But we don’t have the tools to do so, 
because everything is new here, while our success depends on our adaptation 
to this society. We Latin American men have to learn how to carry out the 
domestic chores, because Latin American women have made us spoiled... If 
we are macho men, how can we get to do care work for the elderly? Instead 
we have to get used to this to in order to attain our success and because we 
came here [as a result] of our own decision. [...] But a child […] is the 
responsibility of both parents. We arrive [in] Italy to improve ourselves, not 
the opposite. Otherwise it would be better to stay in the home country, why 
should one leave the country and the family to come here and struggle? We 
are the hope of our families. We can control our sexual compulsion, we are 
not like children. Otherwise we complicate our lives, but we are not here to 
steal but to learn how to live here in Italy and to integrate into the Italian 
society. We are not here to break the rules. We have the project of starting a 
new life here, it is an opportunity of sorting out not only our economic 
problems but also to reconstitute a stability for our families. We have to 
demonstrate that instead of being here to steal, we are here to help others. 
(Rafael, male Catholic volunteer from Colombia, Genoa, November 2008) 
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   In his talk Rafael questions the machismo usually attributed to Latin 
American men, distancing himself from family relations in his home 
country in order to address the need for employment among migrant 
men in Italy. Transforming ‘old’ models of gender, identifi ed with the 
home country, and adapting to the immigration society, including the 
employment opportunities it off ers, are seen as necessary in order for 
migrant men to become successful, socially accepted workers. ‘Cultural 
adaptability’ in its gendered dimension is a valued element of normative 
practices aiming at transforming migrant masculinities in Catholic 
institutions. Th e training of migrant men, thus, involves turning them into 
good fathers and husbands in the immigration country and encouraging 
them to dissociate from deviant models of migrant masculinity. Th us, 
training practices of migrant domestic/care workers aim at transforming 
their personal and family life, rather than simply instructing them on 
specifi c tasks involved in their future jobs. Th is is consistent with existing 
studies of reproductive labour, mainly focusing on female workers, which 
indicate that the employers want a specifi c kind of  person  for the job 
(Gregson and Lowe  1994 ; Anderson  2000 ). Th e defi nition of a good 
domestic worker is not limited to skills or experience, as in other jobs; 
other criteria are mobilised, such as his or her personal qualities (Anderson 
 2000 ; Andall  2000 ; Scrinzi  2013 ; Rollins  1985 ). Th e production of a 
good domestic/care worker thus involves the domestication of migrant 
masculinities, and cross-cuts the public/private divide to encompass his 
personal and family life.  

    Strategies of Male Domestic/Care Workers 

 Our informants were mainly employed in feminised jobs as cleaners (in the 
home) and/or as elderly care-givers. While working in such roles for well-
off  employers, some were also assigned to masculinised  domestic chores 
such as driving. Some worked as porters, drivers, gardeners, and handy-
men. Nearly 60 % of those working as cleaners and/or care- givers were 
employed full-time and as live-in workers. Th e others were employed on 
an hourly basis and did not live in the employers’ houses. Th ese also stood 
in as occasional replacements for other care-givers, for example, on weekends. 
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In some cases, the employee lived with the employer but worked on a 
part-time basis. Th e majority (70 %) of the men working in masculinised 
domestic service jobs were employed full- time but lived independently. 
Porters lived in the same building as their employers, but were given a 
separate fl at. Gardeners and drivers worked for wealthy families and were 
sometimes allocated a  dépendance  on the employers’ property. Most of the 
informants swung between long periods of regular employment and peri-
ods of work in the informal economy. Only 25 % said they had been in 
regular employment for the past 7 years without interruption. Th e live-
in full-time care-givers earned between 750 and 1000 euros per month, 
in addition to subsistence and accommodation, being entitled to 1 day 
off  on Sundays as well as a half-day off  on Th ursdays. Full-time cleaners 
earned between 600 and 750 euros per month. Th ese fi gures varied if the 
worker was employed part-time; in this case, the salary could go down to 
400 euros per month. A porter’s monthly salary might vary from 750 to 
2000 euros in a building in a leafy area. Based on our data, it appears that 
overall the working conditions of migrant men employed in feminised 
jobs are similar to those of women occupied in the same jobs. Men, how-
ever, are also employed in better- paid masculinised tasks in the sector. 

 Among our informants, live-in (illegal) domestic/care workers experi-
enced conditions of exacting fl exibility and forms of dependence regarding 
their employers, which are typical of this form of employment and are 
not unique to female migrants. For example, the employee depends on 
the employer for food and accommodation, and part of the salary is paid 
through the provision of these essentials. Further, when the job is over or 
the employee is fi red, she or he is left without accommodation. Th e ‘per-
sonalism’ (Romero  2002 : 172) of the domestic/care service relationship is 
associated with the lack of standard employment and regulation and with 
arbitrary working conditions. Th e highly personalised nature of domes-
tic/care service employment is enhanced in live-in jobs. Existing studies 
show that exploitation and limitations placed on the (female) worker’s 
privacy and free time are obscured by a paternalistic ideology construct-
ing her as a member of the family and the home as the site of selfl ess 
love. Th e home is experienced by the employer as space where her or his 
personal identity is expressed and materialised rather than as a workplace 
for the worker (Anderson  2000 ). As a result, it is diffi  cult to draw clear 



4 Migrant Men Doing ‘Women’s Work’ 143

boundaries between work and non-work times, especially in live-in jobs 
(Romero  2002 ; Rollins  1985 ; Anderson  2000 ; Andall  2000 ; Parreñas 
 2001 ; Bakan and Stasiulis  1994 ; Macklin  1992 ). Live-in domestic workers 
are excluded from employment protections, such as controls on working 
conditions, which are not possible in the private space of the home. As 
Rosie Cox ( 2012 : 34) notes in relation to au pairs in the UK, denying live-
in domestic/care workers the same rights as other workers ‘is a widespread 
manifestation of the way in which domestic work is constructed to be dif-
ferent from other forms of labour’. In several countries, such as Canada, 
Singapore, and the UK, immigration policies either require domestic/care 
workers to live in their employers’ homes or they orient them towards such 
jobs. In Canada, an immigration programme creates a group of female 
migrant live-in domestic/care workers pushed into these jobs by immigra-
tion policies and induces low wages because of the ‘captive’ condition of 
the workers. Only unmarried women with no dependants are accepted 
for this programme. Th e state abstains from intervention in the ‘private’ 
sphere of the home through lack of legislation and lack of enforcement 
of the laws and controls that do exist (Macklin  1992 ). We can see the 
same delegation of control over (female) workers to the employers by the 
state in Singapore (Huang and Yeoh  2003 ). Th e exceptional treatment of 
live-in jobs as diff erent from other jobs is generally justifi ed through the 
representation of the home as a private space and the worker as being a 
member of the family, as previously discussed. Many of our informants, 
both male and female, when asked what their working schedules were, 
simply answered that there was no schedule—they worked ‘ fi sso ’ (perma-
nently). Th is meant they had very long working days and were restricted 
to very few relationships, beyond those with the person cared for and his 
or her family. John’s interview is typical. As an irregular live-in domestic 
worker, he was subjected to abusive treatment because he wanted to be 
regularised. Th e abuse included being ‘on call’ at any time, being denied 
food, being asked to perform humiliating chores, and being fi red without 
notice because he refused to clean up the dog’s mess. As John recalled:

  I told the employer that I wanted to be regularised and she said ok […]. I 
worked from 7 or 8 in the morning until 9 or 10 in the evening or later if 
they went out. Normally I should have stopped at 9 in the evening. but ten 
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minutes before that time they would start a washing machine and they told 
me: wait until you have hung out the laundry… so I would stop working 
one hour later. Or else they received people at home and I had to stay up 
at their disposal even if they stayed up until very late. Th ey did not tell me: 
John, go to bed, we will take care of this, you can do this tomorrow. No, I 
had to stay in the kitchen. […] Th ey went on holiday in August and they 
did not pay me for that month, she said: I can’t, it is not legal because there 
is no contract. […] I had to cook and clean the house, but they also wanted 
me to take the dog out for a walk and once she told me that I had to clean 
up the dog’s mess in the fl at. I told her: I am sorry but this disgusts me. She 
fi red me. (John, Sri Lankan, 25 years old, Milan) 

 Existing studies indicate also that female live-in workers are subjected 
to limitations being placed on their family/reproductive rights (Andall 
 2000 ; Bonizzoni  2011 ). Family reunion is jeopardised by this kind of 
work and by the ‘competition between the ‘“two families” of the domestic 
worker’ (Bonizzoni  2011 : 329), and can only be achieved if the employee 
moves to a job paid by the hour, thus obtaining residential autonomy. 
Th is also aff ected our male informants. For instance, Pablo could only see 
his wife on Sundays and had negotiated with his employers in order to be 
able to see his 3-year-old son twice a week. While our female informants 
more often expressed their concerns about the diffi  culty of combining 
their jobs with their domestic responsibilities, and in particular their lim-
ited opportunities to spend time with their children, migrant men also 
(but not exclusively) emphasised the lack of opportunities to form or 
cultivate friendships and to spend leisure time pursuing parish activities 
or playing football, for example. While this regret was experienced by 
men of diff erent generations, in our sample it was particularly expressed 
among migrant men in their 20s and 30s. 

 Whatever their working conditions, for most of our informants, inter-
national migration involved a process of diminished social mobility, 
which combined with the challenging experience of entering a ‘women’s 
job’. In their home country, most of our informants worked as semi- 
skilled manual labourers, technicians, civil servants, teachers, or ran their 
own family business. Few informants had previous experience of work-
ing in paid domestic/care work in their home countries, and if they had, 
their occupations were generally masculinised (handymen, doorkeepers, 



4 Migrant Men Doing ‘Women’s Work’ 145

or drivers). Many informants held a high-school diploma or a higher 
education qualifi cation awarded by a professional college or university. 
Only a minority of men from Senegal or Morocco held higher educa-
tion degrees in comparison with migrants from Asia and Latin America. 
Existing studies on masculinity and migration suggest that men are sig-
nifi cantly aff ected by class demotion in the migratory context because 
of the gendered ways in which they make sense of their personhood. 
Th ey experience specifi c challenges in handling the implications of 
migration and downgraded social mobility, which crucially aff ect their 
self- identifi cation as breadwinners. While they dramatically resent the 
destabilisation of their self-image as heads of their household due to their 
dependence on social benefi ts, their wives’ employment, or their own 
low-paid, low-skilled jobs and dwell nostalgically on their lost economic 
position/identity (Keeler  2008 ; Herbert  2008 ; George  2000 ; Datta et al. 
 2009 ), women take up the challenge of downgraded social mobility and 
start all over again to sustain their household. In addition, scholars sug-
gest that, because femininity has not been traditionally associated with 
paid work, employment is more relevant to making sense of one’s gen-
dered self for men than for women (Williams  1989 ). 

 Existing research fi ndings suggest that male employees in feminised 
jobs may experience fear of stigmatisation and feminisation. Th ese may 
be seen as discouraging factors for men’s entry and may contribute to 
reproducing the sex-typing of these jobs (Simpson  2004 ; Lupton  2006 ; 
Williams  1993 ,  1995 ; Scrinzi  2005 ,  2010 ; Cross and Bagilhole  2002 ). 
Male workers in feminised occupations may fi nd that their choice of job 
is ridiculed, calling their manliness into question, or it is seen as a sign 
of homosexuality. Fear of stigmatisation is also associated with the fact 
that these male workers are constructed as a sexual threat to the patients, 
the children, and the people they care for, and are exposed to accusa-
tions of sexual misconduct. Some studies (Tünte 2007; Williams  1993 , 
 1995 ; Lupton 2000) have also suggested that male workers in jobs asso-
ciated with caring experience stress as a consequence of being rejected. 
Th erefore, men working in jobs associated with caring are simultaneously 
sexualised, constructed as hyper-masculine, and feminised. Indeed, male 
domestic/care workers perceive an expectation to explain their employ-
ment in what is seen as an ‘unnatural’ job for a man, and to prove their 
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masculinity as well as their competence (Scrinzi  2005 ,  2010 ). Existing 
studies show that migrant male workers in care and cleaning jobs in Italy 
express frustration, shame, and resentment at being employed in a ‘wom-
an’s job’. Th is can also be expressed through their greater resistance to 
describing their daily tasks as opposed to female migrants in the same job 
(Sarti  2009 ; Näre  2010 ). Th ey fi nd it especially diffi  cult to be subject to 
female authority in the workplace (Bartolomei  2010 ; Shinozaki  2005 ). 

 In order to align with more conventional notions of masculinity, men 
in feminised jobs adopt various strategies, relabelling the job to dissociate 
it from femininity, emphasising the ‘masculine’ aspects of the job, and 
claiming that they hold special skills which their female colleagues lack, 
in order to enhance their own status (Pringle  1988 ; Simpson  2004 ; Cross 
and Bagilhole  2002 ). Studies on male carers in the UK and Mexico found 
that migrant men point to the necessity of hiring a man in order to pro-
tect the intimacy of male elderly employers and to ensure their personal 
safety, although this does not refl ect the reality of the Italian sector, where 
many women are employed to care for elderly men (Durin  2013 ; Sarti 
 2009 ; McIlwaine et al.  2006 ). Similarly, Scrinzi ( 2005 ,  2010 ) found that 
in France, while female workers emphasise the emotional diffi  culty of 
caring for the elderly and the need for patience, male migrant care work-
ers engage in relabelling their job and point to their own special ‘mascu-
line’ skills, such as the greater ability to use machinery and fi x domestic 
appliances, which supposedly make them better domestic workers than 
their female competitors in the market. Migrant men in paid domestic 
work in institutional settings in London also adopt strategies aimed at 
distancing themselves from its association with femininity by emphasis-
ing the physically challenging nature of their jobs, such as washing up in 
restaurants (McIlwaine et al.  2006 ). 

 Our informants developed similar strategies to negotiate their mascu-
linity at work and forge respectability while coping with deskilling and 
class demotion. At the same time, it is also important to note how their 
narratives also aimed at legitimising themselves in the sector regarding 
employers who may be wary of male candidates. As shown in the inter-
view below, some informants de-emphasised care tasks and reasserted 
their masculinity, claiming that their physical strength enabled them to 
be better care-givers than women.



4 Migrant Men Doing ‘Women’s Work’ 147

  Th ey wanted a man for this job because there had not installed ramps for 
the wheel-chair so either they got a man or a very strong woman... [ he 
laughs ] who had to pull him up the stairs. Th ey said they wanted a man for 
this reason and in fact many migrant men care for elderly men who are 
dependant and can’t move so you have to move and bathe him, there is a 
masculinised niche of the market because of that. (Luis, Peruvian, 30 years 
old, Milan) 

   Yet, at the same time and crucially, male domestic/care workers’ narra-
tives challenge essentialist views of women’s work and skills. Migrants 
arrive in the European labour market with identities infl uenced by their 
experiences in their home countries: ‘migrants often become particularly 
aware of the relational and contextual nature of gender as they attempt 
to fulfi l expectations of identity and behaviour that may diff er sharply 
in the several places they live’ (Donato et al.  2006 : 6). Th e paradoxical 
negotiations of masculinity enacted by these men in the workplace may 
challenge dominant notions of ‘women’s work’, uncovering the socially 
constructed nature of ‘feminine qualities’ such as patience and sweet-
ness. Importantly, men’s narratives end up denaturalising the feminine 
qualities by pointing to the skills and experiences they have acquired (as 
opposed to innate ‘feminine qualities’):

  I think that it’s the same, because men can do women’s work. Men can 
iron, cook, do the laundry, I don’t think there is any diff erence. Women 
can do that, then we can do it too. If women can do that, men can do it 
too. (June, Filipino, 35 years old, Genoa) 

   Another informant also stressed how men can achieve professional status 
in their jobs, in addition to obtaining respectability and a good salary, 
thereby resisting stigmatisation by other migrants employed in diff erent 
(non-feminised) occupations. As Salvador, from the Philippines, stated:

  I have a good friend from Pakistan, Ali…we met at the Caritas hosting 
centre during our fi rst year of life in Rome, we were both attending an 
Italian language class. He always told me that he had no intention to fi nd 
a job in Italian houses, he wanted to be free… and he found a job in a small 
factory. He often makes fun of me when we manage to meet, and he asks 
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if my wife is happy that I have learned to do her job… but I think it is 
stupid to put it like this… I mean it is a bit backward! I have learned a lot 
from my job, I am able to cook, to iron and to manage the house well—my 
landlady would not know what to do without me!… it is not demeaning, 
and you are working for a good family, whereas Ali does not have many 
connections with Italian families and at the end of the day he earns less 
than me! (Salvador, 45 years old, Filipino) 

   Th e above passage invites us to consider how the demeaning eff ects of 
entering into women’s occupations are kept at a distance by migrant men 
who stress both the acquisition of household managerial competencies 
and working skills, as well as the ideological association with the respect-
ability of the Italian family. Like Salvador, many workers stressed how the 
acquisition of these skills has made their presence invaluable for Italian 
employers, and how salary conditions made them privileged in compari-
son to the less well-remunerated and, as they perceived it, more ‘isolating’ 
conditions of factory work. By adopting a stereotype which is widespread 
among Italians concerning the backwardness of migrant masculinity, 
Salvador also stresses how his acquisition of new working skills detaches 
him from a retrograde expression of Latin American ‘hyper-masculinity’. 

 Attempts to realign (Lupton 2000) with more conventional forms 
of masculinity also operated through their emphasis on the pragmatic 
view of domestic/care services as providing a much-needed salary, which 
enabled them to fulfi l a traditional role as breadwinner (or as one of 
the income-earners) in the family. Th inking of themselves fi rst of all as 
husbands and fathers, they describe their job, which may be experienced as 
frustrating and as limiting their participation in family life, as a necessary 
sacrifi ce to provide for their family. Th is echoes fi ndings from studies in 
other national contexts on migrant men experiencing downgraded social 
mobility and employment in low-paid, non-skilled, feminised jobs, such 
as catering and hotel work (Batnitzky et al.  2009 ; McIlwaine et al.  2006 ; 
Herbert  2008 ; Keeler  2008 ; Datta et al.  2009 ).

  My wife came here to give our children a future, we talked a lot about that, 
to decide if it should be she or I to emigrate, but she knew the situation in 
Italy because she knew a woman who had migrated to Italy, she said that 
there was work for nurses and elderly carers, so she left. [...]. My wife told 
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me that there were [few] job opportunities for men here in Italy and I had 
to take up this job because there is no work for men and I can’t stay without 
working with a family to support […]. Usually it is women who do these 
jobs, that’s why they learn Italian more quickly, because they spend all their 
time in an Italian home. It is not strange for me to work as a caregiver 
because our goal is to work, we are part of a chain, everybody who gets here 
has to contribute. (Diego, Peruvian, 63. Perugia) 

   Despite the fact that domestic/care services are a working-class occupa-
tion which is not highly valued, another informant, Miguel, said that 
it is ultimately a job like any other in that it allows him to earn a salary 
and that in this respect he is proud of undertaking it. His interview also 
indicates that his live-in job supports his eff orts to achieve upward class 
mobility through becoming a property owner:

  I have seen men from my country who go for a walk with their employer 
and they stay behind him, so I tell them: why do you behave like that? Are 
you ashamed of your job? You are not ashamed of getting the salary though! 
If you are ashamed you should not be doing this job. I was well-off  in my 
country, my family has money, but here I have to maintain my family, there 
are doctors who come here to work as caregivers: if they are uneasy with 
that, they should remain back there. I have bought a fl at here but I am 
considering going back to Ecuador to start my own business again. I am 
tired of working indoors in the home all the time between these four walls, 
24 hours a day. Th ere are Ecuadorian people who say: I don’t want to go to 
work as a caregiver, I’d rather do the stairs cleaning in a public building. 
Th ey want the freedom, they want to be able to go dancing in the evening, 
but I don’t care for that. Sometimes I am a bit depressed, my children go to 
school and thank God their mother can take care of them because I have to 
stay here indoors. But at the end of the month I am rewarded (Miguel, 
Ecuadorian, 45 years old, Genoa). 

   Men also reasserted their sense of their masculinity through compensa-
tory narratives of their household and/or of life in their home country as 
conforming to more traditional patterns of the gendered division of work. 
Fear of stigmatisation too is expressed and negotiated within a transnational 
space. Simpson ( 2004 ) fi nds that particular anxiety was expressed by men 
with regard to the perception of their job by their male friends and in male 
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peer groups where masculinity is displayed and reproduced. For our infor-
mants, this anxiety seemed to be displaced and directed to family networks 
and male peers in the home country, as some informants told us that many 
male domestic workers returning to the home country for holidays tend to 
be secretive about the nature of their work in Italy. 

 Men also mobilise constructions of cultural diff erences to claim the 
superiority of the models of masculinity of their group over those of other 
migrant men. Th is strategic mobilisation of such racialising constructions has 
also been observed in the case of female migrant domestic workers (Scrinzi 
 2009 ). For example, migrant nannies in Paris boast about the ‘cultural’ apti-
tude of African women for childcare and attempt to turn this stereotype 
into a ‘brand’ on the market through setting up an association providing 
home-based services. Filipino domestic workers in Italy and the USA claim 
for themselves the status of the ‘Mercedes Benz’ of domestic workers, based 
on their superior education levels in comparison with other groups (Parreñas 
 2001 ). Latin American and Eastern European women working with non-
profi t care providers in Italy claim a stronger caring attitude and a greater 
emotional endurance, respectively, for their national groups (Marchetti and 
Scrinzi  2014 ). Th is echoes fi ndings on migrant men in low-paid feminised 
service jobs, such as catering, in the UK, who claim a greater work ethic and 
honesty for their migrant group (Herbert  2008 ). McIlwaine et al. ( 2006 ) 
found that men were more vocal than women in self-identifi cation of their 
nationality or racial group as superior to others (such as Polishness, white-
ness/Europeanness), and were more prone to boast about their co-ethnics’ 
superiority at work than women, perhaps to sustain their position in a femi-
nised job. Our informants claim for themselves not just qualities of honesty 
and industry but also specifi c qualities which are traditionally constructed 
as feminine and, in doing so, they tend to dissociate themselves from those 
migrant men who are perceived as dangerous. In this respect, they refl ect 
fi ndings from other studies on Sri Lankans and Malayali men in domestic 
service in Italy (Näre  2010 ; Gallo  2006 ), as well as on African men working 
in the care sector in London. Th ese men stressed their capacity to care on the 
basis of their familial loyalties and what they saw as their African nurturant 
culture, which they contrasted with the attitude to the elderly which is domi-
nant in Europe (Datta et al.  2009 ; McGregor  2007 ). 
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 One of our informants, Babu, was divided between the need to assert 
his respectability as a worker for an affl  uent family, a position which 
allowed him to live during the week in an upmarket city area and to ‘stay 
away’ from more stigmatised neighbourhoods, and a critical evaluation 
of the fact that working as a domestic/carer was not in line with the 
university degree in history he had obtained in Kerala. High education 
levels provide migrant domestic workers with the social capital and 
resources to construct respectability in the eyes of their employers. At 
the same time, this leads to their experiencing painful diminution in 
class status and to contradictory class mobility (Parreñas  2001 ). In Babu’s 
eyes, his education made him suitable to work within a respectable Italian 
family, but also exacerbated his frustration at not being able to move out 
of domestic/care employment:

  My new family likes me, they know that I have studied and that I do not 
enter into anything criminal, that I am a good person… they always tell me 
that they would have not hired an Albanian or a Moroccan… you cannot 
trust them. (Babu, 31, Indian, Rome) 

   Th us, to some extent, migrants may endorse racialising hierarchies 
between diff erent migrant groups and may ascribe to diff erent nationali-
ties a higher or lower degree of trustworthiness and respectability, mobil-
ising these gendered and racialised constructions in their professional life. 
Reproductive labour emerges as a site in which to explore how gendered 
‘cultural diff erences’ are constructed across the private/public divide to 
create hierarchies among diff erent groups of migrants, and how migrant 
men negotiate this racialised stratifi cation in an attempt to establish their 
position in the labour market and reassert their masculinity.  

    Migrant Men Engaging in Emotional Labour 

 As the analysis developed so far suggests, migrant men’s entry into domestic/
care services is conditioned on their being ‘domesticated’. Th is suggests that 
their employment in the sector does not in itself subvert the representation 
of the job as ‘women’s work’. To some extent, however, the gendering of 
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these jobs is challenged by the inclusion of men in these occupations. 
Instead of being hired to perform ‘non-nurturant’ masculinised domestic 
service chores, such as driving and gardening, these men represent a 
minority of male migrants accomplishing feminised ‘nurturing’ (Duff y 
 2005 ) tasks such as caring, cleaning, and cooking in the private sphere of 
the home. Emotional labour is a key part of these jobs. Several studies of 
(female) domestic/care workers show that what is sold and bought in the 
job is not just material work, but also, crucially, the personal identity of the 
worker (Garcia Castro  1989 ). When the job involves personal interactions 
with children and the elderly, the workers mobilise their own personal 
and family experiences at work to provide care for the family of their 
employers. For example, care workers might think about their own parents 
in order to endure the isolation and the emotional burden of working with 
elderly employers who suff er from dementia (Scrinzi  2013 ). Th e employee 
is often expected to ‘respond to the psychological needs of their employers’ 
(Gorban and Tizziani  2014 : 54). Also, care jobs require time management, 
organisation, assessment, planning skills, and a good memory which 
the employee has to develop and use by herself or himself without the 
support of a collective (Lutz 2008; Lada  2011 ). Emotional labour can also 
be demanded in cleaning jobs, where domestic workers are expected to 
perform rituals of deference while interacting with their employers, such as 
smiling and displaying a good mood, even if this confl icts with their own 
feelings at that moment (Castro  1989 ; Glenn  1992 ; Parreñas  2001 ; Rollins 
 1985 ). In this respect,  domestic/care services function as a status symbol 
for middle-class employers; part of the emotional labour of the workers is 
directed towards enhancing the employers’ status. 

 How do male workers respond to the demand of emotional labour in 
their jobs? While research on male paid care workers is very limited, more 
empirical data are available concerning men working as unpaid carers. 
Studies on masculinity and unpaid care suggest that male caregivers tend 
to assume the role of ‘care commanders’ (Hanlon  2012 : 37), delegating 
the accomplishment of the ‘dirty work’ associated with bodily hygiene 
and nurturant tasks, focusing on non-nurturant ‘instrumental tasks’ 
(Russell  2007 ) or adopting a ‘managerial style’ (Calasanti and King  2007 : 
520; Russell  2001 ; Th ompson  2000 ,  2002 ) when engaging with their 
relatives’ care needs. Male unpaid caregivers tend to compartmentalise 
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tasks and have an emotionally distant attitude to care work (Th ompson 
 2000 ,  2002 ; Calasanti and King  2007 ). However, men are also found to 
deviate from this ‘masculine’ style of care and engage with the ‘dirty work’ 
of caring, especially when they are motivated by the desire to maintain 
conjugal relationship and identities. Conjugal status may transform the 
relationship of men to unpaid care (Gallo and Scrinzi  2015 ). Men also 
act as emotionally supportive companions. Th ey express pride in and take 
satisfaction from performing personal care tasks, and they express feelings 
of personal commitment and responsibility (Russell  2001 ; Applegate and 
Kaye  1993 ), although they may also feel less at ease and lack a sense of 
competence when performing such work. 

 Our data concur with these fi ndings on men as unpaid carers, showing 
that migrant male employees can develop aff ection for and an emotional 
bond with the people cared for and they can be involved in performing 
emotional labour while employed as caregivers. As the following 
interview indicates, Miguel performed emotional labour in various ways, 
including the bodily display of docility and gentleness in addressing his 
elderly employer and obscuring the relationship of aff ection established 
with him while his children were there so that they do not feel that he 
was intruding into family life or that he was taking undue liberties. In 
everyday domestic life, he is on familiar speaking terms with the person 
cared for, but he uses formal language while his employer’s children are 
in the house, for example, switching to the formal ‘ lei ’ (meaning ‘you’ in 
English) as a form of address, as opposed to the more relaxed, informal 
‘ tu ’. Th is concurs with existing studies on (female) migrant care workers. 
Th ese show that the extraction of emotional labour by employers relies 
on the fact that ‘live-in domestics are members of the household, but 
clearly not members of the family’ (Macklin  1994 : 17), and that the 
relationship of aff ection between carer and elderly person can be denied 
by the family, as the care relationship is reduced to a work relationship 
(Anderson  2000 ). Miguel refl ected on his current job in Italy by 
mobilising a gendered repertoire connected with his former (masculine) 
job in Ecuador. He compared care-giving with working as a butcher in 
a shop which, like other service sector jobs, requires ‘interactive work’ 
(Sherman  2011 : 20) in dealing with customers, and positively valued 
emotional labour tasks in both:
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  One needs to be patient, very patient. Th e caregiver has to have some kind 
of charisma inside that makes him love the elderly person. Th e gentleman 
is my employer but also something more than that, we are friends, we are 
on informal speaking terms [ ci diamo del tu ], I tell him that he can  darmi 
del tu  [address me as ‘tu’], but I always  gli do del lei  [address him as ‘lei’]. 
Actually  gli do del lei  when his children are there but when we are on our 
own  gli do del tu , he prefers it this way because [it] is more friendly and it 
makes him feel more in a family-like environment. You have to be patient 
because some elderly employers beat the caregivers or spit on them… I 
have seen it all. But at the end of the month one gets his reward […]. I am 
proud of my job, I earn my salary honestly, I don’t steal. […] If the employer 
tells me: let’s go out, I dress him up, and while I do that I talk to him, I give 
him my arm, I make jokes. Th e he tells me: let us have an ice-cream, I say: 
that’s fi ne. I don’t tell him: oh, let’s take an ice-cream, do you get that? [ with 
an aggressive tone of voice ] No, this would be exploiting him. […] To be a 
butcher you need fi rst of all some politeness to secure customers, in that 
job too you need to know how to deal with people and be patient, in both 
jobs you need to have good manners, patience and language skills: you 
have to be able to talk to people, […] to involve the others, whether it is 
the clients or the elderly employer, for example, saying: ah, the gentleman 
likes this and that, and you give a good piece of meat to the best clients 
while you give some lower quality meat to those who can’t aff ord the best 
one. (Miguel, Peruvian, 45, Genoa) 

   Th is interview suggests that live-in care workers are held responsible not 
only for the physical and emotional well-being of the person cared for but 
for the quality of the relationship between their employers and the rest of 
the family members. While providing emotional support to the elderly 
employer, they are expected not to intrude on the family relations and to 
express deference in those situations when other members of the family 
are present. Miguel’s story indicates that not all men express negative 
feelings about working in paid care. Diff erences in family status and age 
appeared crucial in shaping the ways in which our informants made sense 
of the job of caring for the elderly. Our interviews prompt consideration 
of how, unlike younger and single informants, married men appealed to 
a traditional breadwinner model in order to justify their employment 
in domestic/care services. Older men with family responsibilities also 
referred to their private lives to make sense of and sustain their skills in 
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the job, such as referring to their personal experiences as unpaid caregiv-
ers in the family (with their elderly parents or children). 

 Th is resonates with existing studies on how age and generation impact 
men’s relationship to unpaid care. In middle age, when they are likely 
to take on jobs caring for elderly people within the family, men tend to 
move towards less conventional models of masculinity and, compared 
with younger men, are more open to becoming involved in domestic 
life and its responsibilities (Applegate and Kaye  1993 ; Russell  2001 ). 
Further, older Latin American migrant men who defi ned themselves as 
believers and members of Catholic or Evangelical churches expressed an 
appreciation of working with the elderly. Th ey saw it as meaningful and 
made sense of it as a ‘religious’ vocation or task in society, in line with the 
discourse on reproductive labour as a ‘labour of love’ (Finch and Groves 
 1983 ), which is dominant in the Catholic network. Th is echoes existing 
research on the impact of the specifi c religious institutions in shaping 
the discursive tools available to diff erent migrant groups to make sense 
of paid care work in Italy. Unlike Jewish migrants, Christian Orthodox 
‘male saints’ consciously performed emotional labour and established inti-
mate relationships with their employers through performing tasks such 
as bathing and feeding them. Some men actively renegotiated dominant 
notions of masculinity, arguing that paid care work is a Christian call-
ing, while others emphasised the professional quality of their work and 
 maintained an emotional distance from it, defi ning themselves primarily 
as wage-earners. Women informants too activated both types of discur-
sive strategies to make sense of their work (Solari  2006 ). In the same line, 
research in other contexts has shown the relevance of the specifi c religious 
institutional settings as well as religious teachings and theological dif-
ferences in shaping how churches operate as brokers of migration and 
migrants’ integration (Hunt  2002 ).

  Once I […] replaced a Peruvian guy who went back to Peru on holiday. 
Th is job was caring for an elderly man who was terminally ill. I saw an 
extremely heavy situation there for this man, an artifi cial life, because his 
son was a pharmacist and had installed the most modern machineries in the 
house to care for his father. Th ey taught me how to use them, like a machine 
to lift him and artifi cial stuff  to feed him too... Th is experience strongly 
aff ected me, his suff ering, his artifi cial life... I am Evangelical and I prayed 
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God to take the elderly man [...]. Our culture and our personality matters, 
we are more caring, and if one has a religious background that is even better 
because that makes us predisposed to this work and we are better at this 
work than those how do not have a spiritual life and who do [it] simply as 
a job. Christian love leads us to identify with the illness and suff ering of the 
employers and [we] do everything [we] can, no matter if the working day is 
over. When my wife came back to Peru to have some holiday, after two 
weeks they called her from Italy to say that her employer died, this hap-
pened also with another employer: when the caregiver leaves, the elderly 
person remains on her/his own and then dies. Th e elderly live a very lonely 
life here. In Italy family life is driven by materialistic values, there is little 
Christian love, it is an empty life. (Diego, Peruvian, 63, Genoa) 

   Th e interviews with our younger and single informants told a very diff er-
ent story. Th ese men spoke about paid domestic/care work in straight-
forward economic terms as a source of income and tended to abstain 
from providing emotional labour. Luis, who cared for an elderly man with 
dementia, suff ered intensely from the emotional and physical costs of his 
job, leading him to experience depression and psychosomatic problems. 
Th e elderly employer’s children visited rarely and limited their own role to 
paying Luis’ salary and giving him money to do the shopping. All the work 
of caring and cleaning was delegated to Luis and another Latin American 
man. Th ey also expected him to give injections of insulin. He should have 
not done this, but the private nurse did not come often enough. 

 Our data bring us to consider how, similarly to what happen to migrant 
women, migrant men also fi nd themselves to be assigned considerable 
load of responsibilities by the elderly’s family. However, we observed that 
migrants are more often inclined to maintain a distance from the emotional 
and psychological demands of care labour, although this is not always an 
easy task and partly varies accordingly to migrant men’s age. Young men 
tend to feel oppressed by the demands of care labour, and contrast the 
many constraints and the distress involved in this job with their personal 
condition, stating how being unmarried and without a family would have 
allowed them to enjoy social life in the new context. Th e case of Lius anal-
ysed below is symptomatic of the tension experienced by the young migrant 
men we interview between, on the one hand, the hyper-responsibilisation 
of the migrant worker in providing care for elderly employers and, on the 
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other, the worker’s struggle to carve out spaces of emotional distance. Our 
interview with Luis is also representative of how live-in migrant domestic/
care workers are personally aff ected by the death of their elderly employer. 
Just like female workers, male live-in caregivers can become almost the 
only person who interacts with the elderly employer. Th is one-to-one rela-
tionship with an elderly, lonely, and ill person can involve a process of 
self-identifi cation as a ‘substitute relative’ for the employer. Th is concurs 
with research fi ndings on female care workers who feel personally respon-
sible for the people cared for and fi nd it diffi  cult to draw clear boundaries 
between work time and non-work time; this includes employees working 
in institutional settings (Angeloff   2000 ). Further, like many of his female 
colleagues (Degiuli  2007 ; Scrinzi  2013 ), Luis resented the fact that his 
employers did not recognise the emotional side of the work. Th eir only 
concern was for the (visible) material aspects such as cleaning, and they 
did not seem to appreciate the diffi  culty of combining both kinds of 
work. Luis’ interview shows that the hyper-visibilisation of cleaning chores 
applies to migrant male care workers too. In this respect, Luis’ account also 
suggests that working as a caregiver can be personally devaluing, not so 
much for being a ‘women’s job’, but rather because of the lack of any social 
visibility and of signifi cance accorded to the work by the family themselves. 
Because of the neglect in which the elderly man was left by his family, the 
work was experienced by this caregiver as meaningless—as merely wait-
ing for the man’s death. In Luis’ experience, the devaluing of elderly care 
work seems to be closely related to the social invisibility of the elderly; the 
care worker is recruited simply to maintain a situation, which will eventu-
ally come to its end. In this respect, nurturant care work for the elderly 
assumes the traits of invisible ‘back room’ social reproductive work. For 
example, Glenn ( 1992 ) found that racialised women are overrepresented in 
both private and public settings, such as cleaning, while white women tend 
to be employed in more visible and relational tasks involving face-to-face 
interaction with the public. Luis also complained about the unwillingness 
of his employer’s family to provide him with equipment and to help him 
to take care of the elderly gentleman. For example, when lifting him, Luis 
had to rely solely on his physical strength. Besides facilitating the physical 
work of caring, having access to proper equipment might also have eased 
the indignity of doing ‘women’s work’:
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  I had to pull him up with my arms’ strength, which was dangerous both for 
me and for him because I could have injured my spinal column, which almost 
happened once, because I almost [dropped] him on the fl oor and in trying to 
grab him I felt a strong pain in my back. Th ere was nothing to care for an 
elderly dependent person in the fl at, no devices to lift him, nothing, that was 
precisely my work. […] Th is job doesn’t give you any value, you feel degraded 
because it’s like they were throwing the elderly person at you, you are the one 
expected to sort out something which nobody is bothered about… no, actu-
ally it’s not about sorting out anything, you maintain simply this situation, 
there is no motivation, either for you or the person cared-for […] If you do 
only cleaning you have more autonomy because you don’t have to be at the 
disposal of someone who needs [ emphasis ] you. In this job instead you have to 
take care of the house while at the same time you also have to take care of the 
elderly person and he needs constant attention, you need to keep an eye on 
him at all times because sometimes he would go out without telling me while 
I was cleaning the kitchen and he can’t walk properly so I had to go and fi nd 
him in the street. It was worse than dealing with a child, you could not leave 
him for a moment. So the cleaning and the caring were almost incompatible 
chores and this gave me great anxiety because many times a neighbour called 
me to say that he was on the stairs, he was not well in his head. At some point 
I got frightened and told his children that my job would be cleaning, nothing 
beyond that. His son came every now and then but only to control my work, 
he would come and tell me: here it is dirty, while I had this anxiety that some-
thing bad [would happen] to the elderly employer. (Luis, Peruvian, 30, Milan) 

   Th e fact that he was almost entirely responsible for the elderly 
person, combined with the isolation in the private sphere and the sense 
of meaninglessness and invisibility of his work, eventually led Luis to 
take a step back. He told his employers that his job was only to clean 
the house and circumscribed his role in the home, pulling out of caring 
chores and equating the care relationship purely to its economic value. 
Th e emotional cost of the job being too severe, Luis eventually managed 
to adopt a ‘managerial’ (Calasanti and King  2007 : 520) and emotionally 
detached attitude to care work, emphasising that the attitude needed to 
perform such work involves being emotionally distant and ‘not caring’.

  Th at experience was insane… the main thing is not to give a damn, if you 
are not involved then you can go on until the end, but personally it made 
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me feel depressed. Even if he was diffi  cult to deal with, still it was like deal-
ing with my father or my grandfather, and it gave me a sense of bleakness 
to live like that, to leave him at the weekends… it is all about money, if you 
don’t care you can cope with that […]. For me it was a regular income so it 
was all right, but when it was over I felt totally relieved, as if I were liber-
ated, I am sorry about that but it was just like that, an intimate feeling, a 
strange feeling which I had never had before. […] It is one of those deval-
ued jobs... caring for someone is diff erent from cleaning. Cleaning jobs are 
diff erent, my mother too stopped working as a caregiver because you always 
fi nd extreme situations, people in despair who are entrusted to other peo-
ple in despair... desperate migrants who have to care for other desperate 
people, it is unbelievable. After that job, I did not want any other elderly 
care jobs. (Luis, Peruvian, 30, Milan) 

   Th us, while some of the informants are involved in providing nurturant 
work, performing emotional labour, and identifying with the work of 
caring, others act as ‘managerial’ caregivers and display an ‘instrumental’ 
relationship to the job (Hanlon  2012 ). Th ese interviews echo existing 
studies, showing that female as well as male migrants can deploy both 
‘masculine’ (non-nurturant and emotionally distant) and ‘feminine’ 
(nurturant and involving emotional labour) styles of providing paid care 
and domestic work. For example, female Chicana domestic workers in 
the USA (Romero  2002 ) negotiate and maintain informal agreements 
with their employers that they will not be assigned specifi c tasks, and 
set up boundaries in the job description. Additional tasks, if requested, 
are paid for separately. Among their strategies to gain control over the 
labour process in their negotiations with the employers, these workers 
also attempt to create a business-like relationship with the employers 
by defi ning themselves as ‘expert cleaners’, resisting requests for defer-
ence and the extraction of emotional labour. In this respect, they have 
attempted to create a work environment where they, as specialised clean-
ers, had control and autonomy over their work process, unsupervised by 
their employers, in a manner similar to their male colleagues who are 
employed to do specifi c tasks such as home repairs and maintenance or 
carpet cleaning. Solari’s study ( 2006 ) on Eastern European migrants, 
discussed above, presents similar fi ndings. Th is literature shows that 
diff erences in the migrants’ discursive strategies in negotiating their 
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involvement in ‘women’s work’ cross-cut gender; in Solari’s research, 
they were instead defi ned by ethnicity and the role played by the dif-
ferent local ‘religious settlement institutions’ ( 2006 : 304) to which the 
migrants belonged and which acted as brokers of migration and of entry 
into employment. 

 In our data too the Catholic institutional and discursive context, 
mediating the entry of these men into the job, plays a key role in provid-
ing repertoires which enable our older and married informants to make 
sense of their jobs and elaborate alternative interpretations of their femi-
nised, devalued work, turning it into a valued occupation for a Christian 
believer. Such narratives enable these workers to identify positively with 
their jobs, negotiating the demeaning of their masculinity and the class 
demotion involved in working as a caregiver. Our data nonetheless also 
suggest that at least some (younger and single) migrant men avoid the 
‘paradigm of vocation’ and manage to create and maintain a distance 
between their work and domesticity, which echoes studies on masculinity 
and unpaid care.  

    Migrant Men’s Professional Mobility 
in Reproductive Labour 

 One further question needs to be tackled in relation to the men’s trajecto-
ries and professional mobility in and out of the sector. Is gender segrega-
tion reproduced in the sector? Do our qualitative data confi rm a trend 
of migrant men’s temporary presence in the sector for the purposes of 
regularisation, as suggested by the statistical data (Picchi  2012 ) presented 
in Chap.   2    ? Do our data suggest that it is easier for men than it is for 
migrant women to quit the sector and fi nd a diff erent job? Scrinzi’s study 
on France ( 2005 ) indicates that men can settle into a job while at the 
same time attempting to maintain a distance from its ‘contaminating’ ele-
ments, for instance, by being secretive on certain matters with their fam-
ily members left behind. In a partly diff erent way, some of our informants 
seemed to be reconciled with their occupation. Th e interview below is 
exemplary of a tendency among the men we interviewed in refl ecting on 
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how, over time, they start to be more inclined to appreciate the positive 
sides of women’s work:

  I have been suff ering quite a lot in accepting this occupation, but now I am 
overall happy. It is more secure than others, I have less troubles and I do 
not see anything wrong in doing this job. (Francisco, Peru, 46, Perugia) 

   For our informants, entering the job involved a complex process of rene-
gotiating their masculinity. Th rough this process they not only came to 
accept their new occupation; to some extent, but they also ‘reinvented’ 
themselves:

  I have discovered new aspects of myself, I mean being able to care and to 
help families, I could not think of myself in these terms before but now 
things have changed, and I am not ashamed of telling even my family back 
home what I am doing here in order to send them money! (Paul, Keralan, 
41, Perugia) 

   Th e interviews show that various factors shape the relationship of migrant 
men to their jobs and their professional mobility in diverse ways. Firstly, 
rather than being clearly defi ned by ‘cultural’ understandings of the work 
of men coming from diff erent countries, the men’s expectations and sub-
jective relationship to their job were defi ned by their migration history. 
For men who arrived through female networks and family reunion, expec-
tations about the kind of work which they would be likely to fi nd in Italy 
arose from their connections, their female relatives already employed in 
the sector. Th is contrasted with the experience, for example, of the illegal 
Sri Lankan man who arrived, having been employed as a cook on a boat 
anchored in an Italian port. Secondly, family status and age shaped not 
only the informants’ subjective relationship to the work and the discur-
sive strategies deployed to make sense of it, but also their trajectories and 
employment patterns. Single, younger informants combined their work 
in care giving and domestic service with casual, precarious jobs in other 
less sex-typed areas, such as catering, as well as with odd jobs (e.g., one 
of them performed as an extra in a theatre show). Instead, married men 
appeared to be ‘stuck’ in the job. Miguel had no choice but to work as 
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a co-resident worker in order to earn a salary, which, combined with his 
wife’s salary, would enable him to sustain his family. Diego could not fi nd 
anything except care work on an hourly basis to complement his wife’s 
salary in order to maintain his family. He was unemployed at the time of 
his interview and had already been a temporarily unemployed ‘man of the 
home’ in Peru, while his wife worked full-time:

  My wife worked in a public hospital but then there was the privatisation 
policy... She has worked as a nurse and this helped her to fi nd a job as a care-
giver. In Peru I lived with my father and my children and I worked every 
now and then when they called me for a job, my wife sent home remittances 
and I earned something when I could. I worked at the Ministry for 
Agriculture and in a cooperative of agricultural products. We have four chil-
dren and they all studied thanks to my wife who provided economic support 
for all the expenses in the family. I could not go somewhere else far away to 
seek employment because I had to stay with the children, when my wife left 
to go to Italy the eldest son was 20 years old but the youngest was 8 years old 
[...]. Here in Italy I have done some cleaning in a care home for the elderly 
and some home maintenance and repairs as a handyman for a family. I have 
tried to fi nd jobs to contribute to the family’s expenses, but nothing has 
worked out, so now I am unemployed. (Diego, Peruvian, 63, Genoa) 

   Th e juridical status of our informants largely impacted their professional 
trajectories. Many of them had obtained a permit of stay, thanks to 
regularisation in their employment in domestic service. Some, particu-
larly married men with family responsibilities, remained in their jobs in 
order to maintain economic stability. Others tried to move into a diff er-
ent occupation as soon as they were regularised, but found that this was 
not always easy, particularly after 2008. 1  If compared to migrant men 
in more masculinised occupation within the IDRL, for example, handy-
men or gardeners (Kilkey et  al. 2013; Ramirez and Hondagneu-Sotelo 
 2009 ), our informants employed in feminised occupations were less in 
the position to command higher salaries and to gain power in negotiating 
employment conditions,. Ethnographic fi ndings (Chell-Robinson  2000 ) 
on Filipinos in Italy indicate that when they migrate abroad to join their 

1   See the analysis developed in Chaps.  2  and  3 . 
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wives, these men are ‘newcomers’ in their jobs, entering them at their 
lower echelons, as temporary workers or replacements (at least initially). 
In this respect, their position is similar to that of other ‘newcomers’ in 
domestic service, such as migrants belonging to recently arrived groups 
who have not previously been employed in the sector. Scrinzi’s ( 2005 ) 
fi ndings on Filipino men in France go in the same direction, suggesting 
that migrant men tend to enter their jobs as temporary workers or replace-
ments. As long as they are undocumented and do not have good linguistic 
skills, these men experience juridical and economic dependence on their 
female kin. However, our data also show how, over time, migrant men 
are also able to build additional and complementary skills if compared to 
their female counterpart; this is done, for instance, by combining female 
tasks with handymen work within employers’ household. As discussed in 
Chap.   5    , by acquiring language competencies and being able to off er mul-
tiple services (feminised and masculinised) to employers, migrant men 
can also progressively achieve better salaries and also come to be better 
valued than migrant women. Th ere is also ethnographic evidence that, 
in Italy, undocumented migrant men tend to enter domestic/care jobs 
temporarily in order to regularise their juridical position, leaving these 
occupations after a few years (Sarti  2010 ). Migrant men’s narratives sug-
gest that they adopt a pragmatic approach to their jobs, perceiving them 
as a temporary opportunity to earn money and as a means to achieve legal 
status. Th ey see their work in the sector as a compromise or transition 
(Scrinzi  2010 ). In addition, their narratives show that they aspire towards 
more traditional jobs in the industry, to setting up their own business, 
or working in catering or in hotels, which would involve similar tasks 
but in a public setting (Näre  2010 ). Th e location of migrant men within 
women-centred networks overlaps with the fact that, at least for the fi rst 
years in the immigration country, they may earn less than their wives 
and may be dependent on their spouse’s wage to support the family. Our 
fi ndings partly concur with those of other studies. Bonpart- zoni ( 2011 ) 
reports, for instance, that migrant men in Los Angeles are not able to 
earn a family wage. However, this does not necessarily challenge the gen-
dered divisions of work, as women continue either to work part-time or as 
housewives, with deep implications for family precariousness. We found 
this varied according to the temporal point in the migration trajectory. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_5
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In the fi rst few years after their arrival, our informants frequently entered 
lower-paid, part-time work, while their wives were usually in full-time 
and live-in forms of employment. Th is arrangement meets diff erent indi-
vidual and family requirements. Married men are initially more reluctant 
to enter into full-time and live-in positions and try to devote more time 
to learning the language, attending training courses in local parishes or 
associations. Th ey also claim time for themselves to fi nd other forms of 
employment. 

 Nevertheless, we note how this attitude should not be generalised. 
Other informants were also keen to recognise that their occupation had 
changed their self-perception and their personal evaluation of certain 
tasks. In some instances, they were keen to question the naturalising 
association between, on the one hand, ‘womanhood’ and, on the other, 
‘caring tasks’, and to appreciate the positive sides of reproductive labour 
in terms of housing benefi ts, safety against racism, and networking with 
the immigration society. As Chaps.   6     and   7     will show, our informants’ 
perception and experience of paid domestic/care work also varied con-
siderably accordingly to their migratory path, family history, as well as 
across class, religious, ethnic, and generational diff erences.  

    Conclusion 

 Th is chapter has explored the experiences of migrant men entering 
domestic/care service jobs including paid elderly care work. Our data show 
that female co-ethnic and native networks, especially revolving around 
Catholic institutions in both the home country and the immigration 
society, play a major role in channelling migrant men into these jobs 
as well as in providing them with the discursive resources, which some 
of them use to make sense of their employment in a ‘women’s job’ and 
the downgrading of social mobility involved in international migration. 
Catholic ‘intermediary actors’ (Scrinzi  2013 : 25) play an ambivalent role 
to the extent that they both support these men and produce racialised 
and domesticated notions of masculinity. Migrant men employed in 
paid care and domestic work, who rely on these networks to secure jobs 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_6
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and opportunities for regularisation, may negotiate respectability by 
mobilising ideas of Christianity and Catholicism. Th ese men perform 
emotional labour and experience emotional burn-out as well as a sense 
of lack of respect and dignity from others, which also characterises the 
experience of female workers. Our data also suggest that the relationship 
of men to paid care work is shaped by diverse patterns of migration 
(distinguishing between men arrived through family reunion and female 
kin networks on the one hand, and men arrived through other networks 
on the other hand) as well as by their family status, age, and life-cycle. 
More particularly, younger single men managed to achieve greater 
professional mobility in and out of reproductive labour and to maintain 
a distance between their work and domesticity. Th ey entered this job 
when in need of employment and they would quit it whenever a better 
opportunity came up. Nonetheless, the involvement of men in paid care 
work is not only defi ned by a ‘managerial’ (Calasanti and King  2007 : 
520) style, keeping the ‘dirty work’ and emotional labour at arm’s length. 
Some of our informants were actively involved in performing emotional 
labour and suff ered from the lack of recognition of this work. More 
particularly, as the interviews with older men with family responsibilities 
indicate, new ideas around masculinity and care are forged through the 
involvement of migrant men in these jobs. In this respect, their narratives 
challenge essentialist view of reproductive labour as ‘feminine’. 

 Further, based on our data, it seems that migrant men are able to 
access a wider range of occupations than women, working as drivers, 
gardeners, porters, and handymen, among other roles. Also, while many 
men enter the job as ‘newcomers’ working in the lowest echelons of 
the sector, over time they achieve better working conditions, including 
through acquiring legal juridical status, linguistic skills, and additional 
skills at work. Th us, men experience greater internal upward mobility 
than women within the same sector. Nonetheless, compared with men 
in other feminised jobs, the benefi cial eff ects of masculinity appear to 
be limited for our migrant informants. As the following chapter shows, 
however, this depends to a considerable extent on the workers’ capacity 
to withdraw from stereotypically threatening representations of migrant 
foreignness and to establish relations of trust (and dependence) with 
their employers.      
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    5   
 Masculinities and Work Relations 

in the Home                     

      Employers’ demand has been recognised as crucial in shaping gendered 
employment practices (Mahler and Pessar  2006 ) and in moulding pat-
terns of discrimination and segregation in receiving contexts (MacKenzie 
and Forde  2009 ; Lopez-Garza  2001 ; Chavez  1992 ). However, at least 
in the fi eld of the IDRL, the demand side has received scant atten-
tion (Triandafyllidou and Marchetti  2014a ) and has mainly focused 
on female employers (Gallo and Scrinzi  2015 ). Within the IDRL, the 
term ‘employers’ refers to a highly internally diff erentiated category, 
depending on the type of service provided (e.g., care and cleaning), 
the type of family, and the specifi c work arrangements (e.g., full-time) 
(Triandafyllidou and Marchetti  2014b ). Th ese analytical diff erentia-
tions enhance our understanding of how employers perceive their role 
and employment relations according to the tasks the worker is expected 
to perform and of how this varies across gender and class diff erence. 
Employers are also increasingly diff erentiated in terms of class. While 
the hiring of cleaners, gardeners, and/or caretakers has traditionally 
been a privilege of the upper classes (Sarti  2006 ), the combined eff ects 
of state cash benefi ts and available cheap/fl exible migrant labour have 
made the paid services, and  specifi cally elderly care, more accessible by 
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the middle and the lower-middle classes (Williams  2010 ; Näre  2013a ; 
Da Roit  2007 ; Sarti  2008 ). 1  

 In this chapter we explore how middle-class employers construct 
gendered working relations with male migrant workers and how the 
former’s family relations are reworked in the process. We focus mainly 
on the experiences of male employers, while also observing those of 
female employers. Partly drawing from a distinction between bour-
geoisie, white-collar, and urban working class commonly used for 
understanding stratifi cation in contemporary Italy (Barone 2009; 
Schizzerotto  2013 ), 2  we identify our employers in an internally dif-
ferentiated middle-class milieu of skilled non-manual workers, which 
includes teachers and civil servants, as well as small-scale business own-
ers, shopkeepers, and private employees. 3  Among our informants, the 
outsourcing of tasks like gardening, driving, and caretaking (done by a 
janitor or porter) 4  and, to some extent, childcare and handyman work 
were often considered as the privilege of the upper bourgeoisie, whereas 
cleaning and elderly care were viewed as an integral part of a more mod-
erate middle-class lifestyle. Signifi cantly, the hiring of a migrant worker 
was determinant in enhancing or consolidating class status, by partly 
emulating their upper-class counterparts (Hondagneu-Sotelo  2001 ) 
and distancing them from lower strata. However, our informants also 
admitted their anxieties regarding correctly managing their resources 
(cf. Dickey  2011 ) and refl ected on the compromises in hiring a for-
eign worker. Th is situation of relative uncertainty, which partly results 
from diffi  cult and precarious labour situations in contemporary Italy, 
infl uences the way in which employment relations are conceived and 
experienced. 

1   While we acknowledge the outsourcing of care labour has become less confi ned to an affl  uent 
professional class (Lundstrom  2012 ), we have also shown elsewhere that, even in the fi eld of elderly 
care, class continues to infl uence people’s ability to access diff erent home-based services (Gallo and 
Scrinzi  2015 ). 
2   Th ere categories are based on a combination of class of origin and educational attainment, and 
account for the rigidity of the Italian class system relative to that in other European countries. 
3   For a broader analysis of employers across class diff erence that also takes into account the upper 
and working classes, see Gallo and Scrinzi ( 2015 ). 
4   Th e gendered nature of jobs like janitor (caretaker for a residential building) or porter (hotel care-
taker) is analysed in Chap.  7 . 
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 In the context of this analysis, we refer to ‘employers’ as those subjects 
who recruit, manage, and supervise a worker either for the direct con-
sumption of a service or for the supply of services to a third party, usu-
ally their elderly parents/parents-in-law. We take into account two main 
typologies of work: cleaning and elderly care; 19 employed cleaners and 
16 employed caregivers. Th e age of the employers in our sample ranged 
from mid-30s to late 60s. Our informants had diff erent family situations. 
Out of the 35 employers, 17 were married, 9 were single, and 9 were 
divorced or widowed. Specifi c work arrangements varied considerably not 
only according to the task but also across time. Part-time employment was 
much more common in the case of cleaning services, whereas the hiring 
of a  badante  more frequently required the migrant worker to accept full-
time and live-in solutions. In many cases, however, work conditions could 
change according to shifting family needs; part-time employment could 
be easily transformed into a full-time job in cases of family emergency or 
improved economic conditions, and the opposite could also take place if, 
for example, full-time care was no longer required, the worker changed 
his or her family status, or employers’ economic conditions worsened. 

 Th e chapter stresses how the analysis of male employers needs to take 
into account both the contextual dimension of employment relations, 
including hiring, management, and supervision, and the more subjective 
dimension of engaging with the relational and emotional side of outsourc-
ing household-based tasks to a foreign worker. It argues for the importance 
of looking at the  temporal  dimension implied in the transformation of the 
household into a workplace, even if this process is not always recognised by 
employers (Moras  2008 ; Anderson  2007 ), and how this both mirrors and 
induces transformations in family gendered relations as well as in mascu-
linity ideologies and experiences. By also comparing the diff erent involve-
ment of male employers in household-based labour across diff erent tasks, 
we lay the ground for a discussion of masculinity and emotional labour. 
We explore the extent to which employers’ ideas of autonomy from and/
or dependence on their employees shape gendered work relations, and 
the employers’ expectations in terms of migrant men’s trustworthiness and 
emotional involvement in comparison to migrant women. Diff erent male 
employers’ approaches to migrant workers across class diff erences are fur-
ther explored in the following section, which deals with the features of 
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personalistic and/or competitive relations between the two ends of work-
ing relations, and how this varies based on the employees’ ethnicity. 5  Th e 
fi nal part of the chapter delves into the role played by religion in the racial-
isation of migrants as enacted by the employers, and in the construction of 
positive or negative stereotypes that underpin the acceptance or rejection 
of migrant men within Italian middle-class households. 

    Becoming Employers: Between Ideologies 
and Practices 

 Th e defi nition of the category of ‘employers’ requires us to take into 
consideration the subjective dimension of assuming new gendered roles 
within the household. We refer here to the work of self-transformation 
experienced by many of the employers we spoke with when managing 
home-based domestic/care services and dealing with the presence of an 
unknown male subject in the private space. Our data partly concur with 
the argument that the household arrangements related to the outsourcing 
of reproductive tasks to migrant workers, supervised mainly by women, 
end up reproducing the gender order and the traditional gendered division 
of work (Hondagneu-Sotelo  2001 ; Moras  2008 ; Romero  2002 ; Parreñas 
 2001 ). Th is said, our interviews show that middle-class male employers 
do not exempt themselves from the tasks involved in the outsourcing of 
reproductive work and that they emerge as active subjects in framing the 
terms and conditions in which gendered work relations are established. 
Our informants refl ected on how the entrance of a migrant man into the 
house, while raising expectations of improved household management, 
also forced them to reconsider their daily routines and, perhaps more 
importantly, their ‘ways of being and acting’—as one male employer told 
us—within the home. It is important to note that while  employers, par-
ticularly men, initially tended to dismiss the impact of hiring a migrant 
man on their personal lives, during subsequent meetings with us, they 

5   Th e issue of paternalism is taken up again in Chap.  7 , when we explore how connections with 
middle-upper class Italian employers and with Catholic representatives become determinant in 
moving out of more feminised occupations. 
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refl ected more openly on the gradual process of adjustment that they, 
and their families, underwent to cope with the presence of a male worker 
in the home. Th is change of attitude partly refl ects the shifting relation-
ships established by the informants with us as female researchers. Female 
employers more straightforwardly established a sort of complicity with 
us, partly based on the perception of sharing similar concerns about how 
to manage work, childcare, household management, and fi lial duties 
towards ageing parents. Th e attitudes of male employers were initially 
more defensive, and swung between downplaying the relevance of the 
topic and commenting ironically on our interest in criticising how ‘men 
were managing the house’. Over time, however, this attitude gave way 
to more relaxed and substantial conversations about how outsourcing 
domestic and/or care tasks had changed male employers’ perceptions of 
their household role and had led them to become engaged in building 
a relationship with the migrant worker. Indeed, a focus on the temporal 
dimension of outsourcing domestic/care tasks serves to unravel the ten-
sion underpinning the relation between the  ideology  and the  practice  of 
becoming an employer. 

 Male employers’ involvement in the process should be considered 
by referring both to the specifi c tasks the worker is required to perform 
and to the increased anxieties generated by the hiring of a migrant man 
rather than a migrant woman. In the case of hiring a part-time worker for 
cleaning jobs, a more pronounced division of labour tends to be estab-
lished, with our male informants rejecting the role of employer at home 
and delegating this to their wives instead. Statements like ‘I would not 
wish to be involved’, ‘my wife is better placed for this’, or ‘I would not 
know where to start from in imparting instructions’ refl ect men’s general 
detachment from the organisational and managerial tasks of supervising a 
migrant worker. Th is attitude was often made meaningful by referring to 
the limited time the worker spent in the home, which usually overlapped 
with the employer’s working hours, and to the lack of space and time 
to interact with the employee. In these circumstances, our informants 
tended to assign to their working status a major role in detaching them 
from domestic issues. Unmarried informants, who could not rely on the 
support of a family member to allow them to detach from the ‘dirty 
work’ completely, tended to minimise their degree of involvement with 
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the worker. Th e tension between the ideological and the practical sides 
of employment relations is clearly evident in the interviews. Stefano, a 
45-year-old sales representative, refl ected on the need to engage directly 
with the hiring of a migrant worker after his divorce:

  All the household routine has changed… before it was Carla who looked 
after it, but after we separated I had to cope with the personal eff ects of the 
divorce and to organize things by myself. I have hired a man because I have 
long working hours and travel a lot, and cannot follow up all the issues 
within the house. So I need someone mainly to clean but also who keeps 
an eye on the technical issues of the fl at, to pay the bills and so on. A man 
is better placed for this… My friends have made fun of me, after [the] 
divorce, telling me that I could have found a sexy foreign women, like 
those Romanians or Ukrainians that are around… but you see, these 
women are after money, they want to fi nd a good partner and settle, and I 
am not in the right period for this, and do not want dependent people who 
[test] my limits with ambivalent behaviour! Diego, my Ecuadorian helper, 
is discrete, independent, he does his jobs and that’s it. If it was a female 
worker she would have said ‘I am not able to do this and that’ and would 
limit herself to cleaning… With Diego [it] is diff erent, he does everything. 
When I can help him I do, we chat once in a while… but beyond this, we 
have our own cordial relationship and yet separate lives… most of the time 
we do not even meet each other. (Stefano, 45, Perugia) 

   Some elements of this passage are symptomatic of a wider tendency 
among male employers to strike a balance between committing to house-
hold management and the wish to minimise the terms of their involve-
ment. Changes in personal family life impact the way men like Stefano 
reconsider their role within the household; coping with the emotional 
side of divorce combines with the need to fi nd someone to look after the 
house. Narratives of personal vulnerability are threaded into the adop-
tion of gendered criteria underpinning the recruitment process. Racial 
and gendered stereotypes are used to depict migrant women as hyper- 
feminine and as a potential threat to autonomy within the house and in 
the employer’s personal life. Th is marks a diff erence between single male 
employers and single female informants who tended to reject the possi-
bility of hiring a man due to concerns about their personal safety, rather 
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than personal autonomy. 6  Conversely, migrant men are not only deemed 
to potentially bring with them additional benefi ts like the ability to do 
handyman work or heavy physical labour (while female employees are 
seen as ‘naturally’ limited to lighter cleaning tasks). Hiring a migrant man 
also allows the employer to minimise the degree of social interaction and 
mutual dependence, which, in principle, is not expected to go beyond 
informal conversation and occasional support. Overall, and in compari-
son to female employers, in the case of cleaning labour, the outsourcing 
of cleaning tasks is made meaningful by our male informants less in terms 
of competing family responsibilities, like having more time to devote 
to childcare, and more in terms of dealing with work commitments or 
unexpected family situations. Th e preference ascribed to the selection of 
a migrant man for cleaning work rests on the shared assumption that 
a well-instructed male worker can combine more varied skills and can 
more easily be transformed into a handyman. Yet, in this context, the 
outsourcing of reproductive tasks substantially challenges neither the 
gendered division of work nor male employers’ perceptions of their own 
masculinity (see also Kilkey et al. 2013). Our informants tended to per-
ceive their limited involvement in managing employment relations with 
migrant domestic labourers as imposed to an extent by exogenous cir-
cumstances. Th ey tended to admit that, if possible, they would have left 
the burden of doing so to a female relative, and questioned their own role 
within the family relatively rarely. 

 A more compelling need to rethink gendered roles within the house 
and masculine ideals emerges in the case of employers’ outsourcing of 
elderly care work. Th is is partly due to the fact that paid care cannot 
entirely substitute for informal care, and that the outsourcing of these 
tasks remains highly dependent on the establishment of a relationship 
between the worker, the person cared for, and the latter’s kinship network 
(Da Roit  2007 ). In this context, our informants stressed that the selec-
tion of a ‘good worker’ was a delicate and important task, which could 
not be fully delegated to the women of the family. Men’s involvement as 
employers in the hiring and management work was motivated in diff erent 

6   Th is also varies in terms of the age and class of our informants, with the preference of hiring a 
migrant man being more prominent among young men in their 30s and 40s. 
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ways. Firstly, a distinction was made with respect to the kinship relation 
with the elderly person. Married employers were adamant in expecting 
their wives to be engaged to a greater extent if the care benefi ciary was a 
parent or relative of the latter, but admitted that they would delegate the 
full range of tasks involved in the care of their own parents. Importantly, 
commitment to providing the elderly person with good care was often 
conceived as part of men’s fi lial duty and represented an important ele-
ment in the self-presentation of our middle-class informants. Disinterest 
in parental care needs was highly condemned and associated with the 
‘backward’ practices of rough and uneducated individuals or seen as the 
‘degenerative’ result of upper-class affl  uence. 

 Secondly, an active commitment to the hiring, management, and 
supervision of the migrant care worker was also accepted by our married 
informants on the premise that this reduced the risk of conjugal confl ict 
(Gallo and Scrinzi  2015 ). Male employers were concerned that fully 
delegating informal care to their wives would charge the latter with an 
extra burden, especially if their wives were working and/or had other care 
responsibilities. In this respect, our informants did not believe that the 
outsourcing of care work exempted them from actively engaging with 
the role of ‘informal care providers’ (Kramer  2002 : 6–7), that is, with 
the physical or psychological needs of others. Th is engagement, as the 
following case studies indicate, also produced changes in male employers’ 
roles, social relations, and self-perceptions. 

 In 2005, Simone, 52, was running a stationery shop in Rome with 
his wife Giulia and had just hired Atilio, a Peruvian man, to look after 
his impaired father, who was living with the couple. Since Simone and 
Giulia considered it too expensive to hire Atilio on a full-time basis, they 
had found an intermediate solution. Atilio worked for the family every 
morning, for 400 euros per month. He had afternoons and Saturdays free 
(2-7 pm) to do independent jobs, but had no regular contract. When we 
fi rst encountered Simone in 2005, he addressed this question quite drily, 
emphasising the technicalities of the recruitment process and maintain-
ing a distance from the overall change in the family routine:

  I mean, it is quite simple… I am working full time, as my wife does. None 
of us can fully do the job so we need someone else. As long as this man is 
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clean and honest, that’s fi ne for me… I have not much time to spend on 
the issue, and I barely spend my time at home. So I explained what he 
should do and how, and that was it. 

   However, when we met Simone again in the following months, his atti-
tude had gradually become more self-refl exive:

  Since he started to work for us I became more conscious of the needs of my 
father, of the family, because you have to keep them in mind, listing, and 
explaining… and this changes your perspective, doesn’t it? I mean for my 
wife maybe [it] is normal because she had always to do so, even before… 
but for me [it] is not only about telling things to Atilio… [it] is about real-
izing things you did not really see before: the everyday needs to explain, the 
doctor… the medicines… as well as to take into consideration Atilio’s 
requests… his presence… you cannot just ignore him when he has fi nished 
with his job! 

   Another informant, Paolo, commented on the need to build good 
employment relations in order to ensure good quality care for his father:

  It is a kind of learning process, for me, for my father and also for Ravi, our 
worker. Ravi is a young man, he is not very experienced but is learning fast. 
I have to supervise him, and to make sure that also he is happy… he has to 
live with my father, and I have the responsibility to ensure that it is done in 
a good way, and this cannot happen if Ravi is left totally alone or is unhappy 
because of our behaviour. So I am trying to understand day by day… 
(Paolo, 51, Rome) 

   Th e above passages are illustrative of a wider tendency among our middle- 
class informants to move from an initial self-depiction as disengaged sub-
jects with respect to home-based management, towards their progressive 
inclusion in household logics. For many, becoming an employer brought 
with it the realisation of individual needs on the part of the care ben-
efi ciary and also the employee. Employers’ involvement in the daily or 
weekly need to shop for home products, to take note of practical necessi-
ties, or to take the care worker into consideration become integral to the 
way our male informants rethink their role within the home and family 
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relations. In this respect, men employers make sense of the positive eff ects 
of outsourcing reproductive labour in terms of not only having someone 
to carry out practical tasks but also as a way to achieve better conjugal and 
fi lial models. Our data invite us to consider how changing family status 
transforms male employers’ relationship to care and to managing paid 
care workers, and results in them taking up a new role in the management 
of care worker’s presence in the home and questioning the feelings and 
views about care initially expressed regarding domestic responsibilities. 
Men’s engagement with critical family situation, and with the tension that 
may arise in conjugal or fi lial relations in case of complete disengagement 
from care duties, urges men to reconsider their roles and to question their 
gendered identity. Th us, the analysis exposes the contradiction between 
the ideology and practice of care management.  

    Masculinity and Household Security 

 As mentioned, the perspective gained through the experience of hiring 
of a migrant man also plays a role in prompting the Italian men in our 
sample to become more actively involved in the selection and recruit-
ment process, as well as in the management of working relations. To fully 
understand this, it is necessary to explore the link underpinning the social 
signifi cance of the domestic space together with the public representation 
of migrants as problematic. 7  Th e home should be conceived as a rela-
tionally built social context in which diff erent subjects inhabit diff erent 
and hierarchically organised positions (Triandafyllidou and Marchetti 
 2014a ). Th e entrance of a foreigner into the home is a critical event, 
particularly in the case of live-in and/or full time workers, as employers 
have to not only rethink the daily routine but also minimise the eff ects of 
sharing their house with a stranger. In many accounts, the employers see 
the presence of a migrant worker as ‘polluting’, and as a potential source 
of tension, leading the employers to adopt a defensive attitude towards 
the possible violation of the private sphere (Macklin  1992 ; Ehrenreich 
and Hochschild  2003 ). 

7   See the analysis developed in Chaps.  2  and  3 . 
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 Our data suggest that the fear of contamination, which is usually gen-
erated by the hiring of a migrant, is considerably higher in the case of 
a male worker. Our informants tend to identify foreign masculinity as 
potentially problematic in terms of domestic security, hygiene, decorum, 
and decency. Th e involvement of male employers in the management 
of migrant domestic/care labour was seen as a strategy to better protect 
the house and the family. Interestingly, a typical parallel between pub-
lic security and domestic well-being recurs across diff erent interviews. 
Marco, a 41-year-old teacher who hired an Albanian man to look after 
his mother, discussed the need for him to act as a gatekeeper in order to 
ensure domestic security:

  It was necessary to hire a man, because the my mother is very heavy, a 
woman cannot do it and my wife does not [wish] to do this job. I am not 
always available so Alkan, our helper, has to do a tough job. I help him 
twice a day to bathe my mother and also I tend to support him with the 
medical issues. Alkan overall is good… I mean, when a friend of ours told 
my wife about him I felt I should know him as well. Not only because of 
my mother but also because I was concerned about having a man in my 
mum’s house. See these men take advantage of women… if Alkan had to 
deal only with my wife he might have taken advantage of her, or think that 
he can behave as he wishes… Whereas I wanted to make clear that for any 
problem he would have to deal with me as well. Now that I know Alkan I 
am more relaxed… [I] do not wish to say that all Albanians are bad, and 
indeed he is not…but then you never know, because we do not know his 
friends, and he has the house keys… So, better I constantly keep an eye [on 
things] with regular visits to my mum. (Marco, 41, Perugia) 

   In the above passage, the role of the male householder is reaffi  rmed by 
assuming that stricter working conditions can be ensured by his involve-
ment. Here, Marco’s regular visits to his mother’s house and his super-
vision of medical issues refl ect not only his intention to provide Atilio 
with better guidance, but also to make him aware of the disciplining 
presence of another man. Male employers frequently drew from the 
visual  repertoire promoted via media regarding the ‘uncontrolled’ fl ows 
of migrants and refugees into the country. In many instances, alarmist 
attitudes towards clandestinity, and the imperativeness to fi nd a worker 
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that does not support the image of ‘crowds’ of migrants seizing public 
spaces, infl uence the selection criteria adopted:

  With all these masses arriving now in Italy you have to be very careful… we 
cannot control them, we do know who they are and why they are here… 
they can be terrorists, criminals, and they are free to graze in our squares 
and parks… I would have really preferred to hire an Italian, especially in 
the last years I have become more concerned about all these foreigners… I 
have taken part in the hiring process, and went to the parish to meet some 
candidates… some did not really look good… they looked just unloaded 
from these boats… So I searched for someone who looked good, who was 
known by the priest or other families… (Pietro, 55, Rome) 

   Nowadays criminality has increased, with all these foreign men… of course 
you can have troubles also with a migrant woman, but it is more diffi  cult. 
I had one woman from Peru for four years to look after my elder brother 
Sandro… But then she married and also Sandro, with Alzheimer’s [he] is 
unpredictable, he can become aggressive, and we needed a man. But then 
a migrant man can more easily steal, or bring women into Sandro’s house 
at night… these people are desperate, they can do anything… (Gennaro, 
67, Perugia) 

   Do you see what happens in our streets? No more security… You have to be 
very careful when you hire a migrant man in your house. So, I told my sister, 
who is looking after our mother, that it was better to share the task in order 
to be on the safer side… she looks after the bodily care [while] I make sure 
that Francisco comes on time and follows the rules. (Agostino, 49, Rome) 

   As the above passages show, the moral panic generated by migrant infl ows 
in Italy infl uences middle-class informants’ concerns about the need to 
protect the domestic space. While the hiring of a migrant man is consid-
ered, in many cases, a necessity motivated by the need for someone to 
carry out heavy work, it also generates anxieties over the possibility that 
‘criminal’ behaviour might be introduced into the private domain of the 
house. Employers’ expectations regarding the ‘good worker’ are shaped 
by the visual rhetoric of uncontrolled fl ows of ‘dirty’ and ‘threatening’ 
migrants, and the physical appearance of potential candidates becomes 
an important selection criterion. 
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 In the same line, concerns about migrant men’s sexuality and the 
resulting need to prevent the integrity of the women of the household are 
common among middle-class Italian families, and were voiced by both 
male and female employers. Elena, a school teacher living in Genoa, com-
ments on the anxieties underpinning the shift from employing a migrant 
woman to employing a man, the latter’s husband:

  In the end I had a good experience with him, even if at the beginning he 
did not speak Italian at all…but his wife was helping him, and he was also 
attending a school. At the beginning it was certainly embarrassing, because 
I have two daughters you see… I admit I have been suspicious…and I also 
thought he would not be able to carry out the household tasks as well as his 
wife, but eventually he proved himself to be even better than his wife, more 
skilled….more accurate. (Elena, 42, Genoa) 

   Another employer commented:

  With migrant women it is usually easier, they know what to do… Not only 
that, you do not have to worry about improper sexual behaviour within the 
house. But with migrant men you have to be careful in this respect, you 
have to be sure that they are not aggressive, you have to know them bet-
ter… Often they also need more training, they have to learn what to do… 
(Mario, 38, Rome) 

   Th e informants perceived migrant women as less threatening in their sex-
ual conduct with respect to the employers’ family members and easier to 
assimilate into the domestic spaces and routines. Conversely, the accept-
ability of a migrant man is not only acquired across a longer span of time 
(see Durin  2013 ), but has to be constantly proved against the backdrop 
of family suspicion. 

 Th e way in which ethnic, gender, and class hierarchies are inhabited 
and enacted within the domestic space is heavily infl uenced by the racial-
ising stereotyping of specifi c groups of migrant men as either ‘suitable’ 
or ‘problematic’ workers. Both male and female employers in our sample 
tended to identify Asian men from the Philippines, India, or Sri Lanka as 
‘suitable’ workers. Men of these nationalities tend to be valued because of 
their usually higher level of education, which was frequently associated 
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by the informants with the civilising results of past European colonial 
rule in those countries. Th eir positive reputation was also based partly 
on their status as married men, or on their kin connections with migrant 
women who had migrated previously and who are established in the sec-
tor. As discussed in Chap.   4    , this acts as a powerful symbolic device in 
the construction of a more respectable, yet feminised, masculinity (Gallo 
 2006 ; Scrinzi  2010 ). Men of these national groups, in being represented 
as more docile and submissive like their wives, are usually deemed to be 
more easily accommodated within the house. Lucia, an academic, com-
mented on his employee as follows:

  I have hired a man from Mauritius... he is the last in a series of people I 
[have] had throughout the years... and I have a positive opinion about this 
experience. Sometime you begin with one person and then you go in this 
direction… if one has to leave they will use their networks to replace them-
selves and by now I rely on these contacts. Indians from Mauritius are more 
educated, well mannered… not at all aggressive. Th ey had good English 
schools, but also since they are always coming through [referrals from other 
people], they do not want to disappoint their relatives and also take good 
care with the employer, for them [it] is a cultural question… they want to 
defend their respectability. (Lucia, 55, Milan) 

   At the same time, our informants often refl ected on how their class con-
dition did not always allow them to access more sought-after, expensive 
workers from the Philippines, India, or Sri Lanka, and how the compel-
ling need to outsource cleaning or care work made them ‘take the risk’ of 
hiring less desirable candidates:

  See, I am not rich, like those families who can hire a Filipino or an 
Indian… if you can aff ord them, then it is easier… I might also have 
avoided having to be involved in the issue… But we could only fi nd a 
Moroccan man, and we hired him because he looked OK, clean and well 
mannered… but you never know… After a while I have relaxed a bit as no 
problems have emerged so far… but I cannot guarantee that they will not 
come in the future. (Franco, 37, Perugia) 

   We hired a man, from Romania… and he quit the job after only two 
months, and he stole money… with Filipinos these things do not happen 
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because they like these jobs, not like Romanians that wish to do something 
diff erent—maybe illegal things—rather than having a decent job… I even-
tually found this Romanian man and threatened him to [get him to] give 
me back the money he had stolen… thank God I could intervene, but to 
deal with certain immigrants there must be a man in the house! (Luigi, 43, 
Rome) 

   In the passages above, threatening masculinity is seen to be associ-
ated with Moroccan or Romanian men who are considered less suit-
able for domestic work and as potential source of criminal behaviour. 
Conversely, the presence of migrant men from positively stereotyped 
communities is seen as reassuring by our male informants, to the extent 
that the latter feel that they can minimise their degree of involvement in 
the working relationship. Further, they constitute a symbol of an upper 
middle-class lifestyle. 

 Th e ‘moral panic’ surrounding migrant men, therefore, infl uences the 
management of working relations within the home and the ‘gate-keeper’ 
position taken up by male employers. Th is emerges in relation to the more 
contractual approach often taken by our male informants. As scholars 
have noted, employers’ unease in adopting formal contractual behaviour 
within the house might be explained by referring to employers’ discom-
fort in ‘allowing market ideologies into the domain of private households’ 
(Anderson  2007 : 253). To some extent, the foreignness of the worker is 
used by the employer to tone down the formalities of employment rela-
tions and to construct everyday routines in terms of concessions made in 
the name of the employee’s poverty (Anderson and O’Connell Davidson 
 2003 ). Th is, in turn, allows employers to ‘construct the home in opposi-
tion to market ideologies’, and to ‘clothe power in the language of obli-
gation, support and responsibility, rather than exploitation’ (Anderson 
 2007 : 254). While this certainly holds relevance in the context of the 
present analysis, some of our informants actively refl ected on the need 
to frame work relations through the use of contractual language based 
on professional performance and regular ‘trustworthiness checking’ 
(Anderson  2000 ). In the case of migrant men, employers are still keen 
to adopt the role of benefactor up to a point and to provide ‘civilising 
guidance’, but at the same time they argue for the need to develop secu-
rity measures to ensure that the work is conducted in a professional way. 
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Th is emerges in the following case analysed, which off ers further insights 
into the diff erences and similarities between male and female employers. 
Maria, a school teacher in her mid-50s, had to hire an Ecuadorian man 
to look after her paralysed husband. In the passage below, she refl ects on 
how the decision to employ a migrant man had to be negotiated with her 
husband Vittorio:

  To be honest the decision […] led me and Vittorio to clash for [a] long 
time… I preferred a woman, as I think a woman can more easily be inte-
grated into the family. But my husband claimed that he is heavy to carry 
and he has to be helped with the physiotherapy and a man can better 
cover these tasks. In the fi rst months it was not easy to fi nd a balance. 
From my side, I tried to make José feel at home, to act as a mum for 
him… but then Vittorio warned me about the possibility that he could 
take advantage of this and that it was better to keep some distance and to 
stick to more professional rules. In the end we found a compromise: we 
talked a lot… the three of us… and we set some rules like being reliable 
on care tasks, clean the house once a week, come back on time when he 
has an afternoon or a day off , payment reduction if he misses work days… 
and so on… but we also told him that  if  he was able to be professional and 
to gain our trust, then he could also rely on our help and feel at home… 
I mean like in any other job… you need to set rules and to show your 
capability… if you wish then to fi nd spaces of negotiation! Now after two 
years we have hired José regularly and I can say he is like a member of the 
family, but we keep watching him to prevent future troubles… (Maria, 
56, Perugia) 

   For Vittorio, a more formal approach to work relations was initially gen-
erated by his sense of fragility related to his medical condition:

  Since I cannot walk, I am always dependent on someone… and this is 
frustrating. I am not saying that I do not want José to feel at home, but this 
must be a gradual process. With migrant men you never know… so better 
to be strict at the beginning and to check the person, this makes me feel 
more secure given the situation. (Vittorio, 61, Perugia) 

   Th e above passages invite us to consider how market and household ideolo-
gies come to be negotiated by employers in ways which are gender- specifi c 
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and how this refl ects diff erent gendered positions within the family. In 
principle, Maria found it harder to frame employment relations through 
the language of mutual dependence and aff ection in the case of a male 
migrant worker, but nevertheless is keen to ascribe to José a ‘kin- role’ 
(Cox and Rekha  2003 ) as a family member. José’s young age and his ille-
gal status are implicitly taken as motivations for this kind of involvement 
in the household; on the one hand, the employers’ potential to regularise 
José is downplayed, and José’s vulnerability and loneliness are seen as 
reasons for adopting less formal working relations. On the other hand, 
Vittorio refrains from the kin-inspired attitude of his wife on the premise 
that this might go against their own interests. Ultimately, both employers 
equate ‘care work’ to any other ‘normal occupation’ where mutual trust 
and support between employers and employees can be built only after a 
prolonged period of formal examination of the worker’s skills and per-
formance. In the case of the Italian middle-class men of our sample, this 
results partly from the need to assert hegemonic masculinities vis-à-vis 
the entry of a potentially threatening foreigner in the house. At the same 
time, in other cases, especially if the employer is also the care benefi ciary, 
a more ‘managerial’ approach to work relations stems from the fragilities 
produced by ‘late life masculinity’ (cf. Kaye and Applegate  1994 ) and by 
a sense of physical and psychological vulnerability, often exacerbated by 
the infl uence of media alarmism. 

 Importantly, as José’s case demonstrates, the introduction of ‘market 
ideologies’ to make sense of the work relationship does not necessarily 
lead the employers to a timely regularisation of the employee’s working 
status. Nearly 40 % of our informants had been involved in providing a 
worker with a regular contract or with support in completing the paper-
work required for a residence permit. Yet, it is important to note dis-
juncture between the fears of employers concerning the fl ow of ‘irregular 
migrants’ into the country, on one hand, and the lack of commitment to 
provide the workers with the legal and contractual means to regularise 
their status, on the other. Indeed, among our employers, a gendered con-
ceptualisation of the migrants’ irregular status seems to be conceptualised 
more in terms of essentialised male qualities associated with ethnicity and 
(non-European) nationality than as arising from migrants’ diffi  culties in 
dealing with legal and bureaucratic issues, as well as with job uncertainty.  
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    Masculinities, Personalism, and Class 

 In this section, we briefl y compare our middle-class sample with the 
data emerging from additional interviews conducted with working-class 
male employers to suggest that the possible adoption of personalistic 8  
approaches to domestic/care working relations varies not only in relation 
to the hiring of a migrant man rather than a woman, but is also highly 
infl uenced by the employer’s class background. 

 Male employers are active in gathering information about the worker’s 
family, sexual and social life in general, and about the urban spaces 
frequented by the migrant man in his free time. Our informants often 
refl ected on the need to be engaged with what they saw as more ‘manly’ 
tasks, like setting rules and giving advice to the workers on their personal 
and sexual life. Th is in turn, is deemed not only to reduce the roughness 
and the potential risk of unruly behaviour associated with migrant men 
from certain communities, but also to enhance the superior status of the 
male employer who comes to be respected because of his guidance. Th e 
home emerges as a contact space (Näre 2011: 368–9) where the encounters 
between diff erently situated subjects in terms of gender and ethnicity lead 
the employer to reassertion of moral boundaries rather than the challenging 
of stereotypical assumptions about migrants. In this context, we note how 
opposing models of masculinity are thus reproduced not only through the 
polarisation between the management and the execution of domestic/care 
tasks, but also by assigning the role of  moral attendant  to the employer and 
that of  potential deviant  to the worker. Th is polarisation of roles translates 
initially into male employers’ reluctance to act as benefactors, often out of 

8   Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo notes how the concept of maternalism fails to adequately capture the 
active participation of the migrant worker in what is ultimately a two-party relationship, even if the 
employer holds the upper hand. She proposes the concept of personalism instead, as a ‘[b]ilateral 
relationship that involves two individuals recognizing each other not solely in terms of their role or 
offi  ce but rather as persons embedded in a unique set of social relations and with particular aspira-
tions’ (Hondagneu-Sotelo  2001 : 172). Personalism can be a resource for the workers, who may 
appreciate the person-oriented work and attribute a meaning to a socially devalued job. For 
instance, Filipino migrant workers measure the quality of the work relationship in terms of their 
personal relationship with the employers: the ‘good employers’ are those who treat them as ‘real’ 
members of the family and can manipulate the familistic ideology to achieve material advantage 
(Parreñas  2001 ; Hondagneu-Sotelo  2001 ). At the same time, the personalisation of the work rela-
tionship continues to involve specifi c forms of exploitation and dependence (Scrinzi  2013 ). 
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the fear that the worker might take advantage of this. Benevolent attitudes 
were seen as more appropriate in relation to migrant women, the latter 
being deemed to be more fragile and in need of help. Importantly, for 
the Italian woman in our sample, and more poignantly for Italian men, 
the  foreignness  of the migrant man does not automatically help to manage 
the ‘deep discomfort around the introduction of market relations into 
the home’ (Anderson  2007 : 254), but might initially result in employers 
drawing from contractual (or pseudo-contractual) working approaches as 
way to scrutinise the skills and morality of the worker. 

 Among employers, the paperwork necessary to regularise the workers 
is often conceptualised as a gift made to the worker after a prolonged 
period of examination. Th e prospect of regularising the worker is rela-
tively more prominent among middle and middle upper-class employers 
who are able to hire full-time, live-in workers and who considered regu-
larisation to be part of a strategy of retention of highly valued migrant 
male workers. As hiring a ‘good migrant man’ is seen as more diffi  cult 
than hiring a migrant woman, employers might be inclined to ‘off er’ the 
worker a regular contract. Diff erently, lower-middle-class and working- 
class employers often considered the paperwork required for regularisa-
tion and the payment of all the necessary benefi ts as too expensive and 
time-consuming. Th ey entered into the regularisation process for part- 
time workers relatively rarely. Importantly, the regularisation process is 
often seen as something that can be better handled by the men of the 
house. As one informant commented:

  Savino is [a] good worker… I know him by now and after [the] three years 
he has been working for us I think it is time to help him obtain a regular 
permit. He deserves [it]… after all he has worked hard for us and we are 
happy about him. But I prefer to follow the question by myself, rather than 
leaving this to my wife. You have to deal with the police offi  ce, a lot of 
bureaucratic work… I know people there, as I am well connected because 
of my job and also I think these people take women less seriously, whereas 
I know how to push for a smooth process. (Mario, 38, Rome) 

   Th is extract exemplifi es a wider tendency among our informants to pres-
ent themselves as having the power to initiate a process which is deemed 
to require not only knowledge but also ‘good contacts’ in order to be 
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successful. Th e obtainment of a regular contract and a residence permit 
is portrayed here as a gift from the employer to the worker in return for 
years of devotion and loyalty. Drawing from a repertoire of the ‘big man’, 
that is, a subject who can mobilise clientelistic relations at his own con-
venience, the employer underlines his ability to turn a time- consuming 
task into a ‘smooth process’, thereby reasserting his superior position 
with respect to the worker. From their side, workers are often aware of 
the diffi  culties employers encounter in retaining a skilled, trustworthy 
employee, and may play on employers’ gendered concerns about hiring 
an unknown man to advocate in favour of their own rights. Felipe, from 
Ecuador, recalled the discussions that preceded him obtaining a regular 
contract:

  I told Mr. Simone that after years [of ] working for them irregularly [ in 
nero ] I could not bear the situation anymore… I want to bring my wife 
here to Italy, and also after all these years of work without making any 
claims, accepting all the extra hours, and all the favours I have done… 
Th ey know me by now, and I told him this. Initially he postponed and 
postponed, but then I had another job off er… through the parish. I hon-
estly would not have liked to change [job], even if they were off ering a 
regular contract… because it means restarting everything, new people, new 
routines, new requirements… a lot of work. But I told Mr. Simone about 
the off er… I was polite, I did not threaten to leave but he knew this was a 
possibility. And since he knew it is diffi  cult to fi nd a good man like me… 
with all these newcomers… he fi nally accepted! (Felipe, 31, Rome) 

   Rather than consistently framing their claims in terms of workers’ rights, 
however, migrant men more frequently adopted a language emphasising 
how the demand for a regular contract was made legitimate by years of 
acceptance of fl exible working conditions and by the acquisition of per-
sonal knowledge on the part of the employee. As such, accessing regula-
risation seems more often to be linked to the construction of gendered 
respectability by the employees and less to the recourse to legal frame-
works, although there are instances of workers resorting to trade unions 
to claim their rights. 9  Some employees cite familiarity gained with their 

9   See the analysis developed in Chap.  7 . 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_7
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employers and with the household routine as a deterrent to searching 
for a new job, although the competition among employers to fi nd good 
male workers can be used as leverage to improve the workers’ own con-
tractual conditions. 

 While migrant men we spoke to tended to limit employers’ involve-
ment with their private lives to some extent, 10  they usually welcomed and 
appreciated employers’ willingness to use their personal contacts to assist 
with practical issues, such as obtaining a certifi cate or a medical appoint-
ment, or, importantly, to enhance the educational opportunities of their 
children. One area in which more personalistic relations are constructed 
and displayed relates to migrants’ concerns over enabling their children to 
attend ‘respectable’ state schools within the city. Migrants often reported 
that they were discouraged from sending their children to middle-class 
schools and were instead encouraged to send them to schools located in 
ethnic neighbourhoods were the migrant population was more concen-
trated. Th e catchment area principle is no longer compulsory in Italy, 
and school directors have tremendous amount of unoffi  cial power to pre-
vent migrant children from entering ‘respectable’ educational institutions 
(Gallo  2010 ). Against this backdrop, migrants’ personal contacts with 
Italian employees (and/or with parishes) constitute a potential strategic 
resource for overcoming the discriminatory exclusion of their children 
from good schools and accessing a better educational milieu. From the 
employer’s perspective, helping the employee in this respect serves not 
only to reassert the higher status of the Italian householder, but is also 
key to enhancing the respectability of the worker and his suitability in 
inhabiting the ‘Italian’ domestic space. Th is emerges clearly in the words 
of another employer, Ludovico:

  Th e child of Th omas, our Indian worker, was refused by the Alighieri 
School… they cannot really refuse a child, it is not legal… but they act in 
a way that discourages the family to register the child there. I mean… I 
understand the school’s director… with all these migrants coming now our 
schools are under siege, and he needs to maintain the reputation. But I was 
shocked when I knew that  our  worker’s child had experience this. It is true 

10   See the analysis developed in Chap.  6 . 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_6
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that the child is dark-skinned but he was born here and we know him since 
he was born. And Th omas is also a good person… so since I know the 
school director I went to speak with him, he apologized as he did not know 
Th omas was working for me… and I guaranteed that the child was good 
and that they could have accept him without fearing any consequence. 
(Ludovico, 56, Perugia) 

   Here, while the idea of a ‘crisis’ arising from the infl ux of migrants and 
the adoption of racist selective criteria within schools are accepted to 
some extent at general level, they become less acceptable to this infor-
mant if they involve a migrant worker whom they personally know. 
Tellingly, the refusal experienced by Th omas’s child is made meaningful 
by referring to the inappropriate treatment the  employer  received indi-
rectly from the school director (who was unaware of Th omas’ ‘good con-
nections’). As a result, the school director not only apologised (to the 
employer) but accepted Ludovico’s assurances and admitted Th omas’ 
child in the school. 

 Among lower middle-class and working-class employers, the hiring 
and supervising of migrant domestic/care workers tends to be conceived 
as a necessity, which requires compromising and the organisation of dif-
ferent forms of care (Gallo and Scrinzi  2015 ). As such, forms of person-
alism, while they may still be present, are often seen as  time- consuming 
and not fully legitimate. Th e need to strike a balance between class sta-
tus and resource control might in certain circumstances result in the 
employers’ withdrawal from more personalistic attitudes and in their 
greater participation in daily tasks. Importantly, for middle-class and 
upper middle-class employers (both male and female), care work is fre-
quently understood as involving a broad range of tasks, ranging from 
cleaning, shopping, washing clothes, and providing personal care; among 
working- class employers, the hiring of a care worker is in response to 
the need for someone to perform specifi c tasks, often under emergency 
circumstances. Th is is partly the result of the need among lower middle-
class and working- class families to hire a care worker on an hourly basis 
to limit family expenses, and therefore to orient the worker towards those 
activities that are felt to be particularly diffi  cult for the employer to do. 
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Diff erent employers from working-class backgrounds commented as fol-
lows on the prospect of supporting their employees in non-work matters:

  To be honest as long as I pay for his job I have done my share. I mean, we 
also struggle to fi nd a balance, and to some extent migrants get more rights 
than us, places in the kindergarten, housing facilities, I am not in the posi-
tion to help anyone. (Sandro, 58, factory worker, Perugia) 

   I am not rich, and if I have to ask for some favour I prefer to ask it for my 
family, and not for the worker. Life is already complicated enough, and I 
have no time or resources to spend. Of course if it is a minor thing, like 
helping with a translation or to pass on some of my unused clothes I have 
no objection, but I am not like those rich families that can adopt a worker… 
we do not have money for this! (Riccardo, 45, nurse, Perugia) 

   Working-class employers’ withdrawal from more personalistic working rela-
tions is often underpinned by a sense of real or imagined competition for 
resources with migrants; a ‘risky proximity’ and the sense of fi ghting for sim-
ilar rights is particularly evident in those circumstances in which employers 
and employee occupy not only the same domestic space but also live in 
less affl  uent urban neighbourhoods, where the competition for municipal 
houses, places in state educational institutions, or precarious jobs is likely 
to be higher. In this context, male employers might adopt a class-based dis-
course to diff erentiate their relations with the worker from the patronage of 
richer families, and to identify the tendency to treat the migrant like a family 
member as a privilege which is not available to them. While many expressed 
readiness to off er some support for minor practical needs, they were keen to 
distance themselves from the idea of playing the role of benefactor. 

 On the basis of our data, on the one hand, employers’ expectations 
regarding migrant men can be linked to them wanting an employee who 
conforms to inferiorised and racialised models of  emasculated masculinity . 
On the other hand, in the case of migrant men, a higher degree of physi-
cal involvement in heavy work and the ability to move between highly 
diff erentiated tasks, from elderly care to household repairs, are usually 
expected by employers. Th e ethnicity and physical appearance of migrant 
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men are taken into consideration by employers as indicators of character, 
with Filipino, Indian, or Sri Lankan men usually being viewed favourably 
as docile, submissive, and polite, while men from ‘riskier’ communities 
are seen as being in need of morally education before they can provide 
good service. While in the case of cleaning tasks our employers had fewer 
expectations in terms of the worker’s emotional involvement, in the case 
of elderly care, migrant men were expected to strike a balance between 
showing attachment and showing the appropriate level of deference 
towards the care benefi ciary, as the following employers’ words illustrate:

  Of course, having to care for my mother I expect Alkan to be nice, delicate, 
to be sympathetic with her situation. If you are too cold the person will feel it, 
and will be unhappy. Th ere is the need for these men to learn how to partici-
pate, to be present psychologically. But at the same time, being men, they also 
have to maintain a distance of respect, because in any case they are dealing 
with some old-fashioned and elderly people who might not like to be threat-
ened like idiots by a migrant just because they are old! (Marco, Perugia, 2009) 

   I get really angry when I see Babu saying ‘ tu ’ and not ‘ lei ’ to my father or 
treating him as if he is a fool. I mean my father has Alzheimer’s but I still 
remember the way he was and to see this young man who is less educated 
than my father treating him in this way makes me angry. Maybe a woman 
knows how to treat elderly people better, but with Babu I had to tell him 
that he should be nice but… I mean, not to break [down] all distances… 
it would not be appropriate. (Saverio, Perugia, 2009) 

   Th is attitude, however, cannot be said to exclusively characterise middle- 
class male Italian men, nor is it directed only at migrant men; rather, 
it is a general concern among employers regarding the inappropriate-
ness of overly intimate and informal relations between young migrants 
and the elderly individuals they care for. A female employer commented, 
for instance, about her female employee’s ‘irritating’ habit of calling her 
elderly mother  nonnina  (‘granny’):

  South Americans as soon as they meet an elderly [person] they call them 
 nonnina . I cannot stand this, it really makes me furious. Th ey should call 
my mother ‘Mrs. Mainardi’…you are the last arrived from Ecuador and 



5 Masculinities and Work Relations in the Home 195

you call my mum—who is a person who has been young, who had a career, 
who had her life— nonnina ? Are you kidding? Respect must be reciprocal, 
this is a must. (Franca, 50, Milano) 

   As the above passages show, the emotional labour required of migrant 
men, while expected to match that of their female counterparts in terms of 
empathy and kindness, is also expected not to cross certain lines (thereby 
reversing class and gender hierarchies). Th is belief that care relations 
should remain ‘impersonal’ to an extent is shaped by both gender and 
class. It is particularly characteristic of middle-class and middle upper-class 
families we interviewed, and appears more rarely among the lower- and 
working-class employers of our sample. Migrant care workers are expected 
to ‘save’ the relationship between the employer and his/her elderly relative, 
by partly releasing the former from the burden of emotional care but also 
being able to detach themselves from potentially overwhelming situations:

  I usually had [a nauseous] feeling… you cannot mask it when it happens 
and of course your mum realizes this. And yes, this was detrimental to my 
relationship with my mother… So I am fully convinced that this is not 
labour that can be done by the children, it has to be done by other persons 
otherwise you just go mad. Do you know how diffi  cult it is not to blame a 
depressed person for not being able to get better? It is very diffi  cult… it if 
is your mother, then you remember how she was and you try your best to 
convince her to behave rationally. But the person you pay to look after 
her—he has to accept the elderly [person] the way she is, he has no preten-
tions to change her. (Fabiola, 42, Genoa) 

   Migrant workers, in lacking a longer acquaintance with the care ben-
efi ciary, are deemed more able to assume a more neutral and less emo-
tionally charged relationship with the benefi ciary, as opposed to a close 
relative for whom this may be very diffi  cult. Despite the appreciation of 
supposedly ‘female-like’ qualities of empathy and subservience, migrant 
men are also considered to be better at staying in control during emer-
gencies or emotionally distressing situations:

  With a woman you do not know…maybe she is nice and caring but if she 
has to face an emergency because my father has an ictus attack, or falls 
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from the bed, she might more easily panic. When we had a Sri Lankan 
woman and my father collapsed she called me in tears and was shouting, 
and was not even able to act…that’s why we decided to hire a man. We 
looked for someone who was nice but who could maintain some control, 
and we made the right decision. (Emanuele, 52, Perugia). 

   While migrant men are often required to prove their respectability over 
a longer period, those who are able to combine feminised qualities with 
equally highly valued gendered capacities of emotional control, as well as 
to move easily from one household occupation to another, may be able 
to obtain better working conditions, both in terms of their legal status 
and remuneration:

  Initially I hired Alkan for care work, but then he also surprised me because 
he does everything, he repairs things, he looks after technical issues…this 
is something you cannot fi nd in a migrant woman. So I decided to regula-
rise him after some time and also I gave him a raise of 200 Euros, enough 
to make him happy and be keen to remain. (Marco, 51, Perugia) 

   Migrant men’s perceived potential fl exibility may, thus, lead them to be 
more highly valued in this sector than women. It may also mean that 
employers more readily acknowledge their own forms of dependency on 
the worker.

  Well, I have come to the conclusion that all the family now rely on 
Christopher, and we would have not expected this. I mean life is so crazy: 
work, children, now a grandchild arriving, and elderly people to be cared 
for. We delegate a lot, more than we probably should, to Christopher and 
other than caring for my father he also takes care of the house. Initially we 
knew we needed someone but we underestimated how crucial it is to fi nd 
a good man who is willing to do everything. I talked a lot about this with 
my wife and, even though we needed to make some more sacrifi ces, we 
gave him a pay rise. It is a gift from God, and the entire family organisation 
would collapse without him! (Emanuele, 52, Perugia) 

   While the domestic worker’s contribution to the household tends to be 
rendered invisible, to some extent, those (male) workers who can combine 
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the provision of good care with an ability to do handyman work at 
a good standard are recognised as vital to the family’s welfare. In this 
respect, our data confi rm that migrant men benefi t from the ‘boon’ of 
masculinity (Williams  1993 : 3) to the extent to which they access bet-
ter working conditions than women in the sector. As in the past, male 
workers in privileged masculinised niches of domestic service are associ-
ated with professionalism based on essentialistic constructions of male 
attributes and skills.  

    Masculinities, Religion, and Respectability 
in Work Relations 

 For a good proportion of interviewed employers, religion plays a distinc-
tive role in hiring decisions and in the racialisation of male domestic/care 
workers in everyday interactions. Interestingly, based on our data, it is far 
less of a factor in relation to migrant women as possible employees; its 
importance emerges chiefl y in relation to migrant men. As discussed in 
Chap.   3    , religious diff erence tends to be seen by many Italians as a fea-
ture that potentially exacerbates the ‘threatening’ behaviours stereotypi-
cally associated with migrant men. Th is applies especially to Islam and, 
although to a lesser extent, to religions such as Sikhism or Hinduism. 
While Christian men tend to be favoured, Muslim men are perceived as 
less suited to co-habitation on the assumption that they have conserva-
tive behaviours and ‘strange’ family habits that cannot be easily absorbed 
into the household daily routine. As one employer told us, following a 
Moroccan man’s dismissal as caregiver to his older relative:

  Mahmoud, this was his name, was always complaining that the meat we 
gave him for lunch was not…how do they call it…anyway, it was not done 
in the proper way…and then he wanted to pray fi ve times a day and we 
could not disturb him!! And what if my father is sick or we run into an 
emergency? One day he left my father alone while we were alone because 
he had to go far away to buy his meat….See…in the beginning we took it 
in a funny way, he was after all a good boy…but in the long term, I will tell 
you, it is diffi  cult…we are too diff erent and my father is old and cannot 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_3
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understand all this stuff s…so in the end we decided to fi nd someone else. 
(Pietro, 43, Rome) 

   Religious diversity seems in many instances to fuel the otherwise general 
fear of ‘pollution’ that accompanies the entry of a new employee into the 
domestic space (cf. Anderson  2003 ). As the above interview extract sug-
gests, while the ‘contaminating’ presence of Mahmoud was initially tol-
erated by his employers through the ‘exoticisation’ of his religiosity, the 
diff erence between the Italian family habits and those attributed to Muslims 
was in the long-term seen as incompatible with the effi  cient performance 
of domestic/care tasks. Also, Islam, to a greater degree than other religions, 
tends to be associated by employers with what are perceived as expressions 
of backward masculinity. Th e latter is framed in relation to men’s tendency 
to seclude women at home or to ‘impose’ the veil upon them. 

 Maria, a middle-class woman employing a Senegalese couple (hus-
band and wife) commented ironically that when they decided to employ 
the husband after his arrival from Senegal, they warned him to avoid 
 ‘behaving like a Taleban’. Signifi cantly, employers who were not sympa-
thetic to the NL’s positions and admitted support for left-wing parties 
drew from right-wing arguments to deny the possibility of an ‘Italian’ 
way to multi- culturalism and religious pluralism and in motivating their 
preference for Christian male domestics. In the aftermath of the public 
debate on the crucifi x in schools, an Italian employer discussed the rea-
sons why he preferred to hire a Christian in his home:

  See, now those Muslims come and [presume] to decide what we Italians 
have to do in our schools…and they want to build mosques…I can well see 
one of those men coming to my house and then [presume] to convert all of 
us! (Emanuele, 52, Perugia) 

   At the same time, it would be wrong to assume that the use of Christianity 
as a criterion for conferring gendered respectability on migrant men also 
establishes the basis of a recognised proximity between employers and 
employees. Indeed, it is not so much the recognition of a shared set of 
values that allows Christian migrant men to be accepted in the house; 
rather, what employers perceive as the religiosity of migrant men makes 
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the latter  distant enough , yet still allows them to be seen as compatible with 
Italian family life and values. One Italian employer was invited by Carlos, 
his Peruvian domestic, to a community Sunday mass. Th e employer com-
mented that he was pleased to see how many men from Peru were actively 
employed in parish life and how devoted they were, while also stating 
that this reminded him of Italy as it was 100 years ago. Migrant men’s 
religious commitment was taken by many of our male employers as a 
reassuring, yet backward, expression of masculinity, against which a more 
secularised and progressive male (Italian) identity was asserted:

  I mean, I would feel ridiculous going to Church with the same dedication 
and commitment as my  badante ! He dresses well, he makes calls to his 
friends to organise events, he keeps […] talking to me about Jesus Christ 
and his miracles…and I end up laughing at him asking him if he wants me 
to be a good Christian! (Pietro 55, Rome). 

   Overall I have nothing against [it]…rather, the contrary: it is a good thing 
to have a good Catholic in the house, as you know where they spend their 
time, you can always ask the priest about possible problems, and it means 
that after all the person has good values, doesn’t it? But here in Italy we are 
diff erent…I mean unless you take into account those Italian men who are 
part of religious sects, and there are many. But I mean,  normally , Italian 
men—at least those [who are] well-educated do not show the same emo-
tional attraction to religious stuff ! (Paolo, 51, Rome) 

   Th e importance of Christian religion in defi ning the suitability of domes-
tic workers is asserted in a way that inferiorises them. Excessive emotional 
attachment to religious activities is seen as part of what employers per-
ceive as the lack of cultural and economic development in employees’ 
countries of origin, whereas Italian wealth and modernity is expressed 
through the more controlled and rational Christianity of middle-class 
families. Christianity is also particularly reassuring in relation to migrant 
men because ideally, in the eyes of employers, religion keeps migrant 
men within more controllable spaces such as parishes, keeping them away 
from ‘ethnic’ areas and illicit activities. Migrant men themselves tend to 
sometimes subscribe to a ‘politics of piety’, emphasising their involve-
ment in parish activities. Th is not only functions to compensate for their 
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lack of social life and rewarding employment prospects, but also to pro-
mote a non-threatening image of migrant masculinities in a post 9/11 
context in which the use of religion as a racial marker has increased. At 
the same time, the fervid religiosity of Christian men is taken as reassur-
ing by employers, in that it locates migrant men within a defi ned and 
‘safe’ public space (the Church) and in a time of past religious traditions, 
which are lost to the Italian present.  

    Conclusion 

 Th e role of men as employers has been greatly neglected in the literature 
on the IDRL. As the analysis developed in this chapter has highlighted, 
men play an agentive role in the home in framing the terms and con-
ditions in which reproductive labour is provided and consumed. Male 
employers’ performance of domestic subjectivities in dealing with migrant 
men touches upon issues of household security and family well- being. 
Importantly, we suggest that it is the very nature of reproductive labour 
in a context of ‘moral panic’ concerning immigrant fl ows that serves to 
prompt the greater involvement of male employers. Th e conceptualisa-
tion of migrant men as both potentially  ideal  workers and  suspects  (Näre 
 2013b ) necessitates, in the eyes of employers, the performance of a mascu-
line role as defenders of the household safety and integrity. Male employ-
ers are agents in the process of racialisation of their employees, and in 
the forging of respectable, yet inferiorised, models of migrant manhood. 
Furthermore, the employers’ personalistic attitudes served to increase the 
dependency of and control over migrant workers while also ensuring a 
critical distance between these and the employers’ household. In both 
contexts (racialisation and control), religion emerges as a critical factor 
in shaping hierarchical employer–employee relationships, with Muslim 
men usually being considered an unwelcome presence in Italian domestic 
spaces. Male employers emerge here as ‘moral attendants’ who take on 
the role of protecting the household while taking the risk of employing 
a migrant man. While the employers’ emphasis on shared Catholicism 
plays a part in in the construction of the migrant men as a ‘moral actor’ 
in the employers’ family, renewed hierarchies between supposedly ‘Italian’ 
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secularised understandings of religion on the one hand, and ‘migrant’ reli-
giosity on the other hand, are reproduced by the employers. 

 Male employers’ involvement in handling the outsourcing of repro-
ductive labour also addresses (middle-class) Italian men’s concerns about 
delegating fi lial and conjugal duties to someone else. Th is outsourcing 
does not exempt them from the duty to act as informal care provid-
ers and to engage with hiring, managing, and, at times, supporting the 
worker. Th e degree of male employers’ involvement in the management 
of migrant domestic/care workers and the degree of dependence that the 
employers have on their employees are highly contingent upon the nature 
of the service required as well as on the class and age/life-cycle of the 
employers. Middle-class and to a larger degree, working-class employers 
struggle to fi nd a balance between providing intergenerational care and 
retaining a suitable worker. Middle-class employers in their 50s or 60s 
may be readier to mobilise their own contacts and resources to enhance 
the economic, social, and legal conditions of their worker as a way to 
display class status and hegemonic masculinities. Diff erently, working- 
class male employers more frequently frame their relationship to migrant 
men in terms of competition and struggle to seize the limited available 
resources in the Italian society. 

 On the part of migrant men, while personalistic relations with the ‘big 
men’ of the house are accepted and sought in relation to specifi c health, 
education, and bureaucratic issues, the same personalistic approach cre-
ates tensions when it aff ects the migrant men’s family life, sexuality, and 
sociability. Indeed, as the following chapter will show, employment rela-
tions in reproductive labour are highly infl uential in shaping the gen-
dered nature of migrant men’s family relations, ideals, and experiences.      
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    6   
 Masculinity, Reproductive Labour, 

and Transnational Families                     

      Migration drives deep transformations in the way gendered family rela-
tions are lived and imagined, and in the aff ective codes underpinning 
migrants’ attachment to their families and to wider social networks in 
diff erent and interrelated contexts of transnational mobility (Mills  1999 ; 
Salih  2003 ; Boccagni  2012 ; Baldassar and Merla  2013 ; Gallo  2005 ). 
Th e recognition that migrants are actively involved in constructing and 
maintaining family ties across geographical distance has led scholars 
to interrogate the shifting social, cultural, and emotional meanings of 
migrant households in a growing transnational context (Gardner and 
Grillo  2002 ; Alicia  1997 ; Mand  2002 ; Levitt and Lamba-Nieves  2011 ). 
Th is work has unravelled not only how migrant households are culturally 
produced through remittances, movements of goods, and diff erent forms 
of communication, but also how transnational practices, while challeng-
ing traditional understandings of nation-states authority (Guarnizo and 
Smith  1998 ; Levitt  2001 ),also continue to confront state enactment of 
restrictive laws and policies, which deeply aff ect the temporalities and 
modalities of transnational family connectedness (Gardner 2002a; Salih 
 2001 ; Mahler  1998 ). 
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 In this context, migration and transnationalism both refl ect and pro-
duce deep changes in family gender roles. Discussing Ecuadorian men’s 
transnational migration to New York and the resulting arrangements in 
family life, Pribilsky ( 2004 : 316) notes that:

  Migration serves to reorient and question commonsensical and taken-for 
granted gender roles and ideologies for both men and women, as they work 
to fi t their daily routines into the new rules and priorities of maintaining a 
transnational livelihood. However, migration implies more than […] sim-
ply accommodating new roles. Beyond  degendering  male and female tasks, 
namely removing the assignation of specifi c behaviour to one gender or 
another, couples must also work in tandem to learn existing side by side in 
order to meet their goals of success in migration. 

   As Pribilsky suggests, both men and women adopt a language of 
‘ processual and reciprocal adjustment’ ( 2004 : 332) to novel life and 
working conditions. Men and women engage in the challenging tasks of 
reshaping and giving novel meanings to conjugal and parental relations, 
and struggle to fi nd a common language and practice that allow them to 
succeed in their projects of international and social mobility. 

 In this chapter we look at how, and in which terms, migrant men’s 
involvement in reproductive labour questions the gendered division of 
work and prompts changes in migrant families. We focus, on the one 
hand, on men who have reached Italy through legal family reunion, 
thanks to their wives and, on the other, on men who have arrived indi-
vidually through legal or illegal means. In both cases, entry into paid 
domestic/care work plays a key role in the reconstitution of family ties 
and achievement of legal juridical status, although it also creates multiple 
tensions in migrant men’s lives. Th e chapter begins by exploring how 
the ‘waiting time’ between marriage and family reunion in Italy impacts 
migrant men’s attitudes towards paid domestic/care work and their sense 
of gendered selves. Th e second part of the chapter explores how migrant 
men’s socialisation into unpaid and paid domestic/care work is shaped by 
their locations within wider gendered networks of support and control. 
We suggest that men’s socialisation into domestic/care work is likely to 
begin before their arrival in Italy and is closely related to their need to 
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cope with female kin migration. Yet, the migrant men’s entry into paid 
domestic/care work in the immigration society and their socialisation 
into emotional and care labour in the workplace results in the transfer 
of these new skills into their own domestic and family lives. Th e chapter 
ends by threading the discussion into the analysis of the links between 
working experience, conjugal relations, and migrant fatherhood. 

    Waiting Husbands 

 Ghassan Hage ( 2009 ) notes how waiting is a dimension of life in which 
the problematic nature of people’s agency is foregrounded. Drawing from 
Bourdieu’s work on the relationship between waiting and class in Kabyle 
society, Hage shows how waiting is imbricated in complex structure of 
power. Th e relation a person entertains with time, and their ability to 
make their own time be seen as more valuable than that of someone else, 
both refl ect and produce inequalities in status and power. Th e recogni-
tion of waiting as a socially and politically relevant aspect of people’s 
lives off ers an interesting angle to understand how men’s subjectivities are 
constructed in relation to the temporal dimension of socio-geographical 
mobility. Th e possibility to ‘command’ the temporal frame of a project 
or the need to depend on someone else in order to be able to ‘leave’ 
shaped the way in which our informants made sense of their journeys 
to Italy. Th is becomes particularly important in the cases of men who 
married women who had migrated previously, and who then experience 
prolonged delays in obtaining the visa for family reunion. Th e following 
case of Abel and Brian helps to understand that the ‘stigma of waiting 
men’ should be understood by referring to the shifting gendered culture 
of migration that characterises those contexts that have long experienced 
a feminisation of emigration fl ows. 

 In 2008, Abel was 34  years old and had just reached Rome with a 
regular family reunion visa. Originally from Kerala, he had worked as 
a computer technician in Delhi for 10 years, before marrying his wife 
Wileen. Infl uenced by some relatives from their village in Kerala, Abel’s 
parents arranged the marriage for him. Wileen was from an economically 
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weak family and, unlike Abel, did not have a university degree. However, 
thanks to her job in Italy, she was in a position to provide Abel and his 
family with good emigration prospects. During the pre-marriage negotia-
tions, Wileen’s family pointed out to Abel’s parents that Wileen would 
pay for Abel’s journey and support him in fi nding work, but did not 
mention available job opportunities in Italy. As Wileen had also able to 
help other male members of Abel’s family, her family refused to pay any 
dowry 1  at the time of the marriage. Th e possibility of Abel’s migration 
took the place of the dowry that would traditionally have been expected. 
After the wedding, which took place in 2004, Abel left his job in Delhi 
thinking that he would be able to migrate to Italy soon afterwards. When 
we met Abel in Rome in 2008, however, he recalled how months passed 
by with no signifi cant progress while Wileen had promised that every-
thing would be solved as soon as possible. Abel regretted leaving his job 
in Delhi, and often thought about going back to work there. However, 
as he admitted:

  I kept thinking that the moment would arrive soon, that I should keep 
having faith, and that if Wileen knew that I had gone back to Delhi she 
would have stopped trying to get the permit…so I kept waiting and wait-
ing, stuck in my village without the possibility to decide. (Abel, 34, Rome, 
2008) 

   It was during this waiting period that Abel learned what ‘kind of jobs’ 
Malayali Christian women do in Italy: ‘cleaning the toilets’ of Italian fam-
ilies. Within a spectrum of migration destinations available to Indians, 
ranging from former African or Asian colonies, to Gulf countries, or to 
the more prestigious destinations of the UK or the USA, Italy was a low- 
profi le option available to families with more limited economic resources 
(Gallo  2006 ,  2013 ). Furthermore, the high percentage of unmarried 
and married migrant women who left the village to go to Italy meant 

1   In many parts of India, the bride’s family is expected to provide her with a dowry at the time of 
marriage. Dowries can include gold, furniture, money, electronic devices, or other valuable items. 
Migration can lead either to a considerable rise in dowry demands, as in the case of a girl marrying 
a migrant man, or, as in the case analysed here, to a reduction of the dowry required (see also: Gallo 
 2005 ). 
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that this type of migration was perceived as morally questionable, due 
to the assumed weakening of family control over women’s sexuality. As 
Gamburd ( 2000 : 174) notes, with reference to gendered representations 
of men ‘left behind’ in the relatively similar context in Sri Lanka:

  Representations of delinquent, emasculated men appear in tandem with 
images of promiscuous, selfi sh, pleasure-seeking women who neglect their 
husbands and children. Transformations in images of men and women 
refl ect changing activities and newly emerging meanings surrounding 
female labour migration. 

   Abel came into contact with the demeaning representations of men 
who established conjugal links with women who were deemed to have 
an inappropriate and a degrading intimacy with their employers. As Abel 
recalled:

  People in my village were making fun of me. One of my friends, he has a 
good job in Malaysia, and we graduated together…one day he came back 
to my village and told me that I was just wasting my time…all I was wait-
ing for was to come to Italy to do domestic jobs! (Abel, 34, Rome, 2008) 

   Abel’s conceptualisation of waiting is largely infl uenced by the gen-
dered stigmatisation of certain migration routes and exacerbated by his 
deskilling as an unemployed man. His being stuck in the home village 
becomes, in the eyes of other emigrants, a symbol of how women’s mobil-
ity and men’s dependence on the wives’ domestic/care labour abroad is 
less successful in allowing men to become mature householders and 
breadwinners. After 3 years of waiting, Abel started to question Wileen’s 
sincerity and commitment and threatened his in-laws to ask for a divorce 
if the ‘papers had not arrived’. His emotional insecurity was the result 
of an active refl ection of having married because of family arrangements 
rather than from personal choice. He did not know his wife before they 
were married, and the unpredictable outcome of his marriage made him 
feel unable to build a relationship of love and trust with a person who had 
betrayed his expectations. 

 One year later, when the visa arrived, Abel had already started taking 
psychopharmacological drugs prescribed by a doctor in Kerala. Th e 4 
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years that elapsed between his marriage and his arrival in Italy deeply 
undermined Abel’s self-confi dence and compromised his ability to build 
a stable conjugal life in Rome. He admitted that he initially rejected any 
possibility of working in the domestic/care sector. After nearly 9 months 
of unemployment and irregular low-paid work in an Indian restaurant in 
Rome, he fi nally capitulated and accepted a full-time job as a caregiver 
for an Italian family. Interestingly, when we met him again in 2009, he 
explained that one of his reasons for accepting this job was to be able to 
help other male relatives to come to Italy:

  It has been a hard process….to get rid of all this frustration and anger for 
literally having no life for four years…no job, no family, no social life, just 
there praying that your fate would change…but now I want to show off  to 
my village that I can also contribute to its well-being: I have two cousins 
who made fun of me but now are desperate, that is why I have accepted this 
job…for my family of course but also to somehow…to make sure that the 
situation for me has changed. (Abel, 35 Rome, 2009) 

   Abel’s fi rst year in Italy can be seen as a time during which he tried to 
transform his long-lasting sense of impotence by framing the times and 
contours of his migration history into a renewed form of agency. It is in 
this context that we need to analyse his ambivalent engagement with paid 
care labour; while the latter triggers memories of years of emotional dis-
tress and isolation, it also off ers pathways of ‘redemption’ with regard to 
social ostracism in both contexts of migration by allowing migrant men 
to regain a degree of agency in shaping their own family destinies. 

 Th e story of Abel is paradigmatic of the relationship underpinning inter-
national migration and the production of subordinated masculinity in a con-
text where transnational marriages confront restrictive migration laws and 
unequal socio-economic access to international mobility. Th e case of Abel 
reminds us that migration has gained importance in many Asian contexts 
(and beyond) not only as a strategy of economic mobility but also because 
it has become an integral part of a gendered collective culture of modern 
transformation—an opportunity for migrant men and women to experience 
the world, to acquire a degree of cosmopolitanism, and to access diff erent 
symbolic and material resources in order to enhance personal, household, 
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and community status (Ahmad  2008 ; Osella and Osella  2007 ; Margold 
 1995 ; Gallo  2005 ; Gardner and Osella  2003 ; Gardner  1995 ). Migration 
has become an important dimension of men’s identity crafting. Indeed, the 
relevance of waiting should be understood by taking into consideration how 
international mobility partly constitutes a life-cycle stage, a strategy to shorten 
the transition to adulthood and the role of householder, as well as part of a 
more appealing and less ‘provincial’ form of masculinity, and therefore is a 
constitutive process in the accomplishment of mature and successful mascu-
linity (Osella and Osella  2000 ; Sinatti  2013 ; Gallo  2006 ). Prolonged delays 
in the temporal materialisation of projected mobility deeply unsettle, in this 
respect, men’s access to life-cycle stages and to self-transformations, and con-
tribute to their sense of being stuck in a sort of ‘dependent immaturity’. 2  

 In this context, marriage may be considered a key source for men’s 
international mobility and for their role as active breadwinners (Palriwala 
and Ubeori  2008 ; Charsley  2006 ). Yet, structural diffi  culties are often 
encountered in realising its promises of mobility and happy family life, 
which often upset ‘the gender order that articulates the migrant self- 
hood, forcing a change in men’s public status and their role within the 
household’ (cf. Haggis and Schech  2009 : 67). Th e masculine identity of 
migrant men is aff ected by their inability to take the role as the family 
breadwinner (Fresnoza-Flot  2011 ) and by their diffi  culties in facing social 
delegitimation in sending contexts. Importantly, while the diffi  culties 
discussed above are not unique to the context of the IDRL, men’s entry 
into often stigmatised forms of feminised migration seems to exacerbate 
their diffi  culties in reconciling ideals and realities of gendered family and 
working roles. Th is process has an important temporal dimension, with 
waiting for a regular family reunion visa becoming an important ele-
ment in shaping migrant men’s attitudes to future employment opportu-
nities and family life. Institutional diffi  culties encountered in obtaining 
legal permits bring men to question their wives’ trustworthiness and to 
view their wives’ working and social lives in the receiving context more 
critically.  

2   Th is does not necessarily imply that migration leads men to successfully achieve the role of mature 
householder. In the case of Pakistani migrant men analysed by Ahmad ( 2011 ), migrant men experi-
ence prolonged periods of forced single status. 
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    Masculinity, Illegality, and Domestic/Care 
Services 

 Th e same tensions arising from ‘being stuck’ in the home country and 
the appeal of moving forward to Italy are what motivated some other 
informants’ decision to fi nd alternative forms of mobility and to enter 
Europe illegally. Based on our sample, we found that illegal migration 
has considerably increased among men in the last decade. 3  While the 
women in our sample (particularly those from India, Sri Lanka, the 
Philippines, Ecuador, and Peru) were active agents of family reunifi ca-
tion until the mid-2000s, this role has signifi cantly decreased for those 
who arrived in Italy after 2002. 4  While in some cases illegal migration 
is motivated by ethnic confl ict and/or religious persecution in send-
ing countries, for instance Sikh Punjabis in India, Sri Lankan Hindus, 
and Muslim Tamils, the majority of our male informants decided to 
attempt illegal entry out of a set of complex and interrelated motiva-
tions. Generational diff erence played a role—in the case of married 
and more mature men it was the diffi  culty in obtaining a regular fam-
ily visa that triggered the decision to ‘take the initiative’ to fi nd other 
source of mobility, whereas among younger men it was their location 
within a wider networks of promises, information, and male complic-
ity that played a bigger role in convincing them to ‘take the risk’ of 
moving on. 

 Nobil Ahmad’s analysis of the link between illegality and masculin-
ity that underpins Pakistani migration to Europe is relevant here. By 
going beyond the purely economistic interpretation of labour migration, 
Ahmad highlights how the role of masculinity is especially visible in ille-
gal migration and smuggling:

3   Among the 74 men we interviewed, 39 came between the late-1980s and the mid-2000s: of these, 
28 reached Italy through a family or tourist visa, whereas the other 11 entered the country illegally. 
Among the remaining 35, only 13 reached Italy with a regular visa, whereas the other 22 entered 
the country illegally: this mainly involved men from South Asia and Africa. 
4   Out of the 94 migrant women we interviewed, 59 arrived before 2002, and among these, 60 % 
were able to bring their spouse or other male and female relatives to Italy through a family reunion 
visa. Among the 35 women who arrived after 2002, only 22 were married, and of these, 8 were able 
to bring their husbands to Italy. 
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  Illegal migration (…) is imbued with a male ideology of travel which 
thrives off  exchanges of information within all male networks. Th is ideol-
ogy has been further masculinized by restrictionist migration policies and 
the resulting diffi  culty of family-reunifi cation, which have made travel 
abroad ever more expensive, risky, attractive to youth and inaccessible to 
women of all backgrounds. (Ahmad  2008 : 128) 

   Illegal migration can be frequently undertaken without the approval 
of the migrants’ family, although our data show that economic support is 
often given to young migrant men despite family criticism. Nevertheless, 
this consideration addresses our informants’ concerns about the need 
to regain a form of masculine agency through bypassing of family con-
straints and legal restrictions. Th e following interview passages show how 
in men’s narratives of conjugality, personal desires and infl uence of gen-
dered networks are threaded into the decision to reach Italy illegally:

  I have been waiting for two years to obtain my family visa. My wife has 
been working in Rome as a carer for many years and told me many times 
that thanks to the help of the employer she was completing all the paper-
work…but this employer’s help never materialised and I had enough of 
being in this situation. Some male friends told me that it was possible to 
reach Italy in other ways and without consulting my wife I decided to 
go…I told her that her way did not work and I left…she had to accept [it]. 
(Sepala, 47, Sri Lanka, Perugia) 

   Many of my male friends have left in this way…I had nothing to do in my 
village and I had three sisters and then also my wife working already in Perugia 
and living there…they could not help me because now family reunions are 
even more hazardous than travelling illegally…you enter the process and you 
never know if and how it will end…so I told myself, listen Ahmed…better 
you take the initiative and try to change your life like your friends have done, 
and that’s how I ended up in Italy…you must be  somewhat foolish to try this, 
I know, but it could not work otherwise. (Ahmed, 25, Morocco, Rome) 

   Although from diff erent generational and life-cycle perspectives, both 
of these accounts illustrate migrant men’s ambivalent attitudes towards 
their dependant relationships with their wives and kin women working 
in Italy as well as their growing distrust about the possibility of reaching 
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Italy through regular family reunion. In these accounts, the dependence 
on the ‘ineff ective’ employment relations of migrant women is contrasted 
with the capacity to be located within a (riskier) male network, which 
enhances the otherwise inhibited forms of socio-geographical mobility 
and to act eff ectively ‘like men’. Th e mixture of distrust and disdain for 
migration routes associated with female mobility co-exists, particularly 
among migrant men with relatives who have previously migrated to Italy, 
with the awareness of domestic/care labour as potential routes to regu-
larisation after illegal entry. Before and after migration, in this respect, 
migrant men continue to face the fact that, contrary to a long-term 
policy tradition favouring men through work in the formal economy, 
women tend to be privileged in the move from illegal to legal status in 
countries like Italy, France, or Spain (Schrover et al.  2008 ; Ruspini  2000 ; 
Calavita  2006 ). 

 However, even among illegal migrants who draw from male networks, 
the circulation of information through female-centred networks plays a role 
in shaping future settlement strategies, as the following interviews show:

  My sister told me that if I somehow managed to come to Italy then I could 
benefi t from the amnesties and I could fi nd a temporary job as a domestic 
to regularise my position. I was not very keen to do the job my sister does 
in Italy, but I thought that it could be useful to adjust for a while after hav-
ing managed to reach the country. (Egzon, 29, Albania, Perugia) 

   Here […] is my philosophy…if you have to reach Italy then [it is] better 
[to] rely on men…but to get good information about Italy and to survive 
once you are there…then defi nitively those men who can rely on good 
female connections are favoured!! (Idrissa, 34, Morocco. Perugia) 

   Egzon’s and Idrissa’s words mirror wider tendencies among the 
migrant men we interviewed to draw from a broader gendered repertoire 
of information and networks in their conceptualisation and practical 
engagement with migration. While the journey is conceptualised as a mas-
culine endeavour replete with risks and uncertainty, the  post-arrival and 
 settlement period is—sometimes ironically and provocatively, sometimes 
seriously—depicted as requiring the development of links with pioneer 
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migrant women, who indeed are often valued as a source of information, 
particularly about domestic labour and related regularisation processes. 

 Our data prompt us to consider how the entrance of migrant men into 
paid domestic/care labour should be understood in relation to men’s often 
traumatic journeys and highly exploitative relations with smugglers and 
brokers of migration. While men’s narratives about the time preceding their 
departure emphasise the active agency of overcoming the sense of ‘being 
stuck’, co-existing narratives about fear, starvation, and violence accom-
pany the recalling of their journeys across diff erent  countries. In these 
narratives, a register of emotional insecurity, suff ering, and  impotence re-
emerges, together with a feeling of complete disconnection from support 
networks in the fi rst few months after their arrival. Most of our informants 
who had arrived illegally had frequently stopped to work in earlier destina-
tions in order to earn money and to fund the next step of their journey.

  Before leaving I was very excited, of course I was scared but I tried to take 
it as an adventure. I was strong and in good health and I thought I could 
manage. But then during those months I feared I was not able to make it. 
I ate very little, we were beaten…and I often regretted this decision [to 
leave]. (William, 37, Kerala, Rome) 

   I thought I would never be able to see my wife, my son…I prayed [to] God 
to let me arrive safely, but I saw men being raped and killed. I was continu-
ously asked for more money, and I felt so little and miserable, like an insect 
that could easily [have] been squashed without anyone noting my disap-
pearance (Rizal, 34, Philippines, Perugia) 

   Physical vulnerability and panic are central to accounts of men’s jour-
neys and deeply challenge men’s identity in many ways, by calling their 
role as family providers into question and exacerbating their insecurities 
about being able to provide for their families in case of their death (Walter 
et al.  2004 ). Being smuggled generated a sense of  invisibilisation , where 
existing social and aff ective relations were suddenly made  inaccessible 
and where the men themselves could be ‘squashed’ (as Rizal put it) just 
as quickly. Importantly, the sense of insecurity does not disappear on 
arrival, as men have to deal with the diffi  culty of reaching their wives, 
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relatives, or friends in Italian cities and/or must re-establish networks of 
support in order to settle in the new location. As Ambrosini notes regard-
ing migrant men and their wives in Italy ( 2012 : 4–5):

  If couples follow the legal channels, they still have to deal with strict con-
straints of income and living space in order to rebuild the family unit; if the 
reunifi cation takes place outside the regulatory framework, as is often the 
case, there is a risk that the couple will live under a sword of Damocles with 
permanent uncertainty and the risk of expulsion, after all their eff orts to 
resume life together. 

   Migrant men thus seem to be trapped by structural constraints, which 
blur the lines between the outcomes of regular and irregular entry. Beyond 
this, an increasing number of migrants in Italy swing frequently between 
periods of regular and irregular status, even after many years in the coun-
try. Th is leads them to perceive insecurity as a structural condition of 
their lives as migrant men. Twelve of the men we interviewed had been 
deported after years of living and working in Italy, but had re-entered the 
country illegally in order to reunite with their families. 

 We suggest here that the vulnerability our informants had experienced 
during their journeys and in the aftermath of their arrival infl uences the 
ways in which they related to the prospect of domestic/care labour. For 
many, the jobs available in this sector were a strategic stepping stone 
to formal regularisation, and then to other forms of employment. For 
 others, regularisation was preceded and followed by temporary experi-
ences of domestic/care employment, but fi nding jobs in the construc-
tion, agricultural, or service sector remained the priority. Finally, for some 
others, domestic/care employment was accepted and valued as an occu-
pation, as well as a way to heal family tensions. Th e reasons usually 
advanced by those in the last two groups took into consideration the 
fact that paid domestic employment provided a safe space in relation 
to public visibility and the risk of deportability. Emotional and psycho-
logical factors played a role too. Among our informants who entered 
Italy illegally and who subsequently worked in the sector, nearly 40 % 
emphasised the reassuring nature of this kind of work in terms of hous-
ing and relational security in comparison to the traumatic experiences of 
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journey and initial settlement arrangements. As already noted in Chap. 
  4    , association with Italian families, and the possibility of having a job 
while hiding from stigmatised and dangerous public places, plays a role 
in the positive, albeit often ambivalent, evaluation of paid domestic/care 
labour. 

 Th e story of Jules is paradigmatic of a wider tendency adopted by men 
who had reached Italy more recently. Jules is a 39-year-old man from 
Senegal who entered illegally to join his wife, and who subsequently 
worked as a care provider for an elderly man in Perugia. He regular-
ised his position during the 2009 amnesty. Between 2009 and 2012, 
he worked for the same family, and then found another job in a sweet 
factory in the countryside and moved out of the city with his wife and 
1-year-old child.

   Jules : It was not bad…although I admit I would have not considered those 
kinds of jobs before coming here…But in the fi rst 3 months after I reached 
Italy, [fi rst] in Sicily, then in Calabria, then in Naples and fi nally in Rome 
I often slept in the street, I have been beaten a couple of times, and I really 
did not know what would have happened next. I was already debilitated 
after the journey. It seemed incredible to me: my wife was living and work-
ing in Perugia and it took me three months to see her after I reached Italy. 
In Rome I ended up in a migrant association of Senegalese but could not 
receive much help…then a friend of my wife, a woman from Albania, 
found a job for me for an Italian family in Perugia. I speak French and 
English and I had learned decent Italian by that time, so the family was 
happy because I could also help their son with language once a week…It 
seemed a miracle to me after months [of being] treated like an animal…
And after [a] long time I had a safe bed to sleep [in], [somewhere to] stay 
away from troubles. 

    Question : Why did you change? 

    Jules : Not really because of the job…but after all the experiences I was tired 
of living in the city. Violence is growing even in small cities like Perugia 
and people look badly at me because I am black…also I wanted to take my 
family to the countryside, where life is less expensive and people are more 
welcoming. So when I was off ered this job in the sweet factory I thought I 
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could live in the nearby village, and of course also […] have a fl at of my 
own. Many migrant families who live there work in the factory and it is 
like a small community. My wife also found a new job as a care giver to an 
elderly [person] there. People know each other and also trust us because we 
work in the factory. On Saturday, however, in order to raise some money I 
work for the family where my wife works once a week, to do the heavy 
cleaning jobs to clean their house. I do not do [it] only for money…at the 
end it is thanks to these kinds of jobs that I could improve my conditions 
and I have learned also how to do things! (Jules, 39, Perugia, 2012) 

   An instrumental approach to domestic/care labour, emphasising its 
material and legal outcomes, coexists with an appreciation of the relative 
improvements that this work might bring after prolonged periods of high 
vulnerability in men’s lives. For Jules, entry into this sector allowed him to 
regain a degree of security and well-being, as well as allowing him to be closer 
to his wife. Furthermore, Jules stresses how working for the family allowed 
him to use his language skills and to enter into a collaborative relationship 
with the employer. Th is was in contrast with the brutal and dehumanising 
conditions he experienced prior to domestic/care employment. Th e move to 
another occupation is explained less in terms of a shift towards a more mas-
culinised job, although the achievement of residential independence plays a 
role in the process, and more in terms of moving out of the city, where life 
is less stable, triggering memories of  vulnerability and concerns about the 
future. Part-time work as a caregiver is made meaningful here not only in 
terms of monetary advantages but also as a strategy to support the acquisi-
tion of skills and living conditions that are relatively more secure.  

    Deskilling, Gendered Networks, and Debt 
Repayment 

 In contexts were the feminisation of migration has deeper roots, as in 
some Southeast Asian, South Asian, and Latin American states, the 
emigration of women has long produced deep shifts in gender relations 
and in the household division of labour, with men taking up various 
 domestic/care responsibilities and reconsidering their role within the 
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 family. Th is is reported by Sheba George ( 2005 ) in the context of Kerala 
(South India), in relation to women migrating to the USA to work as 
professional nurses. Nursing as an occupation is usually stigmatised by 
upper castes and non-Christian communities in Kerala, and men who 
are left behind encounter discrimination. However, they are not neces-
sarily negative about the changes in their household roles, and appreci-
ate the care and aff ective labour required of them as the main parent at 
home. Similarly, in a study by Fresnoza-Flot ( 2011 ), Filipino husbands 
coping with the absence of their wives were more concerned by the fact 
that their wives were the main family earners than by having to handle 
domestic tasks themselves. On a diff erent, but related, note, Menjívar 
( 1999 ) has shown that in the Guatemalan context, migrant women’s sta-
tus as higher earners does not pose a threat to gendered family relations, 
as it comes to be easily inscribed within a more egalitarian family culture. 
Furthermore, patriarchal relations may not necessarily inhibit women’s 
mobility, but might, in some circumstances, more ambivalently invest in 
women agentive role as emigrants and earners as a way to achieve family 
modernity and enhance household and collective status (Devika  2007 ; 
George  2005 ; Gallo  2005 ,  2006 ; Mills  1999 ). 

 Th e framing of women’s migration within an analytical context empha-
sising the overwhelming nature of patriarchal relations is  furthermore 
often premised on  timeless  representations of gendered hierarchies in 
migrants’ home countries (King and Vullnetari  2009 ). 

 Th ese considerations are relevant to our understanding of how men 
relate to the work and family arrangements that follow their arrival in 
Italy and that result from their entry into paid domestic/care work. 
Migrant men’s expectations of conjugal life and the gendered division 
of work in the family were signifi cantly transformed by having engaged 
with shifting cultures of migration—that is, the cultural framework 
through which the mobility of people is made meaningful and repre-
sented in a specifi c context in their home countries even before migra-
tion. A signifi cant number of the young men we interviewed, particularly 
those from Asia and Latin America, stated that they were keen to marry a 
woman who had experience of working abroad rather than one who had 
never left her village/city before, as this would allow the family to achieve 
greater independence from parental authority and improve their status 
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life more rapidly. Among older and married men, long-standing relations 
with emigrant women were often recognised as determinant in compen-
sating for men’s loss of work or for their precarious working conditions 
in either the home country or other migrant destinations. Furthermore, 
Catholic informants from countries like India, the Philippines, Ecuador, 
or Peru had often become familiar with the likelihood of family change 
and with women’s working status in Italy through the transnational work 
of local parishes, who acted as agents of information and pre-migration 
socialisation into the new context. 

 Th e reworking of gender and household relations and the challenges 
posed to men’s status upon their arrival in Italy were not driven simply 
by an incompatibility between patriarchal family values and women’s 
emancipation in the new context, although, as we will see, both migrant 
men and women perceived women’s roles as having been signifi cantly 
transformed through novel work situations. Rather, men’s self-confi dence 
and their household roles in the new context were challenged also by 
the combination of men’s juridical insecurity, their deskilling, and class 
demotion, as well as their being located within female-centred networks 
of labour and social life. 

 Th e process of deskilling should be understood by referring to the 
diff erent (and more prolonged) emigration and working experiences 
of migrant men. In comparison to the migrant women in our sample, 
migrant men had greater previous experience of labour migration in dif-
ferent destinations and/or had held jobs in their home country. For many 
of the migrant women we interviewed, domestic/care labour was similar 
to the unpaid work they did in their own households in the home coun-
try and/or to paid jobs they had done in previous migrant destinations. 
While migration to Italy often amounted to a form of deskilling in terms 
of their level of education, for the majority of these women, it did not 
represent a form of downward occupational mobility. Th is does not auto-
matically imply that women viewed job opportunities in Italian house-
holds under a more favourable light. Migrant women from India, the 
Philippines, Sri Lanka, and South America, in particular those who had 
attained higher levels of education, often stressed how their occupations 
in Italy contrasted with their degrees and with the fact that their own 
families employed domestic/care labourers. Yet, women were also keen to 
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recognise that working in Italy constituted a means of achieving a degree 
of autonomy and personal independence by allowing them not only to 
enter into occupations that were better paid than those in their country 
of origin, but also to experience new life opportunities in the new context 
(Mills  1999 ; Hondagneu-Sotelo  1994 ; George  2005 ). 

 In contrast, among men, migration to Italy constituted a form of 
deskilling in relation to previous work experience in their home coun-
tries or in the diaspora. Many stressed their acquired competencies as 
technical labourers (e.g., as carpenters, electricians, tailors) or in ethnic 
businesses, while for many moving to Italy meant leaving skilled or semi- 
skilled jobs at home or in the diaspora. Factors such as family reunion, 
diffi  culty in reaching or living in other migrant destination, and the fact 
that Italy is still seen by many as relatively safer compared with the Gulf 
countries or Northern Europe aff ected men’s attempts to strike a balance 
between family and work projects, and available routes towards these. 
Men who had previous emigration experience were keen to stress the 
contrast between their own cosmopolitanism and the provincialism of 
the Italian locations where they eventually settled. Th is was seen in the 
diffi  culty they encountered in capitalising on their acquired skills in the 
new context. A comparative analysis of the migrant narratives of Aadrian 
and Alfreda, a married couple from Kerala, off ers some insights into how 
migrant women and men diff erently make sense of their conjugal experi-
ences and domestic working lives in the new context. 

 Alfreda left Kerala for Italy when she was 18 years old and had worked 
as a care provider for Italian families for 12  years before getting mar-
ried. Aadrian worked in Saudi Arabia, Malaysia, and the UK for 20 years. 
After experiencing heavy physical and psychological harassment in Saudi 
Arabia, he went back to Kerala. His family arranged his marriage with 
Alfreda, and he came to Italy in 2001. In a joint conversation with 
Aadrian and Alfreda, diff erent gendered subjectivities emerged in relation 
to their migrant trajectories, along with several similarities:

  For me Italy is like my second home…I felt that I was a baby, I did not know 
anything of the world…I had no working experience, and everything I have 
learned, the good or bad, I have learned it here: to recognise good employers 
from bad ones, to survive in the city, to move around, to speak good Italian…I 
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have lived and worked alone for many years sending money home, but I have 
also bought a house here for my family. I have bought it with my own work, 
and with the help of no one! And now after years of saving I also have the 
fancy to shop [for] nice things for myself!! […]. I have now asked for citizen-
ship as I meet all the criteria, and I think I will get it!! (Alfreda, 49, Rome) 

   For me it was very diff erent…I have been very independent for many years. 
Like Alfreda I have been working alone for many years, away from my fam-
ily. But I did diff erent jobs, I travelled, I earned money…for myself and 
also I started to help my family in Kerala. I speak Malayali, English, 
Arabic…and I have learned many occupations: I have worked as [a] car-
penter in Saudi Arabia, I was running [a] business in Malaysia with some 
friends…I have seen the world. Here no one speaks English, and before I 
learned Italian I was totally cut off  the world! I mean, there are many posi-
tive sides of having come here: life is safer for us, compared with the UK or 
Saudi Arabia, there is racism but not so much violence like [there is] 
there…and also we are Christian and living in the Gulf has become more 
threatening these days…but when I came here and I started to work as a 
domestic I just felt that everything I had learned throughout my life had 
been somehow wasted [or thrown away] (Aadrian, 55, Rome) 

   Importantly, in both Alfreda’s and Aadrian’s accounts, migration is 
made meaningful by referring to a nuanced mixture of individual aspira-
tions and family commitment, although in seemingly diff erent temporal 
developments: Alfreda emphasises how her initial commitment to fam-
ily duties did not prevent her from investing in a house for herself later 
on, which was bought before her marriage. In Alfredo’s words, the plea-
sure of earning money for himself and being independent gives way to 
family commitment as a mature man. For Alfreda, domestic work and 
life in Italy was a means through which to gain personal independence, 
language and inter-personal skills, and adult status, whereas for Aadrian 
it challenged his working skills and also his identity as a cosmopolitan 
man. Like many other men we interviewed, Aadrian stressed the fact that 
he could not really capitalise on his accumulated working experience or 
demonstrate his skills in the new context. Frustration with language bar-
riers partly emerged in relation to the lack of knowledge of Italian, and 
partly in relation to not being able to make use of existing multi-lingual 
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skills. For Aadrian and many others, knowing Italian was deemed impor-
tant not only to handle relations with their employers, but also to prove 
that they were ‘as good as their wives’ in acquiring language skills. Many 
men were concerned about the risk of appearing parochial or backward 
if they did not master Italian. Th e example of Aadrian and Alfreda is also 
important in relation to their diff erent legal statuses, which might also 
generate tensions and exacerbate the sense of dependence and inferiority 
in migrant husbands. For Alfreda, citizenship seemed an achievable goal, 
whereas for Aadrian, the prospect was to struggle for several years with 
the renewal of working permits. Th is situation is similar to that encoun-
tered by other couples, with the percentage of migrant women having 
obtained citizenship or holding a long-term residence permit being sig-
nifi cantly higher than that of migrant men, and with illegal status being 
more common among the latter. 

 Men’s entry into a predominantly female network is another important 
aspect to consider in making sense of men’s experience within domestic/
care labour, not least because the gendered nature of migrant networks 
is a constitutive, albeit often neglected, element in the forging of men’s 
and women’s identities (Ahmad  2011 ; Phizacklea  2003 ). As discussed in 
previous chapters, in women-centred networks, moral surveillance has a 
generational dimension, with migrant men becoming accountable not 
only to their ‘more experienced’ wives, but also to older women who have 
gained the status of ‘big women’ within the community (Gallo  2005 , 
 2006 ). Th is has profound implications for how conjugal relations are 
conceptualised in the new context. Married men were usually expected 
to accept the terms and conditions of domestic employment and of shift-
ing women’s lives. In the case of Peruvian, Indian, and Filipino women 
we spoke with, many were adamant in stating that their husbands would 
need to understand that their own lives had changed during years of sepa-
ration and working experience, and migrant men were often discussed in 
terms that emphasised men’s diffi  culties in orienting themselves to the 
new context. An extract from a conversation we had with a couple from 
Peru illustrates how men’s identities are reworked through their location 
within feminising women’s networks. Victor came to Italy in 1999 to 
join his wife Gabriela, who had been working there since the late 1980s. 
Victor’s journey was made possible, thanks to Gabriela’s earnings and to 
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her aunt, who had been living in Italy for many years and who were one 
of the few people in the wider kin network to hold Italian citizenship. In 
Peru, Victor owned and ran a small shop, but when he arrived in Italy he 
was expected by his wife and in-laws to contribute to the family budget 
by working as a domestic. In the extract below, Victor engages critically 
with the expectations of Gabriela and her relatives:

   Gabriela : Poor Victor, he was totally lost…the change has been very big for 
him, he did not want to talk to people and he was cutting himself out of 
social relations and with me also. I understood this, but at the same time I 
tried to make him understand that it was also diffi  cult for me to come here, 
to accept these jobs…to learn how to live with Italian families and to smile 
and be happy even when you feel exhausted!! I tried to tell him that I did 
not expect to see a husband who, after all these years of separation, had 
come here to keep silent all the time!! I wanted him to recognise how my 
life was there, the many sacrifi ces and satisfactions that my work has bought 
to me. Also, my family here was very disoriented by his reluctant behaviour 
and started to put pressure on me to make him act properly (Gabriela, 53, 
Perugia, 2008) 

    Victor : Don’t call me ‘poor’, I am not stupid…But when I came here I had 
so many people expecting so much from me: my wife, her sister, her aunt…
all telling you what to do and what not to do. I already had a big debt with 
them because they paid for my travel expenses, and also for all the rest in 
the fi rst month…but we are not machines, are we? It is not that you come 
here and you start acting as if all your past life has not existed…My wife 
came here when she was young, I was 45! And it was not easy to go to work 
for a family with the anxiety that if you do not clean properly, [if ] you do 
not behave well they will tell your family […] and they will scold you. At 
least when I was working in Peru and I was making mistakes I was answer-
able to myself…not to a mass of women!!! (Victor, 55, Perugia, 2008) 

   Gabriela draws from her personal experience as a working woman to 
empathise with Victor’s disorientation; like him, she also had to rethink 
her life and daily attitudes due to often restrictive working conditions 
and to employers’ expectations of the ‘effi  cient and happy domestic’. Yet, 
she also stresses her frustration with Victor’s actions in distancing himself 
rather than willingly sharing his experiences or involving himself in her 
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working and family life. By calling Victor ‘poor’, Gabriela highlights her 
husband’s shortcomings in being unable to adjust to the new context and 
provide her with the solace she needed after years of conjugal separation. 
Victor rejects demeaning representations and stresses the diffi  culties in 
being located at the centre of a gendered network of requirements and 
expectations. Rather than resorting to a repertoire of strong masculine 
behaviour in response to challenges from his in-laws, Victor emphasises 
that he is not a ‘machine’ and that adjusting to the new context required 
him to reconsider his past and present role within the family and in rela-
tion to previous working experiences. 

 Although moments of confl ict were often reported, migrant men were 
concerned with the need to compensate for years of separation by making 
compromises and trying to adjust to new conditions. In many instances, 
men used their salary from the fi rst months’ work to repay the debts con-
tracted with kin women. 

 Crucially, in cases of illegal entry into Italy, domestic employment 
allowed men to repay additional debts contracted with smugglers and 
brokers. Compared with previous generations of migrant men within the 
IDRL (see Gallo  2006 ), in recent years, even migrant men who work in the 
domestic/care sector are located within multiple gendered networks, from 
the women-centred kin networks of support and control, to the more mas-
culine networks of smuggling, exploitation and blackmail. In this context, 
being located within a women-centred network, while providing men with 
a relatively safer space, often puts them in confl ict with the other debt rela-
tionships they may have entered into in order to reach Italy. Family tensions 
often arise due to men’s need to pay brokers back out of their earnings and 
the resulting delay in fulfi lling their duties towards the wider kin network. 

 We should note that general expectations about migrant men accept-
ing available job opportunities are not only based on economic concerns 
in the context of a limited labour market. Of equal importance is the 
fact that many migrant women we interviewed considered men’s accep-
tance of domestic/care labour, and of the resulting life arrangements, as 
a form of acknowledgement of women’s achievements, social relations, 
and renewed lifestyles. Without denying the many sacrifi ces required and 
the burdens they accepted in the workplace, women were keen to stress 
the positive relationships they could sometimes establish with employers, 
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and their acquisition of a familiarity with Italian food, daily habits, and 
dress codes, which were associated with a respectable middle-class Italian 
lifestyle. Often expressing pride in the changes that had occurred in their 
lives, they also expected their husbands to show interest, empathy, and 
curiosity towards them. For migrant women, being placed within a wider 
network of intergenerational female support and/or peer sharing in many 
cases is a source of validation of their lives and choices. In contrast, while 
migrant men were not necessarily critical of their wives’ working condi-
tions and life choices, the need to deal with a wider milieu of gendered 
expertise and connections made them at once more anxious and more 
critical in their approach to their own working experience.  

    Shifting Conjugal Relations and the Gendered 
Division of Work 

 Th e ways in which men make sense of domestic/care labour and capitalise 
on their working experiences have important implications for conjugal life in 
the immigration context. In many circumstances, migrant men are socialised 
into the organisational and aff ective requirements of domestic/care labour 
and are made aware of the positive eff ects of women’s work long before their 
departure from the home country. While they acknowledge the challenges 
posed to the gendered division of work in the private sphere by the absence 
of women, and adopt critical stances towards ‘absent women’, migrant men 
are also often ready to recognise the positive contribution of their emigrated 
wives to the development of the family, or the country of origin. 

 Our interview with Miguel, a 58-year-old man from Peru, reveals how 
stories of conjugal change should be understood within a context that 
takes into account both the working experience of women within the 
IDRL and the resulting arrangements undertaken by men in the gen-
dered division of work.

  My wife, when she came back home she always told me how diffi  cult was to 
fi nd a job for men in Italy. Not only my wife but all the women contribute 
to the development of their families and the country, they work a lot. My 
wife had been working as a nurse in Italy and I was staying in our country. 



6 Masculinity, Reproductive Labour, and Transnational Families 227

I was looking after the kids, and [I had] temporary jobs when they called me. 
My wife sent money home because I was not earning more than, say, 120 
USD a month. Our four children, included one daughter, they all study 
thanks to my wife…she was the support for all our expenses, and I could not 
take up far away jobs because I had to look after the kids. My wife has come 
here in Italy to give a future to our children, we talked a lot about this: shall 
I go? Will you go? But she knew the situation better thanks to a friend of hers 
who had migrated to Italy…then my wife lost her job as a nurse and started 
to work as a domestic, she is 56 years old. I am now 58 and I can only do 
temporary jobs here in Italy…but we both adjust (Miguel, 58, Peru, Milan) 

   Gayan, 37, told us of his experience:

  When my wife was away and I was still living in Colombo I could rely on 
other women in the house, and often I certainly did. But for me it was also 
an occasion to be more present at home, to manage things by myself rather 
than relying on others…and also the kids needed my help. I tried to negoti-
ate with my employer in Colombo to work part-time: I told them that I had 
to be a father and a mother…given the situation. […] [H]e did not agree, 
but I could still manage to stop work two hours early every day in order to 
cook for the kids and clean the house before the dark time. My wife has 
been determinant in moving all of us on. (Gayan, 37, Sri Lanka. Perugia) 

   In both accounts, migrant men refl ect on the processual nature of 
their acquaintance with unpaid domestic/care labour resulting from their 
wives’ absence. Importantly, rather than emphasising the inappropri-
ateness of such tasks for men, Zachariah and Gayan emphasised that 
as men they would have been able to prove their autonomy in manag-
ing  domestic/care tasks without exclusively relying on the help of kin 
women. In both circumstances, they accept either temporary working 
conditions or rearrange their working hours in order to take on renewed 
roles as care providers and domestics. In this context, the breadwinning 
role assigned to their wives does not necessarily lead men to perceive their 
status as demeaned or marginal. Rather, by praising the active contribu-
tion women have made to family improvements, they also reinscribe their 
agentive role within the family as adaptable husbands and fathers, who 
strike a balance between compensating for their children’s emotional loss 
and providing them with a clean and reassuring domestic environment. 
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 Pre-migration experience of unpaid domestic/care work in many cases 
helps migrant men in their often diffi  cult entry into the sector. While for 
young men, socialisation into domestic/care labour more often consti-
tuted a rupture with respect to previous gender roles within the home, 
more mature and married men who followed their wives frequently drew 
from previous experiences. Interestingly, some older men were irritated 
by the disciplining attempts enacted by the parish or by kin women in 
the new context to turn them into ‘good husbands’ and ‘good fathers’, 
assuming that they needed to change. Arsenio, for example, stated his 
pride in being a ‘house-husband’ ( marito casalingo ):

  Th at Catholic volunteer thought that […] because I came from Ecuador I 
beat my wife and climb the  lianas  like Tarzan! I felt insulted. It took me a 
while in Ecuador to accept the situation and to learn how to do things within 
the house, and now I come here and people treat me like a brutal man who 
has to be educated in good manners. Also my wife laughed at the situation 
and told the man that I [had] already learned many things in these years…
Indeed I am a good “house-husband!” (Arsenio, 35, Ecuador. Perugia) 

   Migrant men thus claim a masculine identity, which is also enacted 
within the house; the diffi  culties they face in reconsidering their roles 
co-exist with claims that they are able to run the home successfully 
in the absence of their women. Accepting that we should avoid over- 
emphasising the novelty of men entering unpaid paid care work in the 
receiving country, migrant men’s entry into paid care has implications 
for men’s understanding of their masculinity, for conjugal life, and for 
the gendered division of work. Men often refl ected on the diff erences 
between the ways in which they carried out tasks in their own homes and 
the higher standards required by their employers, and were sometimes 
keen to import things back into their own houses. Th is was a way for 
them to not only acknowledge the acquisition of new skills but also to 
show their wives that they understood women’s perspectives:

  Well, when I [cleaned] in my house I cleaned [it] in my own way….then 
my landlady tells me that this is not good. I am quite pissed off  […], as I 
thought I was doing it well…when you do not do some tasks it is bad, 
when you do it is not enough, it is irritating…as women are never happy. 
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After a while you try to learn and to give a better service to the employer…
but then once you have learned [it is] better to do [the same] in our home 
as well, no? Otherwise why did I learn? (Gayan, 37, Sri Lanka. Perugia) 

   It is not only a matter of cleaning…for me it was to realise many sides of 
the job: what people need, what do they feel, how to approach a person 
who is not well. For my wife it was easier: before coming to Italy she was 
looking after her mother and also she has a handicapped sister…but for me 
it was diffi  cult to understand how to hold an elderly [person], to recognise 
if he is happy or sad if he cannot speak…all these little things which are 
important but no one tells you as a man because you are not expected to 
know them, are you? But then when my wife was sick after a car accident…
I knew how to take care of her (Abdou, 37, Senegal. Perugia) 

   Th e interview helps us to understand how migrant men cope with the 
transference of acquired working skills into their own family lives. Gayan 
refl ects on the opportunity to capitalise on the skills learned at work to 
enhance his contribution within his own house. In this respect, migrant 
men linked the service quality provided to their employers with the better 
accomplishment of household tasks in their own homes. Abdou refl ects 
on the diff erent trajectories undertaken by him and his wife. While his 
wife is deemed to have been facilitated in her work by the unpaid care 
work she did at home in the past, for Abdou care skills were acquired at 
work and then transferred back into his family. In common with other 
older men working in care services whom we interviewed, looking after 
an impaired elder was made meaningful not only by referring to practical 
or physical tasks, but also to the emotional labour required to capture the 
needs and desires of the person cared for. Th e acquisition of these skills at 
work plays an important role in migrant men’s reconsiderations of their 
nurturant role within the house. As Hanlon ( 2012 : 6) notes, ‘Care rela-
tions expose important contradictions and tensions in men’s lives: between 
the hegemonic dictates of masculinities and the intimate, compassionate 
and empathetic experience of our inherent human vulnerability’. 

 In this respect, men’s experiences of domestic/care work, while being 
partly perceived as a challenge to their masculinity, might also be val-
ued insofar as they allow them to gain awareness of the multi-layered 
emotional, practical, and organisational investment such work requires. 
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Some migrant men told us that their working experience allowed them 
to better understand the struggles of their wives: the racism experienced 
at work, the need to develop interpersonal skills at home in order to cope 
with demanding employers, and the emotional distress encountered in 
looking after an elderly person.

  After I replaced my wife at work I realised how diffi  cult has been for her all 
these years to look after the old woman and then come back home to look 
after the kids and send money back home to me. We had many fi ghts at the 
beginning because I did not want to do this job…I preferred cleaning a 
house to looking after an old person because really I did not know what to 
do! Th en I realised that it was important for to keep the job so I replaced 
her for 9  months when she was pregnant…but slowly I have come to 
appreciate some parts of the job: to give some relief to the person, to do 
something good I mean…When my wife took up the job again, I decided 
to stay at home with the child and then I also looked for a paid care job 
when we sent George to the kindergarten. (Th omas, 36, Kerala. Rome) 

   For Th omas, the swing between paid elderly care and unpaid childcare 
both refl ects and produces changing in his marriage; it allows him to reduce 
the distance from his wife created by years of separation, and to minimise 
the confl icts that might arise from his resistance to certain occupations. 
Men’s socialisation into unpaid care labour within their own families was 
also shaped by the constraining nature of domestic/care work. As women 
tend more often to be in full-time and live-in occupations, particularly in the 
fi rst few years after the husband’s arrival, men are compelled to fi ll the gaps 
left by their wives in the management of the house and in care provision.

  I know that Wednesday is my day to do the house cleaning, as Maria is at 
work. Th en Saturday afternoon I am again free and I do the shopping for 
the Sunday lunch and the following week. I mean you have to be  into  
this…keeping records of what is needed, what is missing…I cannot wait 
for my wife to remember for me as [she did] when we were living in the 
Philippines! (Kyle, 51, Philippines. Perugia) 

   At home we both need to be present if we do not want to mess up our 
schedule…Th is is what I am trying to repeat to my employer: they have a 



6 Masculinity, Reproductive Labour, and Transnational Families 231

busy schedule and my work is crucial for them, but I also have a busy 
schedule in my own house…it is not because I am a man that I can just 
leave everything to my wife. Here life is diff erent, my wife is even busier 
than me as she works for two families…so we try to manage equally as 
much as we can. (Gayan, 37, Sri Lanka. Perugia) 

   Migrant men were usually expected to take on childcare or other family 
care responsibilities while their women are at work; these might include 
accompanying their own children (or relatives’ children) to school and 
picking them up, doing the weekly shopping, or cleaning the house. As 
time passes and men acquire language competency and working skills, 
they may be willing to move to full-time jobs in domestic service or, 
more frequently, in paid care work. Live-in occupations are less preferred 
by older and married migrant men, but might be considered by younger 
men as a temporary money-saving solution. Th e move to full-time work 
usually allows men to earn salaries similar to their wives, but they may also 
begin to earn more, particularly when they are appreciated by employers 
for being able to cover diff erent tasks within the house. 5  

 Men were explicit about rethinking their gendered roles within the 
family by drawing from their experiences of paid domestic/care work. 
Th ey refl ected on how the tight working schedules of their wives com-
bined with their own, often diffi  cult, relations with demanding employ-
ers, necessitated a more equal distribution of tasks within the migrant 
family. Signifi cantly, Gayan equates his own busy schedule with that of 
his employer and refl ects on the fact that while the latter can rely on a 
domestic worker, in his own case, ‘the man’ has to do domestic tasks for 
two households. Th us, our data lead us to consider how migrant men’s 
socialisation into domestic/care tasks and emotional labour in the work-
place are accompanied by the transfer of these new skills to their own 
domestic lives. Th is transfer is in many instances valued by more mature 
men as a sign of their active and processual adjustment to novel conjugal 
and family situations (cf. Pribilsky  2004 ), although it does not exempt 
migrant men from regarding the constraining eff ects of new working and 
life conditions with deep ambivalence. Male domestic workers’ progressive 

5   See the analysis developed in Chap.  5 . 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-37978-8_5
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engagement with domestic life involves (to some extent) a  transformation 
that is the opposite of that experienced by female domestic workers. 
As previously noted in this chapter, migrant men are socialised into 
domestic/care labour prior to their emigration, in the absence of their 
wives. Paid domestic/care labour in the immigration society produces a 
further socialisation of men into this work in the public sphere of work, 
which may result in men transferring the skills acquired at work into a 
relatively more egalitarian division of work in their household. 

 However, a more equal gendered division of work within the migrant 
family cannot be generalised; based on our sample, these changes are 
often conditioned upon diff erences related to the generation and life- 
cycle stage of migrant men, as well as their class background, previous 
migration, and working experiences. Younger unmarried men or young 
men who joined their wives soon after marriage can perceive their new 
working and living conditions as demeaning, and may be reluctant to 
share domestic tasks at home:

  I hold a university degree in my own country and I did not come here to 
clean toilets all the time!! I am already doing this at work, but when my 
wife expects me to do it at home again then I get really angry….this is not 
my duty, I am already adjusting too much at work and she should recog-
nise this! (Egzon, 29, Albania. Perugia) 

   A man has his own needs after work…I mean more than a woman he 
should have his own free time, meeting with friends, think of himself…
Here spaces for yourself are very limited with work and families often 
demanding a lot from me…I am 26, you see! Of course I work and spend 
time with my wife, but she cannot ask me as soon as I can back home to 
clean and iron!! She can do it! (Mason, 26, Kerala. Rome) 

   For some younger men we interviewed, the need to accept demean-
ing feminised jobs led them to reassert their masculine identities by 
refusing to do similar work in their own homes. Migrant men often 
referred to their educational level in order to emphasise that the fact of 
having adjusted to a demeaning occupation should in itself suffi  ce to 
exempt them from doing such tasks at home. In this respect, younger 
migrant men  distinguished between paid domestic/care labour and 
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unpaid domestic/care work; while the former was tolerated as a survival 
 strategy in the new context, the latter was kept at a distance by reaffi  rm-
ing naturalising associations between womanhood and social reproduc-
tion. While younger men also considered the possibility of transferring 
paid care labour experiences into their own domestic lives, they usually 
applied stricter selection criteria. More masculinised tasks such as repair 
work or heavy shopping could be accepted. Childcare could be contem-
plated as an enjoyable activity linked to their own sense of fatherhood. 
However, they kept a careful distance from more feminised tasks like 
cleaning, washing, or ironing in their own homes. Migrant men in their 
30s often encouraged their wives to move to part-time occupations while 
they searched for better jobs for themselves in order to reproduce a tra-
ditional division of work. In many instances, however, we observed that 
this usually met with the explicit criticism of migrant women who pro-
moted more egalitarian gender relations:

  When my husband tells me that hanging wet clothes is rather demeaning for 
him I remind him that, like him, I also have a university degree and that for 
me as well it has been anything but easy to adjust to these occupations in 
Italy…So, I told him that [if ] he does not want to hang  our  clothes then I do 
not wish to wash  his  socks, and that each of us can look after our own laundry, 
cooking, ironing when we are back from work. (Shilpa, 29, Kerala. Rome) 

   What is the point in having a part-time occupation if I earn less money and 
then still have to do all the housework once I am back at home? Honestly 
I am not keen after all these years to earn less money than my husband…I 
think it is much cleverer if we both work full-time and that, since we can-
not hire a domestic here as we would have done in the Philippines, we 
share the tasks in our own fl at. We earn more money and we avoid fi ghting 
all the time at the weekends!” (Michelle, 31, Philippines. Rome) 

   Migrant women were often reluctant to accept their husbands’ claims 
regarding the covering of domestic/care tasks. Indeed, they emphasised 
how for them too, reproductive labour constituted a step down in terms 
of their educational and professional qualifi cations. In the process, the 
younger women we spoke with also often challenged any naturalising 
associations between womanhood and reproductive labour which were 
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voiced by their husbands. Similarly, like Michelle, they questioned the 
unsuitability of switching to part-time occupations in order to comply 
with their husband’s demands to take on more domestic/care chores in 
their own homes. Younger women saw such moves as reassigning them a 
dependent position in relation to their husbands, involving a renuncia-
tion of their equal or higher salaries.  

    Male Domestic/Care Workers and Changing 
Experiences of Fatherhood 

 Fatherhood is another important fi eld in which migrant men have to con-
front changing family and work situations, and relationships of depen-
dence with employers. Before analysing the role of employment relations 
in shaping migrant men’s experiences of parenting, we should recognise 
that, like conjugal relations, the experience of fatherhood is transformed 
before, during, and after migration, and is also greatly aff ected by the 
absence of wives and/or mothers. As we have seen, migrant men often 
take up childcare responsibilities when their wives are not present, in 
both the home country and the immigration society. While the men in 
our sample often admitted that they relied to various extents on wider 
female-centred networks in the home country, thereby confi rming the 
gendered working of the ‘global care chain’ (Hochschild  2001 ), this 
also suggests that the outsourcing of parenting from migrant women to 
women left behind in the home country does not capture the full picture. 
Migrant men’s narratives highlight how fathering had to be reworked not 
only in terms of taking up daily tasks but also by rethinking the aff ective 
and bodily aspects of being a father. Th e following accounts are from men 
who raised their children while their wives were working in Italy:

  It was hard for me to accept that my wife was looking after other people’s 
children…I mean children that she did not know, I do not yet know…and 
that she put all that eff ort into caring [for] them by also denying this care 
to our own children….this was hard, it was hard for her but also for me…
because in the end she was away and she could not see our kids…but I  saw  
them,  every day , sharing their crying, listening [to] their questions about 
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where mummy is…It was not enough to delegate everything to others…I 
had to be there…otherwise to the children it would have appeared as a 
second betrayal […]. (Xavier, 39, Philippines. Perugia) 

   You realize things that you really do not see before….how much your 
behavior can hurt the children…after my wife left I realized I had become 
like an elephant which has to learn [to] walk on crystal glasses…because as 
a man you are not trained to be so, let’s say, sensitive…not in my family at 
least!! But then you have to fi ll the gap for them, to be a mother and a 
father for them. Your wife is looking after other children….and you as a 
father have to double your love in order to give the same treatment those 
children have on the other side of the ocean to your own children…. 
(Mendis, 41, Sri Lanka. Milan) 

   I was asking my wife…How do you do [deal] with the kids over there? 
Also, by working in that family in Italy, they are very rich…she had become 
very particular about clothing…they had to be only cotton. Medicine, she 
sent the medicine her employers advised…she instructed me on what to 
cook for [our son], and she was not always happy with our usual way of 
being. She told me that in Italy families do it diff erently, like they do not 
give the child broccoli at three months…So I was learning from my wife 
and from her employers at the same time!! (Macijec, 35, Poland. Perugia) 

   Th ese accounts illustrate the tendency among some of our informants 
to compare the care provided to the employers’ children in Italy with the 
care received by their own children. Migrant men often sought to com-
pensate for their wives’ absence and to partly fi ll the gap in terms of caring 
for ‘children left behind’. In comparison with their wives, our interlocutors 
claimed that they had come to know more about their  children in every-
day life, and to have become more aware of the aff ective challenges posed 
by separation. While they admitted that their educational background 
and family culture had not prepared them for the tasks of childcare, they 
were not necessarily keen to withdraw from paternal responsibilities or to 
delegate childcare to other women. On the contrary, it appears that the 
physical absence of their wives made them rethink their care responsi-
bilities by assuming both maternal and paternal roles. Fathers often drew 
from the working experience of their migrant wives to gain knowledge 
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about Italian employer’s family culture and childcare habits, and try to 
carry out the instructions they receive (as in the case of Macijec) in order 
to reduce family tensions and to provide their children with better care. In 
this respect, wives often act as moral instructors of their male partners in 
the matter of childcare and infl uence men’s actions as fathers:

   Question : Was it diffi  cult to handle the kids by yourself? 

    Felipe : I did not have economic problems, I just had to fi nd a job near the 
house, otherwise I could have not accepted. Th e children were at a very 
diffi  cult stage…adolescence…and my wife was always criticizing me on 
the phone. She was telling me, ‘you have to be with them’, but I was always 
with them!!! I was going to the school assembly…80 % were mothers and 
then some [were] fathers like me. Separation was really hard…because for 
us staying together was the most important thing, after 13 years of mar-
riage we have always done everything together. After my wife, my daughter 
left, and then our two sons, the younger [did not] because he was still at the 
University. When my wife was sending money I never touched anything…
everything was going to the kids, nothing should have been taken away 
from them. (Felipe, 35, Peru. Milan) 

   Overall, fatherhood, in the absence of the mothers, prompts novel 
understandings of men’s care responsibilities, which develop in a con-
text in which they also emotionally struggle to cope with distance from 
their wives. After their own emigration, men often capitalise on these 
experiences to assert their parental authority. If the family reunites, for 
example, fathers are keen to remind their wives that they have spent 
a longer time with the children than them and thus they know their 
needs better. In those cases in which migrant men left their children in 
the home country, they were often very much involved in transnational 
care activities through sending remittances and gifts, making video calls, 
and, when possible, coming to visit them. In this respect, narratives of 
fatherhood show the deep imbrication of migrant men’s masculinity 
within a wider network of relations, which can require challenging 
emotional labour. In this respect, our data concur with recent fi ndings 
highlighting migrant men’s involvement in transnational care, show-
ing that ‘emotional labour and sacrifi ce is not the exclusive domain 
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of transnational mothers’ (Schmalzbauer  2014 ,  2015 ; see also Kilkey, 
Plomien and Perrons 2013). 

 Experience of unpaid or paid care also promotes a generational shift 
in the way migrant men understand fatherhood (Brannen et al.  2013 ). 
In common with the Irish and Polish migrants analysed by Brannen 
et al. ( 2013 ), many of our informants, particularly those from India, the 
Philippines, Poland, and Peru, emphasised how both unpaid and paid 
care work had complicated their views about what they identifi ed as tra-
ditional authoritarian parenting, or about the physical distance usually 
expected from fathers as opposed to mothers. Being involved in the ‘dirty 
work’ of intimate care in some circumstances led men to refl ect on the 
need to be physically more present with their children, to engage with 
the cleaning and washing of the body, and to show physical aff ection in 
everyday life. As one informant from Kerala stated:

  In our family men were never supposed to engage with this dirty thing of 
cleaning, partly because you know in India there are also these pollution 
things…also for the Christians, albeit less than for the Hindus…And also 
fathers are not so much expected to kiss and cuddle the children, this is 
women’s business…My father never did this with me…It is sad, but this is 
how it was…But then I started to change during the years I was alone, and 
also through my work…yes, I was caring for an elderly [person], not a child! 
But in these jobs many barriers actually have to fall…and if they fall for the 
elderly, then, let them fall also for your own kids!! (Babu, Kerala. Rome) 

   Importantly, working experiences give rise to reconsiderations not 
only of father–child relations but also of wider family culture. In the 
example above, Babu distances himself from the generational model of 
his own father. However, while involvement in the IDRL might gen-
erate considerable shifts in caring ideas and practices among migrant 
men, employment relations are also frequently seen as an obstacle to 
the privacy and independence of family life. Th is is particularly evi-
dent in cases where the migrant family lives with the employer. Rich 
employers are often able to accommodate the couple in a separate fl at 
or in another area of the house, but remain vigilant with regard to the 
migrant family’s dynamics. Employer interference in issues such as how 
to feed or dress children, or how to treat them when they are sick is 
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sometimes less welcomed by migrant men than by migrant women, 
if it overlaps with close physical proximity to the employer. Men see 
this interference as challenging their householder role and putting into 
questions the expertise they have gained during years of independent 
parenting. Furthermore, it is also often seen as linked to interference 
by employers in migrants’ conjugal aff airs, and to employers’ reluctance 
to allow women greater independence by allowing her to work without 
living-in:

  Th e other day the landlord scolded me because he heard from my wife that 
I had shouted at the child…actually I did not really shout, but I was tired, 
and the child kept crying so I got irritated. We are human beings…but 
here you always have to be careful in your behaviour, not only at work but 
also in your own life. My wife tells me that they are good people…that they 
care for the child…but I am the one who cares fi rst for the child, with my 
wife of course…and I know what I am doing…[…] they should also 
respect some limits. (Xavier, 39, Philippines. Perugia) 

   Xavier’s account clearly addresses the delicate dynamics underpinning 
the cohabitation between employers and employees, and how migrant 
parenting is reworked in the process. Th e arrival of husbands is often 
perceived as a critical stage by employers not only due to the fear of con-
tamination of the house (Anderson  2000 ; Gallo  2006 ) but also because 
of the potential disruption of household routines by inappropriate 
gendered behaviour, the latter ranging from men’s sexuality, but also 
 conjugality or fathering. Frequently employers were keen to dispense 
advice on what they considered to be good modern children’s educa-
tion, in order to turn the working subject into a harmonious presence 
within the household and to educate the entire migrant family. On the 
contrary, while migrant men are keen to build on personalistic relations 
in order to promote mobility in terms of children’s schooling, 6  politi-
cal activism or associationism, or to fi nd better jobs, they are far more 
reluctant to accept employers’ interference in the intimate lives of their 
own families.  

6   See Chap.  5 . 
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    Conclusion 

 Migration brings with it the reformulation of diff erent cultural codes 
of aff ection across geographical distance (Ryan  2008 ; Ewing  2005 ) and 
locates the subjects ‘in between’ diff erent, and often in confl icting, indi-
vidual, family, and collective expectations of gendered family relations, of 
care provision, and of related cultures of emotions (Baldassar  2008 ; Gallo 
 2015a ; Maehara  2010 ; Baldassar et al.  2007 ; Baldassar and Merla  2013 ). 
Men’s engagement with pioneer women migration, and their location 
within the IDRL, deeply challenges customary family roles and requires 
men to engage with renewed forms of care provision and of emotional 
labour within their families, as well as through employment relations. As 
in the context analysed by Pribilsky ( 2004 ), men enter into a process of 
reciprocal adjustment with their wives and of redefi nition of the aff ective 
and organisational frames of conjugality and parenthood. 

 Th is adaptation goes well beyond the shifting assignation of domestic 
tasks to gendered subjects. It brings with it profound changes in how 
the household comes to be understood, experienced, and transformed 
through transnational conjugality. In this chapter, we have explored how 
men’s entry into the IDRL, and their resulting commitment to paid and 
unpaid domestic work, both results from and produces changes in mar-
riage and family life. We have argued for the need to understand migrant 
men’s adjustment to the life and working conditions underpinning the 
IDRL by looking at the wider  temporal  and  spatial  dimensions of their 
international mobility. In particular, we looked at how migrant married 
men engage with migration fl ows, which are either predominantly femi-
nised or where the emigration of women co-exists with and challenges 
traditional gendered forms of men’s migration. Th e understanding of 
how women’s migration impacts men and how men cope with their loca-
tions within women-centred networks is essential in order to challenge 
the ‘separate sphere’ approach (Connell and Messerschmidt  2005 ; Brod 
 1994 ) to men and women that often characterises men’s studies. We have 
located the understanding of migrant men’s conjugality within a context 
where transnational marriages confront socio-economic, legal, cultural, 
and aff ective constraints. Th e latter often produce delays, disillusion, 
and traumatic experiences in men’s lives, and this, in turn, shapes their 
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subsequent engagement with paid and unpaid domestic/care work. Th e 
importance of novel working experiences goes well beyond economic or 
legal ‘advantages’, and addresses the need to consider the deep shifts these 
experiences generate in men’s gendered understanding of their identities, 
family roles, and emotional experience. 

 We have suggested that men’s socialisation into domestic/care tasks 
often precedes their emigration, with men taking up care and domestic 
responsibilities in the home countries in the absence of their wives and 
female relatives. However, migration also requires men to engage with 
new work-related expectations and to cope with newly acquired skills, 
producing changes in their identities as husbands, householders, and 
fathers. Migrant men’s location within women-centred networks com-
bines with their initial employment in jobs that may be less well-paid (in 
comparison to their wives) and which are often part-time, leading them 
to take on childcare and domestic responsibilities within shared houses. 
Working experiences also feed into the ways migrant men understand 
care and domestic requirements and dilemmas. While men’s socialisa-
tion into care/domestic labour produces a more equal distribution of 
work within the household, our data also indicate that this process is 
highly infl uenced by migrant men’s generation and by their stage in the 
life course. Senior married men who have more experience of transna-
tional conjugal life may be more inclined to rethink their organisational 
and emotional contributions to household life and to paid and unpaid 
domestic labour equally with their wives in the new context. In contrast, 
among the younger couples we interviewed, men’s reluctance to share 
domestic work was more pronounced and more frequently appeared to 
lead to emotional distress and conjugal confl icts. 

 Overall, the fl ow of migrant men into the IDRL through conjugal 
relations emerges as having both enabling and constraining eff ects on 
men’s lives. On the one hand, marriage locates migrant men within a 
safer kin-based network of information, material provision, and emo-
tional solidarity. On the other hand, gendered networks and resulting 
housing strategies combine with constraining employment relations in 
limiting the extent to which migrant men can live their lives as husbands 
and fathers. Younger men’s narratives often emphasise the need to carve 
out spaces not only for individual autonomy but also for more intimate 
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lives with their wives and children. Older men more poignantly stressed 
their anxieties over how their failures at work might negatively impact 
their respectability, and sought private spaces in which to share their 
anxieties and dilemmas. It is in this context that we need to understand 
men’s strategies to move away from ‘women’s work’, —something that 
applies to both older and younger migrant men. Th is move, the follow-
ing chapter suggests, aims at withdrawing men from more feminised and 
feminising occupations and social milieus, and at carving out spaces in 
which personal independence, collective visibility, and family well-being 
can be better achieved.      
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    7   
 Moving Out of ‘Women’s Work’                     

      Notions and experiences of work are crucial for the forging of mascu-
linity and reproduction of inequality across class, gender, and ethnicity 
(Hughes  1958 ; Morgan  1992 ; Farmer  1985 ). Th e way in which mascu-
linity is constructed at work is highly relational—while the worker might 
emphasise the importance of specifi c tasks and skills in order to legitimise 
the importance of ‘lower-status’ occupations, society might also proj-
ect stereotyping and racialising images onto the worker (Ashforth and 
Kreiner  1999 ; Ramirez and Hondagneu-Sotelo  2009 ; Chusmir  1992 ) 
in order to reaffi  rm the inferior or minority status of subordinated men. 
In the workplace, men often engage with ‘body-based masculine stereo-
types’ (Hall et al.  2007 : 550), which diff erently contribute to construct 
gendered occupational cultures, and, in the process, gendered subjec-
tivities are generated through interactions and resistance. As Hernandez 
(2011: 87) suggests in the context of Mexican  jardineiros  in the USA, the 
ways in which masculinity is performed at work are the result of ‘spe-
cifi c cultural constructions and deployment in the context of citizenship 
hierarchy and racialised nativism’. Mexican workers are actively ‘doing’ 
masculinity by stressing the value of devotion and hard work, and yet 
face social constructions of maintenance work as a form of ‘dirty work’ 
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(ibid.); the characterisation of ‘dirtiness’ goes beyond the tasks under-
taken by  jardineiros  to also symbolically characterise the moral existence 
and bodily appearance of the person. 

 In line with these existing studies, the analysis developed so far in this 
book has shown how migrant men’s experiences within female-dominated 
occupations within the IDRL are tainted with ambivalence. On the one 
hand, paid domestic/care work often involves downgrading mobility for 
these men. Th is combines with the reframing of family-gendered relations 
in the new country; being located in women-centred networks and hav-
ing to meet the expectations of employers challenge men’s understanding 
of their role as breadwinners. Migrant men also face a situation where the 
training, hiring, and management of paid domestic/care labour is highly 
racialised, with diff erent Italian (institutional and informal) actors con-
structing the ideal ‘migrant domestic man’ as embodying virtues of devo-
tion, submission, and family morality. Complying with this ideal allows 
migrant men to be accepted as trustable, yet inferiorised, ‘non-citizens’. 
On the other hand, migrant men also engage in strategies that diff er-
ently attempt at achieving new respectability at work and in the family, 
and that simultaneously challenge a straightforward association between 
femininity and reproductive labour. Equally important is the fact that 
migrant men also identify in the networks established through the IDRL 
a source of potential (yet limited) social mobility for themselves and their 
families. 

 In this last chapter, we analyse the conditions under which migrant 
men move away from female-dominated occupations and the networks 
that are mobilised in the process. In the fi rst part of the chapter, we explore 
migrant men’s engagement with jobs as porters/concierges in upper 
middle- class buildings, and the extent to which this job allows changes in 
the ways in which migrants make sense of their masculinity as well as in 
their family and working lives. While the role of porter or concierge, like 
the role of handyman or gardener, constitutes an ‘internal move’ towards 
masculinised occupations within the IDRL (cf. Kilkey  2010 ), we also 
explore the extent to which the networks developed through men’s loca-
tion within the IDRL allow them to step into other employment sectors, 
and the role of Catholic networks in this process. In the second part of 
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the chapter, we explore a more symbolic form of ‘moving out’—migrant 
men’s engagement with associationism and political activism. While a 
detailed analysis of migrant associationism and/or political activism is 
beyond the remit of this chapter, we are interested here in a twofold pro-
cess linking domestic/care work with other social spheres: fi rst, the extent 
to which personalistic networks develop through domestic/care work are 
determinant in achieving public visibility; second, how masculinities and 
family relations are reworked through men’s attainment of new public 
roles within their community and vis-à- vis the Italian polity. 

    Migrant Porters: A Specialised Niche 

 Since the end of the twentieth century, in Italian cities like Rome and 
Milan, concierge work has often been undertaken by internal migrants 
from rural and southern areas of the country. While porters were present 
in lower middle-class neighbourhoods in the past, in recent decades this 
fi gure has been progressively eliminated to limit tenants’ expenses, and 
remains a marker of more prestigious residential areas. 1  Th e work of the 
porter in Italy has been offi  cially removed from the statistical category of 
domestics (Sarti  2010 ), and formally assimilated into the typology of the 
guardian. Nevertheless, the Italian national contract assigns to the porter 
diff erent tasks beyond the control of the stable, ranging from administra-
tive, maintenance, and cleaning work (Gallucci  2010 ). Beyond this, the 
work of porter also involves a diff erentiated set of informal tasks which can 
be defi ned as ‘errand services’ (Sherman  2010 : 83), including daily shop-
ping, payments, escorting the tenants and their families, or dog- sitting. 
Th e current national contract in Italy gives the porter the right to receive 
free accommodation within the building and fi xes the working hours to 48 
per week. Yet, it also requires the porter to be available for the tenants for an 
additional 12 h in case of emergencies (Gallucci  2010 ). Traditionally, the 
porter is accountable to a ‘set of employers’, including all the tenants living 

1   For comparative analysis on the work of porters in Europe see: Gul ( 2009 ), Stébé and Bronner 
( 2010 ), de Villanova and Bonnin ( 2006 ). 
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in the building as well as the owners of the fl at. Th e hiring, managing, and 
supervising of the worker is understood to be a collective duty, although it 
is often assigned to a selected individual (building administrator). 

 According to our data, since the 1980s, this occupational niche has 
witnessed an increasing infl ow of Catholic migrant men, particularly 
from India, Sri Lanka, and the Philippines, although we also recorded 
some cases of migrants from Eastern Europe (Poland and Romania in par-
ticular) or from Latin America being employed as porters or concierges. 
While it seems to us that competition for porter jobs between nationals 
and migrants is higher than for household-based care and domestic work, 
the employers we spoke with pointed out that in the 1980s and 1990s, 
it was more diffi  cult to fi nd Italian workers who were willing to take up 
these jobs due to the conditions of being bound to the building and the 
requirements of tenants. In the past 7–8 years, however, partly due to 
the economic crisis, jobs as porters have newly appealed to Italians, and 
competition with migrants has often led to racist episodes against ‘for-
eign porters’. Two of our informants had experienced verbal racism and 
physical assaults from Italians on the premise that they were stealing jobs 
from nationals. Concierge work is relatively well remunerated, although 
the salary varies according to the qualifi cations and experience of the 
worker and the socio-economic status of the tenants—while the average 
in the case of our informants was between 900 and 1200 euros a month 
(in addition to free accommodation), some Asian porters in luxury areas 
could earn up to 1600–1800 euros a month. 

 As in feminised paid domestic/care work, the combination of 
Catholicism and Asian ethnicity worked as a (positive) stereotype to render 
migrant men from these destinations more acceptable. Racialised criteria 
also worked against the (Catholic and Muslim) migrant men from Africa, 
or Muslim men from Asia (Pakistan or Bangladesh) we spoke with. Men 
from these communities were often rejected due to their physical appear-
ance or their religion, as well as due to employers’ prejudices regarding their 
(real or assumed) lower levels of education. Th e work of the porter, while 
involving diff erent ‘invisible and largely miscellaneous work necessary for 
household, family and individual reproduction’ (Sherman  2010 : 82), is 
invested with higher offi  cial status in comparison to domestic/care work. 
Th is is exemplifi ed, on the one hand, by dress codes (porters are frequently 
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required to wear a uniform in luxury city areas) and by the higher language 
competencies and interpersonal skills required by the tenants. On the other 
hand, it is also refl ected in the fact that porters obtain regular contracts 
more frequently than domestic/care workers, as tenant employers feel that 
they are more vulnerable to government checks on irregular employment. 
Of the 74 men we interviewed, 22 were able to obtain permanent or tem-
porary jobs as porters, of which 16 held a regular contract. Our data show 
that established gendered constructions of skill still operated in the job, 
as migrant porters’ employers considered that this job required a certain 
specialisation, whereas this was rarely the case with feminised domestic/care 
jobs. Employers tended to draw a distinction between the lower skilled pro-
fi le of a household-based domestic/care worker and the more demanding 
tasks of a concierge. Crucially, past experience in domestic/care work is in 
many occasions deemed to be a welcome bonus for migrant men, not only 
because it endows the latter with cleaning skills but also because it means 
they are known to other families and can be more easily recommended. 
While the informal reference system holds relevance here, however, the 
employers we spoke with also adopted a more formal language, stressing the 
need to have written proof of the worker’s skills, such as a CV or a language 
certifi cate. While formal criteria are important, they also must be supported 
by what employers defi ned as ‘suitable’ behavioural and aesthetic criteria, 
which eventually work against the hiring of ‘black’ African candidates. 

 While, in contexts like France, the nineteenth century witnessed a pro-
gressive feminisation of porter jobs that seems to persist to date (Stébé 
and Bronner  2010 ), our data suggest that in Rome and Milan the sec-
tor has seen the participation of both Italian and migrant men. Porter 
work was rarely conceptualised by our employers as exclusively a ‘women’s 
work’, contrary to Sherman’s ( 2010 ) suggestions. Interestingly, women 
porters were often associated by our upper middle-class informants with 
more popular stable in urban peripheries and with rougher management. 
Conversely, gendered stereotypes worked in favour of male porters inso-
far as the latter were deemed to provide the building with better security 
and more professional management. Porter work was conceptualised by 
employers (and employees) as involving more complex skills if compared 
to household-based paid domestic work. Employers expected migrant 
men to sustain the building’s administrator in managing the stable, as well 
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as to develop the interpersonal skills that were necessary to handle internal 
tensions (between tenants) and to welcome visitors. Porter work was thus 
conceptualised as multi-layered in nature, as it combined more masculin-
ised tasks like ensuring building security, dealing with common building 
expenses, technical maintenance, or gardening, with more feminised ones 
like cleaning, occasional cooking, or providing temporary childcare to ten-
ants’ family members. Porters were expected to move smoothly between 
masculinised and feminised tasks. Married men were preferred over single 
ones, because tenants considered the porter’s wife as a suitable potential 
employee for household-based cleaning jobs, if needed. Th us, the porter’s 
wife was often considered as an additional ‘asset’ by tenants. Porter’s wives 
were also appreciated by employers for their potential capacity to support 
their husbands in the daily maintenance of the building and in providing 
tenants with (free) daily services like cooking, stitching, or last-minute 
shopping. Indeed, the hiring process involved not only the individual 
evaluation of the migrant man, but also the latter family’s situation and 
relationships. Further, the porters’ married status was widely considered 
by tenants as morally reassuring; conjugal status was deemed to reduce 
uncontrolled sexual behaviour, which was particularly feared in relation 
to migrant men, and to enhance the capacity of the worker to conform to 
middle-class ideas of moral conduct and respectability.  

    Asian Porters in Rome and Milan: Changing 
Conjugal Relations 

 Concierge work was considered the most valued occupation within the 
IDRL by the migrant men we interviewed, and this preference was in 
many instances shared by their wives. One important reason for this 
is that this job allowed migrant men to detach from the constraints of 
co-habitation and excessive personalism of household-based domestic/
care labour without losing the opportunity to be associated with an 
upper middle-class milieu. Migrant men stressed how their capacity to 
gain personal respectability through domestic service allowed them to 
achieve a certain degree of mobility within the sector. In turn, new work-
ing status was deemed to produce novel social relations not only with 
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one employer but with a range of diff erent tenants in the building, and 
sometimes in the wider neighbourhood. Most of our informants entered 
concierge work after several years of domestic/care employment within 
Italian families. In some cases, this was the result of lengthy negotiations 
with the former employer to obtain a job that allowed the migrant fam-
ily to achieve a degree of independence while remaining ‘close enough’ 
(Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001) to continue providing the family with some 
services. In many cases, tenants referred a trustworthy migrant couple to 
their own or a nearby building administrator for concierge work, with 
the mutual understanding that the woman would continue working for 
the family on a part-time basis at least. 

 For migrant men, the move to concierge work was considered a major 
personal and family achievement insofar as it allowed migrant men to 
make a ‘double move’; that is, they moved away from co-habitation with 
Italian families and from previous housing arrangements in shared fl ats 
with co-nationals, which often involved the intrusive presence of senior 
kinwomen. Men’s narratives emphasise the important step towards the 
reacquisition of an independent householder status, and the prospect of 
privacy in their daily lives as husbands and fathers. Family routine had 
to be framed by taking into considerations the tenants’ expectations, and 
building regulations were usually applied more strictly to the migrant por-
ter’s family than to the tenant’s family. Yet, the possibility to relate to more 
than one employer allowed migrant men larger margin of negotiations on 
employment relations and a relatively higher degree of carefreeness about 
their or their family member’s daily conduct. Furthermore, as the passages 
below show, building regulations might in some circumstances work in 
favour of migrant men’s wishes to put some limits to kinfolk’s interference:

  It has been like a liberation you see… after years living like in apnoea and 
feeling controlled in everything, we could have our [own] fl at for free, in a 
good area, and go back to some normality. No one telling me how to treat 
my wife or to raise my children… (Th omas, 35, Kerala. Rome) 

   Of course you have to be sure your family life and routine will not be a 
problem for the building. We were told that we should not shout, espe-
cially at night times. Th at our kids should learn to respect the building 
regulations…but their children also have to do so, and I should say that 
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our children are much more polite than theirs, not least because we pay 
more attention to give a good impression and not to enter confl icts. But it 
is diff erent from when you have to live in the same fl at with many people…
it is really very diff erent! Here we have a normal life, husband, wife and 
kids. (Romeo, 31, Philippines. Milan) 

   It is diff erent from when you live inside an Italian family and you work 
only for them. Here if a tenant complains about my children or my work, 
of course I will take [it] into consideration…but since I am sure I do a 
good job, that my family is a good one and that some tenants are just capri-
cious, I know that I can always count on the support of other tenants. 
(Aadrian, 45, Kerala. Rome, 2010) 

   We can still invite family members and friends here…but the tenants have 
been clear that there should not be a crowd in the building all the time, 
because it is not good and they have this idea that migrant families are so 
crowded!! So, the other day, when I was alone with the building adminis-
trator and the tenants I told them my feelings: I am a migrant man, but 
they cannot even imagine how happy I am to be far away from the crowd, 
and that I am the fi rst one interested in limiting family visits to weekend 
days…and no more than once a month! With my wife’s family I have used 
this excuse of the building regulations, and told them that if we wish to see 
her family we will […] go outside, or visit them at our convenience from 
time to time. (Zachariah, 49, Kerala. Rome) 

   Migrant men’s narratives highlight the importance of balancing the reac-
quired ownership of their family roles and daily routines with the persis-
tent disciplining criteria imposed on the migrant family. Indeed, tenants 
had a considerable degree of power in directing the migrant family towards 
what they consider as appropriate behaviour, by limiting the social life and 
leisure conduct of the employees and their family members. Yet, migrant 
men also actively tried to counterbalance tenants’ criticism by adopting 
a more equal attitude towards the behaviour of the tenants’ children and 
that of their own. Th e fact of being formally assigned the responsibility 
to ensure that all tenant families respect the regulations gives the porter 
the chance to adopt similar critical stances towards employers in cases of 
inappropriate behaviour, although employees often stressed that would 
require the capacity to ‘make a critique’ without formally breaking with 
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the deferential attitude usually expected of porters in upper middle-class 
dwellings. Migrant men who had previously worked in household-based 
domestic/care service positively emphasised the diff erence between for-
mer exclusive relations of dependence on one employer and the actual 
position of having to refer to multiple and simultaneous employers. In 
their accounts, multi-employer relations allow migrant men to strike a 
better balance between possible dissatisfaction with their work on the 
part of some employers and the appreciation of others, and to build 
selective, valuable alliances within the building. Migrant men were also 
actively able to turn the limits imposed on their social life to their own 
advantage. Th is could be done by adopting the employers’ discourse on 
the unsuitable ‘crowded life’ of migrant as well as by setting practical 
boundaries with regard to the intrusive presence of in-laws. 

 On their part, migrant women often admitted to having been relieved 
of the burden of mediating between their husbands and their own fami-
lies when tensions arose while they lived together in the same fl at, and 
many shared with their husbands the appreciation of a more indepen-
dent and private family life. However, some of the women we spoke with 
also lamented how the move of their husbands to concierge jobs also 
allowed these to have greater control over their working and social lives, 
and sometime conceptualised this move as involving a loss of autonomy 
for themselves and of daily support from kinwomen:

  I cannot say I am not happy, it has been a big change in terms of salary, 
accommodation, housing and life style…my husband now earns more and 
we do not have to share the bills with other relatives for the house we were 
renting…We have our own accommodation and we can spend much more 
time together alone with the kids. Sometime it is more tiring because I 
have no one to help me here at home…Zachariah does some things at 
home but he is also often busy with his work, so sometimes I feel a bit 
lonely in the daily eff ort…(Maryam, 42, Kerala. Rome) 

   It looked really good…for instance the fi rst Sunday we spent in the new 
house my husband told me…no family lunch or commitments today, we 
will be tourists in Rome, just me, you and the kids. We could never aff ord 
this because there was always something to do in the house we were sharing 
before and it appeared rude just to leave and have some romantic tour of 
the city leaving the others to clean and cook. But in the new fl at we became 
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a couple for the fi rst time after years!! It is not all roses I should say…for 
instance my husband has become more jealous and more openly asks me 
where I am going or when I come back, whom I met!! I make fun of him 
saying that he really takes the role of the guardian seriously, but I am not 
fully comfortable with his attitude…he did not use to be like this and I am 
not accustomed to being checked [up on]!! (Teresa, 47, Philippines. Rome) 

   Migrant women often positively valued the renewed intimacy with their 
husbands and the opportunity to escape from kin duties during their free 
time, both of which were more diffi  cult in the context of co-ethnic fl at shar-
ing. Th e new salary was equally important; migrant women were glad that 
their husbands had obtained well-remunerated work, as this was deemed to 
produce less competition and more harmony within the couple. Yet, at the 
same time, they were often concerned with the changing attitudes of their 
husbands who, having regained the role of breadwinner might begin to show 
more authoritarian behaviour and attempt to re-establish patriarchal rela-
tions within the family. While women often ironised about men’s attitudes 
(for instance, by stressing their husbands’ attachment to their gatekeeper 
role) as a way to de-legitimise their husband’s authority, they also shared their 
anxieties about increased loneliness, family quarrels, and the need to defend 
their autonomy. In terms of the gendered division of work, migrant men’s 
entry into concierge work produced some shifts. In the new work-life setting, 
migrant men subscribed to the need to carry out feminised labour within the 
building, like cleaning or shopping, but they often withdrew from doing so 
in their own home. While migrant men were keen to engage in childcare, 
they expected their wives to take up cleaning, ironing, and cooking once 
the latter were back from work, by claiming that they were already covering 
diff erent tasks for the building. While women did not always accommodate 
these demands and also referred to their heavy work hours in expecting their 
husbands to do some cooking and cleaning for the family, porter’s wives 
were often subject to a  triple burden  in the form of the need to combine their 
own jobs with unpaid services within the building as well as household and 
kin work. In most of the cases we encountered, women had or intended to 
quit their live-in jobs in favour of live-out full-time or part-time occupa-
tions. Migrant women married to porters usually preferred to work for ten-
ant families or to work elsewhere in the same neighbourhood, so as to avoid 
long commutes. Th is was not always possible, particularly if nearby families 
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only required part-time or low- paid services. As such, wives sometimes took 
on daily jobs for more distant employers, meaning that they returned home 
very late. Women also encountered diffi  culties in drawing a line between 
their roles as working women and as porter’s wives, and were often expected 
to do unpaid labour for the building during their free time:

  When I am back home, sometimes it is a 8 pm…I have not seen the kids 
all day, and I just wish to go, eat and relax…and then I encounter one fam-
ily or the other, and [they] tell me…‘Oh, Alfreda, you are back, would you 
mind doing this or that?’ I mean, my husband is employed in this building, 
not me…or at least not for the building or not for  that  family…and they 
know I am working outside…But they do not care and [they] ask [any-
way]. (Alfreda, Sri Lanka. Milan) 

   One day I said in a polite way…‘Madam I am tired, could you please ask 
my husband who is here every-day’…and they said that he had cleaned the 
stairs in the morning, but that as a woman I could do it better and that I 
could have easily give a hand to him…I was very pissed off … (Shilpa, 
India. Rome) 

   Employers often approached migrant women in relation to tasks which 
were seen as more  feminised , in order to complement the masculinised 
work of maintenance and surveillance of the concierge. 

 Porter work, thus, produced important changes in conjugal relations 
and in the gendered division of work in the migrants’ family. In many cir-
cumstances, migrant men were able to eff ectively regain a breadwinning 
role by securing a new, higher salary (higher than that of their wives) and 
independent accommodation for their families. In this respect, although 
migrant men employed in household-based reproductive labour have a cer-
tain degree of fl exibility in terms of salary, working hours, and networks, 2  
there are important diff erences with migrant men in masculinised niches 
of reproductive labour. As in the case of handyman or gardening work 
(Kilkey et al. 2013; Ramirez and Hondagneu-Sotelo  2009 ), migrant men 
in porter jobs benefi t from the ‘boon’ of masculinity (Williams  1989 ) to 
secure the best positions and salaries in the sector if compared to migrant 
men in more feminised occupations in reproductive labour, who share 

2   See the analysis developed in Chap. 5. 
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lower positions within the hierarchy with their female colleagues. Yet, 
as we have suggested, as in other masculinised jobs within reproductive 
labour, men’s location in concierge work is determinant for the reproduc-
tion of class diff erence and of diff erent access to family life compared with 
upper middle-class employers (Ramirez and Hondagneu-Sotelo  2009 ). 
Porters, for example, do not have the same degree of freedom to leave 
the building and are expected to be available night and day to respond 
to tenants’ requirements or emergency issues, often much beyond their 
offi  cial working hours. Diff erent rituals of subordination (Rollins  1985 ) 
are also enacted by employers in their daily relations with porters. During 
our visits to porters’ families in Rome and Milan, we often saw tenants 
handing over small and light bags for porters to carry, which they could 
easily have carried themselves; porters were often embarrassed in front 
of us and commented on how employers often abused their patience by 
requiring them to do unnecessary work. Similarly, porters were often dis-
turbed during dinner and lunch breaks by minor requests or caprices, 
such as requests to go out and buy desired foods or other items. Social 
hierarchies were also refl ected in the  architectural placement of tenant and 
concierge dwellings, with migrant men and their families usually living 
on the ground fl oor and with employment relations often being spatially 
conceptualised in terms of ‘upstairs and downstairs’ (Gul  2009 : 47). 

 Nevertheless, porters sometimes expressed a greater degree of confi -
dence in asserting their rights and negotiating their work–life balance, 
prioritising tasks and claiming space for their own family issues, than we 
observed on the part of men in more feminised and live-in occupations. 
As we have already seen, migrant men often draw from their awareness 
that the ‘right combination’ of language and interpersonal skills, long-
term trustworthiness, family status, and ‘good appearance’ increases their 
value in the job market. Employers were often reluctant to spend time 
negotiating between themselves to fi nd another concierge or to pay an 
agency for this, and that the idea of fi ring a concierge after years of employ-
ment was usually disliked. Furthermore, unlike migrant gardeners in the 
USA who remain ‘permanent outsiders’ (Ramirez and Hondagneu-Sotelo 
 2009 : 147) with respect to middle-class American families, it is possible 
for porters to set their everyday lives in less stigmatised neighbourhoods 
and acquire a greater intimacy with middle-class Italian families. Further, 
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the spatial convergence between the workplace and the place of residence 
releases porters from the need to commute long distances and allows them 
to save time for their families and children. In this respect, we found that 
migrant men’s location in concierge work created fewer family–work con-
fl icts and obstacles to attaining a successful breadwinning role (cf. Ramirez 
and Hondagneu-Sotelo  2009 ) compared with other masculinised occupa-
tions within the IDRL. Migrant men emphasised the advantages of being 
able to spend more time with their children, to be at home when they 
returned from school, and to support them with their homework (some-
times by also asking for help from some of the tenants and from their 
children). In some circumstances, migrant men felt confi dent of the fact 
that by working in the building they could supervise their children’s play 
and social life, by getting to know their friends. Porters’ children were 
sometime invited into tenants’ homes to play or to study, and occasion-
ally friendships among the younger generations were built across class and 
ethnic lines. Migrant men were also strongly aware of the fact that their 
jobs allowed their children to attend good schools in the neighbourhoods 
where they worked, often thanks to the intercession of tenants. 3   

    Porterage, Masculinity, and the Management 
of Social Relations 

 As implied above, obtaining concierge work is key to migrant men’s con-
tinuing engagement with a model of respectable masculinity, which, at 
the same time, comes to be partly purifi ed from the emasculating stigma 
attached to household-based domestic/care work. Specifi c forms of mas-
culinity through concierge work are constructed through daily tasks and 
social relations (cf. Ramirez  2011 ), which ambivalently construct the 
porter as a person dealing with dirty work associated with cleaning and 
maintenance and yet also as someone fulfi lling a more valuable role as 
the material and symbolic gatekeeper of the building, upholding security 
and respectability. Migrant men actively work to detach themselves from 
more stigmatising tasks and to make public their guardian role. Th is can 

3   See the discussion developed in Chap. 5. 
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be achieved by asking their wives to do some cleaning as well (when 
possible) and doing cleaning and maintenance tasks during hours when 
tenants are not around, so as to render dirty work less visible to tenants 
and visitors. Tenants often require the stairs or the widows to be cleaned, 
and/or the common rubbish to be removed early each morning or every 
night in order to ensure the building looks good before the day begins. 
For migrant men, however, this may also allow them to feel more com-
fortable with respect to more demeaning tasks:

  I usually wake up at 5 am, and the fi rst thing I do is to clean the common 
areas of the building and the garden. It is good, no one is around and I do 
not have people telling me to move away to let them go in and out…I feel 
humiliated when I am folded on the ground cleaning and you see one ten-
ant all dressed elegantly and with high heels just asking me to move aside 
because she is in a hurry…so I thought better to do some tasks alone in 
silence! (Romeo, 31, Philippines. Milan) 

   Migrant men tend to organise their daily working schedules and the 
multi-layered tasks they are expected to do in such a way that the more 
masculinised tasks, such as handyman work, building supervision, or 
dealing with payments, are made more public and visible to the external 
gaze, while leaving the more feminising tasks for those times when the 
circulation of people is limited. Class hierarchies are reproduced across 
gender lines in men’s bodily postures related to cleaning work. Romeo, 
for example, refers to being ‘folded’ on the fl oor in order to do the clean-
ing properly while a female tenant in high heels steps past him in a rush. 
Men’s narratives emphasised their particular discomfort in showing 
themselves doing feminising tasks in front of tenant women because this 
reminded them of their uneasy experiences working as domestics within 
Italian families, and they often preferred to deal with male tenants in the 
building rather than with women. Indeed, rituals of subordination more 
often gave rise to tensions or embarrassment if enacted by female employ-
ers, and more frequently inspired ironic comments.

  Th e other day,  la signora  Ginevra [ Madam Ginevra ] came down dressed all 
elegant in black and white…like a penguin!! It was only 4 pm and she looked 
like she was going to a big party!! I found her quite ridiculous, but I asked 
her where she was going and if she needed any help…she did not even reply 
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but asked me to give a second clean to the elevator’s fl oor…It was already 
clean!! Th en I cleaned it again but it was a bit slippery…but then I thought 
that penguins usually like to slip!! Her husband is not like that…more classy 
and polite, a real gentleman, not pretending all the time, and he does not 
make you feel inferior…Overall with the men of the building I can have a 
more reasonable conversation!! Th ese upper-class women are so capricious, 
particularly those who are not working! (Sebastian, 41, Philippines. Rome) 

   Irony often allowed migrant men to cope with the embarrassment and chal-
lenges linked to their subordination to a female authority, and to question 
the latter. Here, Sebastian contrasts the arrogance and capriciousness of 
‘these upper-class women’ with the truly gentleman-like behaviour of male 
employers. In the same line, migrant men often delegitimised female ten-
ant’s requests for additional cleaning to be done, and associated these with 
the demanding attitude of middle upper-class housewives who did not have 
to concern themselves with busy working schedules and commitments. 
Indeed, porters often sought a degree of understanding and complicity 
with male tenants, and often deemed it easier to establish frank and har-
monious relationships with them than with female tenants. Nevertheless, 
porters’ relationship with tenants remained framed by an overall tension 
between  proximity  and  distance : migrant men’s capacity to strike the right 
balance between these two poles was valued by migrant men as part of their 
working skills and masculine identity. Indeed, masculinity was reasserted 
by our informants by stressing how women would have been less suitable 
in taking up porter work full-time. Th ey were deemed to face more dif-
fi culties in keeping calm in instances of specifi c tensions between tenants, 
in maintaining detachment from tenants’ gossiping attitudes, or showing 
openly their sympathies and antipathies for Italian tenants:

  As a porter you have a delicate task…you cannot be too emotional but also 
not too cold. You have to be there when some tenants would like to have a 
chat or make a confi dence…in a way you have to show your understanding 
or try to give an advice if this is accepted. But then you have to forget, and 
keep the secret in the corner of your mind…you also cannot let one tenant 
intend that you have some private knowledge about other tenants…I think 
a man is better suited for this task. A woman would not be able to maintain 
the detachment, she would be too much involved in gossiping, and she 
might lose her job for this if she abuses her role… (Ignatius, Kerala, 51). 
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   Of course my wife is also involved in the building life, even if she is work-
ing offi  cially in another part of the city. People talk to her but I make sure 
that she keeps her mouth close, and that she lets me handle delicate situa-
tions within the building…she sometimes has the tendency to show openly 
whom she likes within the stable and whom she does not…a good porter 
should not do this. It is like when you are working for a company…even if 
you do not like the client, you have to smile and be kind, even if you have 
to make some critical remarks. (Diego, Ecuador, 52) 

   In defending their professionalism as porter, migrant men often used a 
language that combined a managerial approach to employment relations, 
by, for instance, paralleling tenants to private company’s clients, with 
refl ections on the emotional work required to handle tensions within 
the building, personal problems, and gossiping practices. Th is side of 
employment, while requiring sensibility and interpersonal skills much 
beyond the offi  cial contractual tasks, is nevertheless conceptualised as 
masculine, as women are deemed to lack the necessary balance between 
empathy and detachment that ensures the correct handling of potential 
discontent. Th e capacity to handle multiple relationships with employers 
was a relevant factor in the construction of concierges’ identities. Hughes’ 
pioneering work on janitors ( 1958 ) off ers us several useful comparative 
insights. Th e author is concerned with analysing how working-class men 
made sense of the ‘dirty’ nature of their work and of their marginalised 
social status through interaction with upper-class men and women. He 
notes how the nature of their work allowed porters to gain knowledge 
of the intimate sphere of tenants’ lives, for example, being aware of 
their conjugal clashes, love aff airs, monetary problems, job failures, or 
psychological distress. Th is gives porters a kind of ‘magical power’ over 
the tenants (Hughes  1958 : 51), which is often instrumentally manipu-
lated by the worker to challenge the status claims of upper-class men 
(and women), as well as their assumed cultural superiority. In parallel, 
the hypocritical façade of employers is contrasted with the solidity of 
working-class values and morals. Important similarities and diff erences 
emerge in the context of Asian porters in Rome and Milan. Migrant men 
often drew from their long-standing experience in the building to present 
themselves as the repository of intimate knowledge about the building 
and, in some circumstances, the neighbourhood, thanks to their acquain-
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tance with other concierges. While this also occurred in the context of 
household-based services, employers were deemed to feel more comfort-
able in sharing their concerns, as they felt reassured by the externality of 
the worker (the latter not being based in employers’ homes). Migrant 
men’s peculiar location as insiders–outsiders in relation to domestic busi-
ness gave them the opportunity to observe tenants’ routines and habits as 
well as their problems and interpersonal relationships. Th ey often shared 
with us information about tenants’ personal lives and relationships, com-
paring these with their own lives and values:

  At the beginning they all look polished and [look like] saints…some in eff ect 
are good people, but many, when you come to know them…they are very 
diff erent from how they appear. In this building both husbands and wives 
have […] love aff airs…they give advice to me on my family but they are not 
really well-positioned to do so…Italians are much less caring about their 
families, they are more free, probably too much! In the Philippines it is not 
like this, men have the duty to respect their wives…and vice versa. It is not 
that I do not like women, and I had many aff airs before marriage, but when 
you marry life should change… (Sebastian, 41, Philippines. Rome, 2011) 

   Th e tenant on the last fl oor, he plays poker in [a] nearby luxury house 
with some friends…I believe he lost 3,000 Euros [a] few weeks ago…he 
came back at 5  am, while I was cleaning. Th ere was no one around. 
I know he cannot say this to other people in the building…not to mention 
his wife! He sat down to complain about his destiny and stupidity…he 
regretted this but he also justifi ed himself by saying that a man like him, 
who is working a lot and earning a lot of money, can indulge in some 
hobbies to kill the time…Well, I said to him openly that I did not 
agree…that a lot of people work hard and do not have to dissipate money 
if they have a family…I said this in a kind way… me I am sending 
money to Kerala every two months, and I fi nd [it] really indecent that a 
man [should] waste his earnings on poker…I feel very ashamed and pity 
him when I see him since what happened on that morning. (Ignatius, 
51, Kerala. Rome) 

   Th e above passages well exemplify migrant men’s willingness to distance 
themselves from what they perceive as the weaker family values of their 
employers and to condemn their frequent love aff airs. Th e latter are 
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deemed to compromise employers’ claims of moral superiority and are 
used to challenge the role of moral advisor usually inhabited by higher-
status men. Migrant men often drew from essentialised notions of their 
original family culture and tradition to make moral claims of their own. 
In addition, working-class values were contrasted with upper-class deca-
dence. In doing so, porters often located themselves in opposition to both 
reifi ed models of carefree and immoral upper-class masculinity on the one 
hand, and of threatening hyper-masculinity of other migrants and minor-
ities on the other hand, and identifi ed with alternative models of gender 
by emphasising a more balanced combination of breadwinning responsi-
bility and experienced sexuality and yet mature loyalty towards the wife 
and the family. Upper-class men who fail to fi nd a similar balance often 
lose the respect of porters and are somewhat inferiorised in discourses 
emphasising the pettiness and immorality of certain forms of behaviour. 

 In comparison to the analysis developed by Hughes ( 1958 ), migrant 
men overall often mobilised a distancing discourse based on class as well 
as ethnicity and cultural tradition to delegitimise the superiority claims 
of employers, and sometimes felt confi dent in expressing criticism of 
their behaviour and ideas. In some cases, the loss of respect towards the 
employer could also lead to the porter becoming more negligent in terms 
of service provision (cf. Dant and Bowles  2003 ) and being less deferential 
in the employers’ presence. At the same time, in the context of the pres-
ent analysis, migrant men’s access to secrets combined with their role as 
guardians of internal regulations leads them to emphasise their manage-
rial role regarding the daily life and harmony of the building. Th e capac-
ity to spatially and relationally move within the building and to manage 
diff erent family situations and complaints is a distinctive trait associated 
with concierge work and plays a key role in the construction of migrant 
men’s masculinity. Porters often emphasised the importance of ensur-
ing tenants respected the rules by managing delicate situations and hav-
ing the know-how necessary to avoid further tensions. Th ey were often 
aware that should clashes erupt (e.g., as a result of noise complaints), they 
would probably be blamed, and therefore justifi ed their more assertive 
behaviour by referring to their offi  cial duties and to their knowledge of 
the written regulations. By positioning themselves as mediators between 
diff erent tenants and as managers of human relations, porters off ered 
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another interpretation of their work. Again, this can be seen to include 
an attempt to marginalise or render less visible those tasks that are heavily 
associated with feminised occupations. 

 Overall, porter work constitutes an important occupational niche for 
migrant men; it off ers opportunities for (limited) social mobility within 
the IDRL towards more masculinised occupations while it retains some 
of the advantages usually associated with household-based domestic/care 
work. Analysing this niche off ers insights on how migrant men ‘respond 
and actively shape the environment in which they operate’ (Kilkey et al. 
2013: 92). Although competition with Italians is high, in both Rome and 
Milan, men of Asian origins were able to carve out considerable space for 
themselves, often developing networks of information and recommenda-
tion which allowed jobs to be passed on to ethnic fellows. Migrant men 
were off ered more fl exibility in terms of working hours, and in some cases 
their exotic appearance as ‘well-educated’ and ‘good-mannered’ Indian or 
Filipino men led to them being preferred to Italian men by the working- 
class and/or in the southern areas of Italy. Migrant men’s entry into porter 
employment was often based on them complying with racialised stereotypes 
of trustworthiness and docility associated with feminised Asian ethnicity. 
Yet, the highly diff erentiated nature of concierge work also allowed migrant 
men to invest in those tasks which are considered more edifying from a 
moral and practical point of view while keeping their exclusive association 
with dirty work. Obtaining a higher salary and the combination of resi-
dence and workplace also allowed migrant men to regain a breadwinning 
role and to distance themselves from female kin networks, although this 
often translated into heightened work and family burdens for their wives.  

    Moving Out of Household-Based Domestic/
Care Services 

 According to our data, migrant men who obtain and are able to retain 
concierge work rarely search for other jobs in other sectors. Our informants 
who lived in cities like Milan and Rome appreciated the work for economic 
and social reasons. With regard to the building or service sector, men were 
also concerned about the higher level of competition with Italians over 
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jobs. Direct confrontations with nationals and other foreign communities 
within specifi c occupational niches within these sectors were sometimes 
seen as a potential source of racism and violence. 

 Men in feminised niches in domestic/care service were keener to carve 
out spaces of social mobility outside the sector and were actively consid-
ering the alternative (limited) labour possibilities available to migrants. 
In all of the four cities considered, the constrained labour market tended 
to channel migrants towards the service/restoration sector (restaurants, 
hotels, shops) as well as to ethnic businesses, the latter being particularly 
developed in bigger cities like Rome and Milan. Th e building sector and 
small-scale industry off ered employment opportunities, particularly in 
Perugia, Milan, and Genoa, while the latter also off ered some oppor-
tunities to migrant men in the port industry. In Rome, the concentra-
tion of Vatican offi  ces and private Catholic institutions such as hospitals, 
nursing homes, kindergartens, schools, as well as research and admin-
istrative centres also off ered some alterative occupations to migrant 
men. According to our data, movement away from the IDRL was rather 
limited and mainly involved men moving to unskilled and semi-skilled 
occupations. 4  Nevertheless, and importantly, Catholic migrant men from 
Latin America and Asia were more easily able to move to semi-skilled 
occupations such as offi  ce secretary or trade-union employee, thanks to 
their religious networks with Vatican and local church institutions. Th e 
move from domestic/care paid service to offi  ce work produced impor-
tant changes in men’s lives. It implied a distance from the ‘dirty work’ 
associated with manual labour within Italian houses and the acquisition/
recognitions of skills which had remained hidden in previous forms of 
occupation. Our interlocutors stressed how it helped their self-esteem to 
fi nally have their university degree recognised by Italian actors beyond 
the issue of ‘domestic respectability’:

  When I started to work for the ACLI I had the feeling I went back to my 
own self…I mean, after 15 years of care work someone at last thought that 
being graduated in sociology and having a master in International Relations 

4   In our sample, nearly 36 % of migrant men (31 of 74) were able to move to other occupations: 
these mainly involved men from Africa (9), Albania (5), Eastern Europe (4), and, to a lesser extent 
with respect to the internal ethnic distribution of the sample, Latin America (5), and Asia (8). 
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in India, maybe I could have done a good jobs also within Italian 
 institutions!! My previous employers were always repeating me, oh Paul is 
good, he is educated, he has a master….but then my tasks did not change…
Th en my last landlord understood that I was wasted for this job and con-
tacted a friend in his parish who is a catholic unionist…and here I am 
doing offi  ce job! (Paul, Kerala, 39. Rome) 

   Th e case of Paul is paradigmatic of a wider tendency among the migrant 
men in our sample who could achieve a certain degree of social mobility 
towards low-level clerical occupations to stress the regenerating process of 
moving out from domestic occupations while also signifi cantly drawing 
from the social capital of relationships developed through paid domestic/
care labour. Catholic networks, alongside relations with previous domes-
tic employers, remain determinant in providing migrants with oppor-
tunities of class mobility, although according to our data, this seems to 
involve Catholic Asian and Latin American migrants to a large extent. 
Importantly, forms of social mobility, more than being constructed 
around a straightforward appreciation of migrant men’s educational and 
professional background, tend to result from a long-term acquaintance 
with migrant men’s attitudes in Italian households and, to a large extent, 
in local parishes. 

 Th e obtainment of clerical jobs also produces important changes in 
migrant men’s positioning within and beyond their ethnic network, inso-
far as it allows men to question, or at least to complement, the ‘traditional’ 
role of pioneer women in being a point of reference for the community 
(Gallo  2006 ) and in acting as ‘matrons’ in the allocation of resources 
for newly arrived migrants. With time, men like Paul were able to not 
only build a solid reputation within their own community but also to 
widen their non–co-ethnic networks as well as their networks with other 
migrants. Like others who found employment in Catholic associations, 
he was in a position of potentially supporting other migrants to obtain 
information about work contracts, to solve employment problems, and 
to claim their rights as employees. Th ey were sometimes in the position 
to extend the word-of-mouth search for jobs outside the domain of paid 
domestic/care services and to provide work opportunities in local (reli-
gious or secular) institutions, NGOs, or the service sector. 
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 More detailed refl ections are necessary to unravel the persistent impor-
tance of Catholic networks in the context of migrant men’s mobility 
outside social reproductive labour. A certain degree of social mobility 
towards better paid and/or semi-skilled occupations outside paid domes-
tic/care work is achieved by men who are located in masculine ethnic 
networks, as well as by those who can establish connections with local 
parties, NGOs, or migrant associations. In cities like Perugia or Genoa, 
which have a longer tradition of left-wing local governments subsidis-
ing local associations and projects supporting ‘intercultural’ dialogue, as 
well as developmental projects with African countries, Muslim men from 
Africa can, in certain circumstances, move ‘up’ to NGO jobs, thanks to 
their political affi  liation. However, we found this to be less likely in Rome 
or Milan, which have recently shifted towards centre-right and populist 
radical right governments. According to our data, Catholic networks, 
while being particularly pronounced in the Rome province, remain sig-
nifi cant in the other research contexts we looked at. Our data also sug-
gest that prolonged experience within the domestic/care service sector, 
combined with men’s involvement in Italian parish life, is an important 
resource in migrant men’s potential movement out of feminised occupa-
tions and in the obtainment of higher-status occupations in Catholic 
institutions and associations. Such jobs do not necessarily imply better 
salaries or permanent positions. As such, they are usually accepted by 
migrant men who already have a permanent or long-term residence per-
mit and who can take the risk of having their contract renewed every 6 
months, or every year. 

 Migrant men may also combine part-time jobs in Italian families with 
offi  ce work in order to increase their monthly salaries. Particularly among 
Asian and Latin American men who have a higher level of formal educa-
tion, even part-time occupations for Vatican or Catholic institutions, in 
general, represented a way to ‘turn back’ towards their earlier aspirations 
for more rewarding occupations. Jobs in trade unions, research centres, 
or Catholic offi  ces often require men to act as cultural mediators between 
Italians and other migrants, to conduct small-scale research on migrants’ 
problems, or to travel within the region in which they are based, accompa-
nying higher-status Catholic representatives (such as bishops). Vincent, a 
46-year-old man from Kerala, started to work as a secretary for a Catholic 
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representative who was often sent on missions to India and Asia. We met 
Vincent several times between 1998 and 2008. During these 10 years, 
he enacted diff erent strategies of social mobility, thanks to his long-term 
connections with Vatican and Catholic actors. Having arrived in Italy in 
1988 to join his wife, Vincent worked hard in the domestic sector for 10 
years before obtaining work in the Vatican as a driver and as a translator, 
at weekends. In 2002, he was able to quit domestic employment and 
obtained a permanent job as a personal secretary. In 2006, he obtained 
Italian citizenship. Discussing his experience, he told us:

  You see…I cannot say it has not been diffi  cult…I have a university degree 
in Kerala, but when I fi rst came here I could only fi nd domestic work…it 
was a shock…but then I did not give up…I have learned Italian, I also have 
a certifi cate…I was studying at nights, even when I was looking after 
elderly people I kept studying…thinking that God would reward me one 
day or the other…I was not simply sitting and waiting for a job, like my 
friends from Kerala do: I was asking the priest and the people I came to 
know if there was something more decent for me…I kept informing them 
that I was a graduate, that I spoke four languages and that I could be a 
resource for them…One day I remember I said to a cardinal for whom I 
was driving…“You see  Monsignor , Indian men are not only good for clean-
ing as many of you think, you know?” He laughed but then he also helped 
[me] to fi nd translation work…because Italians still do not understand 
that we can be a resource […] So I started with driving, then translating, 
then offi  ce work…and here we are… (Vincent, 46, Kerala. Rome) 

   Vincent’s words exemplify relatively widespread tendencies among men 
who have moved out of the IDRL to distance themselves from eth-
nic fellows whom they deem unwilling or unable to capitalise on their 
location within Catholic networks in order to detach from unmanning 
representations and feminising work. Tellingly, Vincent challenges racial-
ising stereotypes of Asian men frequently adopted by Catholic actors, 
assertively presenting himself as a man with many skills and a great deal 
of potential beyond domestic employment. Similarly, Vicente (from 
Peru) and George (from the Philippines), both in their 50s and both 
living in Perugia, were able to get jobs in the ACLI (Associazione Italiana 
Lavoratori Cristiani) and in the Catholic trade union association CISL 
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( Confederazione Italiana Sindacati Lavoratori ). For Vicente and George, 
cleaning work for the parish and a local priest’s residence constituted a 
form of ‘apprenticeship’ that allowed them to pursue other occupational 
possibilities. Importantly, they both stressed that they were better placed 
as trade union workers for household-based services than Italian men due 
to their direct knowledge of feminised working experiences:

  My Italian colleagues are not aware of the problems, the humiliations, the 
confl icts that men like us have to experience in these occupations…at the 
same time migrant men who arrive here are not aware of their rights, and of 
the problems they can encounter at work…I have 15 years of experience as 
[a] care provider, as [a] domestic...I have done so many jobs that I know very 
well all the important issues…and the demands and abuse of the employ-
ers…So I really speak out of a grounded knowledge….not like many trade 
unionists who fi ll [their mouths] with big words and then have never used a 
vacuum cleaner or cleaned a toilet themselves!! (Vicente, 51, Peru. Perugia). 

   I tell my Italian colleagues in the trade union…I am  more modern  than 
you…I am a man that can do everything at home and outside…and that is 
why I am a better unionist than you!! How can you represent domestic 
workers if you do not have working experience in the fi eld yourself? And 
for the ACLI you also need to be a good Catholic, which many of my col-
leagues are only on paper…You have to have [a] spirit of sacrifi ce which 
men like us [have], who have struggled for years to handle humiliating 
jobs. (Giorgio, 52, the Philippines. Perugia) 

   It is important to note that some migrant men capitalise on their experi-
ence in feminised occupations to construct novel forms of professional-
ism; in this respect, they dissociate themselves from their male Italian 
colleagues who are seen as lacking the ‘grounded’ experience of demean-
ing work situations, and of all the practical, emotional, and family dilem-
mas encountered by foreign workers in dealing with Italian employers. 
‘Real men’, they suggest, are able to cope with the moral and material 
hardship of working in domestic service At the same time, migrant men 
also transform the terms of their intimate knowledge of Italian  families 
from a more clientelistic acceptance of personalistic relations into a more 
open critique of employers’ domestic abuses and exploitations, thereby 
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acquiring a new public role as defenders of workers. In the process, 
migrant men claim for themselves superior and ‘modern’ models of mas-
culinity. In a similar vein, religious ethnic and gendered modernity is 
claimed to reverse stereotypical representations of Asian men as back-
wardly pious, and to assert the modernity of sacrifi ce and hard labour as 
a way to acquire broader working skills and greater adaptability. 

 Th e detachment from menial work and the achievement of semi-skilled 
status allow migrant men to retain the aura of respectability frequently asso-
ciated with Catholic milieu and also to rebalance the gendered power within 
more feminised communities. Th is is done by questioning the ‘exclusive’ 
status and authority of pioneer migrant women who, as already discussed, 
often act as ‘big women’ within the community. Migrant men often become 
sources of information and advice on work-related issues (including job 
prospects outside the domestic/care sector) as well as on family or other 
problems. To some extent, this new infl uential role within the community 
‘replicates’ the disciplining attitude of pioneer women towards new arrivals, 
insofar as it tends to direct migrant men towards the domestic/care sector 
on the basis of the advantages this sector is seen to allow. Men draw from 
the example of themselves as ‘patient and sacrifi cing men’ who, after many 
years and the accumulation of the necessary skills and connections, have 
been able to step away from feminised occupations, and invite youngsters 
to follow their path. However, more than ‘big women’, migrant ‘big men’ 
tend to adopt a language of workers’ rights and to encourage other men 
to negotiate with employers, provided that they have acquired a decent 
knowledge of Italian and have proved themselves to be good workers dur-
ing the months after their arrival. Senior migrant men also seem to be more 
receptive towards younger men’s complaints about the need to adjust to 
feminising occupations, and also more frequently mobilise their networks 
to carve out alternative possibilities for younger generations. 

 Ethnicity and religion played a role in migrant men’s evaluation of 
occupational mobility, although other variables such as life-cycle stage, 
generation, and family status were no less important in shaping men’s 
attitudes. Catholic informants from India, the Philippines, and Sri 
Lanka, and, to a more limited extent, from Latin America, were in some 
cases more reluctant to accept jobs in the building sector or in ethnic 
businesses. Th ey deemed these to be riskier in physical and economic 
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terms, respectively, exhausting in terms of working hours, and with few 
benefi ts in terms of connectedness and housing. Diff erently, within our 
sample, men from Albania, Romania, and Senegal or Ghana were more 
willing to appreciate the greater independence from co-habitation and 
personalistic relations that jobs in the service industry, small-scale fi rms, 
or ethnic businesses allowed. In addition, they appreciated the fact that 
these sectors better allowed them to share spaces of homosociality across 
ethnic lines, due to the high proportion of Italian men and men of other 
foreign backgrounds, and also to engage with more masculinised tasks 
like economic management and entrepreneurialism (ethnic businesses) 
and technical skills and physical strength (small-scale industry and the 
building sector). While they were also concerned with the higher risks 
of these jobs in terms of personal and fi nancial security, they emphasised 
these risks as inherent to a model of regained masculinity.

  See, before I was waking up and the only move I was making was from my 
small bedroom to the bathroom and then to take charge of the house and 
the granny. I rarely went out for myself for a walk or to meet friends. Now, 
it is true, I wake up earlier to travel up to the construction site but I feel 
free that I can take the bus, meeting other people going to work, and then 
at 5 pm in winter the work is fi nished…and I have my free time to meet 
with others. (Selim, 29, Ghana. Perugia) 

   I worked as domestic for a family for four years, and since I was not married 
I was able to save money. But it was not for me…always at home, you end 
up not being a man but a pet….Th e job was not really tiring but [it] was 
boring, always the same. Th en one friend from Senegal asked me if I wished 
to join him [in] a business with an Italian man, and we opened an African 
restaurant. Th e Italian guy put [in] 50 % of the money and me and my 
friend [gave] the remaining part so we are partners. It is risky because one 
day you have clients and then for days no one shows up…but at least you 
manage your own life, I work harder than before but it feels good…what 
man are you if you do not take risks? (Ahmed, 38; Senegal, 38. Rome) 

   I am not like these men from India or the Philippines…just sitting in 
Italian houses and not knowing the world…I wanted to know Italy, to taste 
diff erent opportunities, even if to foreign men Italians do not off er much, 
but after working as [a] care provider for a family I got a job in a [factory]…
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I was just assembling pieces, but after three years I took some training and 
moved to be semi-killed, and I am earning more. At 6 pm the work is done, 
all free weekends to go around… (Stevio, 36, Romania. Perugia) 

   Spatial metaphors are often used to make sense of new gendered identities. 
Limitations to physical movement is a characteristic of jobs in household-
based domestic service, whereas the more tiring, but liberating, possibility 
of travelling and having free time out of work is associated with regained 
masculine behaviour. Men from more heavily stigmatised communi-
ties, such as African or Albanian men, often experience discrimination 
at diff erent levels. Within the domestic/care service sector they are less 
able to command higher salaries or to access more masculinised occupa-
tions like concierge work (unlike their Catholic Asian or Latin American 
counterparts); they are also more frequently targets of discrimination and 
racism due to perceptions of them as associated with hyper-masculine 
and criminal behaviour. During interviews, men from these communities 
often distanced themselves from the respectable (yet feminised) image of 
Asian domestics by emphasising their more masculine attitudes towards 
risky and tiring jobs, as well as their entrepreneurial strengths in building 
working and life opportunities for themselves outside the IDRL. 

 Th e possibility to permanently move away from household-based occu-
pations should be understood in relation to the multiple shifts between 
regular and irregular status often experienced by migrant men. Migrant 
status mobility between regular and irregular status is particularly high in 
Italy (Schuster  2005 ). As such, even among those migrant men who do 
not see themselves as fi tting into the domestic/care service sector, mov-
ing to other occupational sectors are often counterbalanced by moving 
back to feminised jobs. Th is often happens when employment in other 
sectors is not supported by a regular contract. In addition, we found that 
the increased instability in businesses, small fi rms, and the service sector 
resulting from the fi nancial crisis frequently led to migrant men who were 
employed in these areas being fi red or losing their jobs. Men from Africa, 
Albania, Pakistan, or Bangladesh far more frequently experienced periods 
of unemployment, deportation, suddenly return to the home country, or 
movement to other European countries. To prevent this, some men con-
sidered going back to feminised occupations temporarily, with the inten-
tion to step out again as soon as the labour market conditions allowed it.  
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    Migrant Fathers Engaging in Associations 
and Political Activism 

 Th e interviews often expressed migrant men’s concerns about cultural trans-
mission to new generations. While this cannot be said to be unique to men 
in household-based feminised occupations, experiences of paid domestic/
care work were frequently threaded into men’s fears of ‘losing’ their con-
nections with personal or collective traditions and cultural practices. Our 
informants often stressed their lack of time to engage with artistic perfor-
mances like dance, music, or painting, to read and to teach the young-
sters popular writings or the history of the home country. Importantly, by 
drawing from paternal metaphors, many informants conceptualised this 
in terms of a weakening of intergenerational duties. Th e older men were 
withdrawing from their responsibility to educate younger generations, and 
therefore the latter were losing connections with the values and morals of 
their countries of origin. In this context, the moral discourse of acquired 
respectability, which is usually adopted to legitimise migrant men’s asso-
ciations with Italian families, is somehow reversed in the context of inter-
generational transmission and cultural politics. Here, intimate association 
with an Italian background and long working hours within Italian houses 
come to symbolise the loss of migrant men’s public paternal duties as edu-
cators, as well as the cultural impoverishment of the new generations:

  I realised over the years that I had become more concerned with the uses 
and habits of the families I was working with…this is normal, as you 
want to retain the job and also you wish to learn new things to become 
accepted by people here…I was young and I did not really care about this 
until I started to have children…Th en I started to feel that something 
was missing, somehow stolen by my job, which had brought me away 
from many of the cultural activities I could have done in India. My father 
was a  sitara  player, and he would have liked me to learn…So when I 
turned 40 I decided that I had become too selfi sh and too detached from 
my history…and I founded a small association with other people from 
South India. (Neil, 48, Tamil Nadu. Perugia) 

   In many narratives, the acquisition of paternal responsibilities is made 
meaningful by referring not only to men’s own kin relations but also, 
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symbolically, to all the children born in a context in which working 
conditions are deemed to limit men’s active participation in community 
cultural life. Close association with Italian domestic habits and needs 
is deemed to have detached migrant men from the way of life of their 
fathers, and to have produced cultural loss in their personal histories. Th is 
awareness is frequently more pronounced among migrant men who have 
acquired a maturity as householders and fathers, although it also depends 
on the pre-migration experience. Young migrants who were active in cul-
tural and/or political activities in the sending context may also share with 
senior men an active interest in promoting collective activities. 

 In this context, the establishment of associations partly responds to 
men’s need to compensate for the cultural loss associated with their work-
ing experiences and, in turn, to fulfi l private and public duties towards the 
family and the community. At the same time, migrant men also stressed 
that, beyond the racialising stereotypes adopted by employers to identify 
a ‘good domestic/care worker’, Italian families knew very little about the 
histories of the home countries of migrants. Perhaps, more importantly, 
they knew little about the diff erences  among  migrants:

  When Italian families know that we are Filipino, the usually repeat the same 
things…oh, “Filipinos are good people!” but this is just because we clean 
well and we are Catholic! Th ere is very little interest by Italian families in our 
culture. Take an example: while working with the Italian family for eight 
years I have learned their habits, how to cook, what books they like, what 
TV programs they watch, I mean basic things you normally observe because 
you are curious about other people’s lives. But they have rarely showed inter-
est about my culture, how we cook, what we read, what our music or festivi-
ties [are like]…In the end, for them, whether I am a Filipino, a Moroccan or 
an Indian, does not really matter in substance…. (Xavier, 50. Perugia) 

   While complying with Italians’ ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ stereotypical rep-
resentations of migrant communities in order to build good working 
relations, migrant men are also often very critical of Italians’ use of essen-
tialised racialising stereotypes, particularly if they do not lead through 
domestic co-habitation to any subsequent interest on the part of employ-
ers in what is perceived as the ‘real’ cultural background of the employee. 
Employment relations are made meaningful by referring to the diff ering 
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attitudes of employers and workers with respect to cultural diff erence. 
Hierarchy is expressed in the lack of reciprocation by employers in com-
ing to know the habits, traditions, and history of the migrant worker. 
Employers’ perceived indiff erence about distinct ethnic communities 
leads men to feel that they are easily confused with migrant men of other 
nationalities. Th e fear of homogenisation via the ignorance of Italian 
employers is an underlying factor in motivating men’s participation in 
associational activities. 

 Th e initiative of women in establishing migrant associations is particu-
larly pronounced among communities where they have played a pioneer 
role in the migration process and in establishing relations with the Catholic 
Church. In places like Rome and Perugia, for instance, the support of 
Catholic institutions is important in obtaining offi  ce space, telephones, 
and fax machines, and many migrant associations (Filipino, Polish, Cape 
Verdean, but also Indian or Latin American) have been established and/or 
primarily run by women. Nevertheless, family reunion and migrant men’s 
infl ow into the labour market provided renewed impetus for the cultural 
associations and, even in more feminised communities, migrant men par-
ticipated with equal,and sometimes higher, visibility. In the case of the Latin 
America Dance Association, for instance, the board consisted of equal num-
bers of men and women, and the presidency had also been held by both 
men and women. Th is implies that the creation of migrant associations can, 
in some circumstances, be a response to the need to overcome conjugal and 
family problems by creating spaces where downward forms of mobility and 
migrant men’s possible negative reactions to this can be redressed. 

 Participation in local politics witnessed a greater number of migrant 
men’s presence in comparison to the migrant associations, where migrant 
women often shared leading roles. In our sample, this mainly involved 
migrant men from North African and Sub-Saharan African countries. 
Th is participation could take diff erent forms, from individual involve-
ment with local (usually left-wing) parties, to the establishment of 
political associations interested in supporting migrants or in enhancing 
developmental projects in the home country. Migrant men’s narratives 
emphasised the need to strike a balance with present or previous work-
ing experience in feminised occupations, and considered involvement or 
interest in local or transnational politics as a means of regaining masculin-
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ity. Yet, political participation was also seen as a way to detach  themselves 
from Catholic networks and ‘women’s communities’.

  We are actively working with the local administration to get funding for 
our projects of support to African politics and society. Th ere are many civil 
wars in Africa and we want people to be aware of this in Italy, as well as 
helping our compatriots at home. In other communities you just see them 
commuting between Italian families and then home, they have associations 
but they do not do much…and men are assimilated to women’s life. I have 
also worked as a cleaner for a family, but I have never lost my interest in 
political participation, it is a man’s duty (Paul, 37, Ghana, President of 
Ghana Associations. Perugia) 

   All of our informants who were more active in local politics were aware 
and critical of the limited spaces for local and national political partici-
pation given to migrants in Italy. Th ey saw the impossibility of voting 
in  local elections as a major concern for their future existence in the 
country. Th is partly motivated their engagement with transnational poli-
tics and their investment in developmental and educational issues related 
to younger generations in Italy.  

    Conclusion 

 Migrant men often consider their own location within feminised occupa-
tions as a source of downward mobility and as an unmanning experience. 
In many cases, the men’s relationship to these occupations is temporary 
and instrumental, as they seek to move to masculinised and better-paid 
jobs, both within and outside the IDRL. At the same time, as this chap-
ter has shown, it is through their employment in paid domestic/care 
work that migrant men access opportunities to establish networks which 
might allow them to move out of feminised occupations. In particular, 
concierge work enables men to achieve social mobility, to fulfi l their role 
as  breadwinners, and to improve their work/life balance; at the same 
time, this job maintains the key ambivalence of domestic service, assign-
ing men to a public as well as a private role. Th is also varies according 
to the ethnicity—men from more stigmatised communities are less able 
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to capitalise on paid domestic/care work to achieve greater mobility, and 
they can less frequently rely on Catholic networks to enter semi-skilled 
better- paid jobs. In this context, contacts and networking with non–
co-ethnics and participation in local politics through engagement with 
left-wing parties may off er an alternative to the path followed by other 
communities where Catholicism and women-centred networks remain 
particularly strong in promoting the migrants’ forms of social mobility 
and public visibility. Migrant men strategically use the values of ‘connect-
edness’ and ‘respectability’ to enhance their prospects of social mobility 
within and outside the IDRL. In this respect, migrant men actively capi-
talise on their engagement with feminised occupations by constructing 
an image of themselves as trustworthy and respectable, while simultane-
ously trying to achieve public visibility and to counterbalance their con-
fi nement within Italian homes. Th rough involvement in associations and 
political activism, these men diff erently attempt to construct wider mas-
culine networks outside women-centred networks, but they also interact 
with migrant female activists, within and beyond their national groups. 
Th is, we argue, allows men to partly negotiate alternative models of mas-
culinity both in the private and the public sphere, thus questioning the 
gendered processes of unmanning and criminalisation on which racism is 
crucially based in contemporary Italy. However, migrant men’s exclusion 
from political enfranchisement continues to combine with the limitation 
of job opportunities which are available to them, limiting their agency 
and reproducing a representation of migrant men as respectable, yet infe-
riorised, outsiders.      
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    8   
 Conclusion: Migrant Men’s Strategies 

in the IDRL                     

      Migrant men are distributed across a wide range of occupations through-
out Europe. Yet, they are far from being absent as care providers in the 
IDRL.  Domestic/care services represent a crucial context in which to 
analyse (native and migrant) men’s experiences and masculinities at the 
intersection of the ‘public’ and ‘private’ domain. Responding to the need 
to develop a more relational analysis of gender in neoliberal economies 
and to understand how masculinities and femininities are constructed 
through reciprocal infl uence within the IDRL (Yeates  2009 ; Connell 
 2014 ; Connell and Pearse  2015 ), this book has proposed an innovative 
understanding of how gender, migration, and care regimes shape the lives 
of migrant men. Th e analysis developed in this book fi lls a gap in femi-
nist literature on the IDRL and in masculinity studies. Th e book moves 
beyond a still pre-dominant understanding of the ‘global nanny chain’ 
(Hochschild  2000 : 33) as a ‘women’s business’ and explores the experi-
ences of migrant men in paid care and domestic work, and how the men’s 
engagement with reproductive labour shapes constructions of masculini-
ties through their relationships with (male and female) employers and 
with their wider kin and ethnic network. 
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 We argue that the invisibilisation of men as providers and consumers 
of domestic/care services in the global world, which is dominant in the 
existing literature, has the paradoxical eff ect of validating the idea that 
masculinity can only be constructed in the public sphere. Our analysis 
unravels the complex ways in which men come to actively participate 
in the IDRL, and how this constitutes an important context where to 
map confl icting experiences and models of masculinities. It is impor-
tant to remark here how the growing involvement of unskilled migrant 
women within global migration fl ows as domestics and care-givers deeply 
transforms not only the frame of intergenerational and conjugal rela-
tions—the latter being stretched across countries and carried out ‘at a dis-
tance’ (Parreñas  2005a ,  b ; Boccagni  2009a )—but also shapes the lives of 
those men who come to be involved within the IDRL through their kin 
women. Beyond the relevance of kin networks, women’s presence within 
the IDRL has also produced renewed gendered cultures of migration in 
both contexts whereby migrant might start considering paid care and 
domestic service as a temporary (or prolonged) strategy to achieve social 
and geographical mobility. Th e link between pioneer migrant women 
and ‘trailing men’ is worth discussing in order to go beyond the tendency 
to analyse masculinities by focusing solely on men and relationships 
among men, to challenge the ‘separate sphere’ approach which often 
characterises masculinity studies, and to avoid focusing on masculinities 
as representations in order to inscribe them within structural patterns of 
the gendered division of work (Connell and Messerschmidt  2005 ; Brod 
 1994 ; Hondagneu-Sotelo and Messner  1994 ; Kofman and Raghuram 
 2015 ).). We stress that the presence of migrant men employed in repro-
ductive labour remains minoritarian, and that their presence does not 
substantially challenge the underpinning gendered structure of power. 
Indeed, based on our data, we note that, despite shifting relations of 
gender across the public/private divide and the emergence of more egali-
tarian patterns through the combined impact of international migration 
and of men’s employment in (paid and unpaid) reproductive labour, the 
gender order is not subverted. 

 Our analysis, based on data concerning men of diff erent nationalities, 
provides insight into the global cross-cultural nature of patriarchal struc-
tures associated with the division of work and sustained by essentialist 
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assumptions. In Italy, migrant men’s gendered micro-practices and strate-
gies are shaped by the local and global contexts of racism, gender, migra-
tion, and the IDRL; they are informed by the actions of institutional and 
informal actors intervening on the issue of migration at the national and 
local levels, and they are located within the context of Italian immigra-
tion policies; further, they are defi ned by diff erences between migrant 
men in terms of social capital, class/education, age, and family status. 
Migrant men contribute to both sustaining and destabilising dominant 
models of masculinity and the gendered division of work, in the family 
as well as in the workplace. Th ey also actively contribute to manipulating 
and questioning notions of racialised masculinity and gendered cultural 
diff erence through their involvement in practices and social interactions 
where categories of gender, class, and ethnicity are mobilised. Th ese 
dynamics are inscribed within a socio-economic and political context in 
which restrictive migration policies and processes of racialisation com-
bine with the ongoing economic crisis and with national constructions, 
patterns, and policies of care across Europe. 

 We believe that the empirical and conceptual frameworks used in the 
book can illuminate the relationship between domestic work, migra-
tion, and gender beyond the specifi cities of the Italian case, providing 
a basis for future studies of gender and globalisation in other national 
contexts. More specifi cally, the wider relevance of the Italian case relates 
to the following four under-researched topics:  Men ,  Masculinities, and 
the Feminisation of International Migration ;  Racialised Masculinities and 
Religion in Immigration Contexts ;  Migrant Masculinities ,  Social Mobility, 
and Occupational Cultures ; and  Men ,  Masculinities, and Reproductive 
Labour at the Local and Transnational Level . 

    Men, Masculinities, and the Feminisation 
of International Migration 

 Th e book produces a truly relational analysis of gender and migration, 
thus contributing to the collective eff ort of theorising gender and migra-
tion. We show how the increasing presence of women among international 
migrants has an impact on men’s experiences and strategies; the analysis 
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of migrant men as ‘followers’ of female breadwinners questions the (still 
dominant) approaches that contrast female family migration with male 
labour migration. In doing this, we partly follow feminist scholarship 
in questioning the feminisation of migration as a recent and growing 
trend. Women have always migrated on their own, and not necessarily 
as a result of family reunion. At the same time, men’s migration through 
family reunion has also long existed. Th ese recognitions allow us to go 
beyond the dualism that casts men as ‘individual migrants’ and women 
as ‘following subjects’, and beyond the association of male migration 
with economic interests and motivations on the one hand, and of female 
migration with personal and family reasons on the other hand. Th is dual-
ism reproduces sexist representations of migration and marginalises the 
relational nature of gender in the context of international mobility. Our 
analysis advances the understanding of how men’s and women’s migration 
intertwines and reciprocally infl uences each other, and how masculini-
ties and femininities in migration are produced through interactions in a 
context of unequal access to mobility, labour, socio-economic status, and 
so on. Our book has shown that models of masculinities as hegemonic, 
respectable, feminised, or threatening are not monadic entities but rela-
tional processes (cf. Connell and Messerschmidt  2005 : 837); while they 
aim at disciplining men’s behaviours, they cannot pre- determine or fi x 
such behaviours. Rather, they are produced at the intersection of dif-
ferent global, institutional, national, and local factors, and are open to 
contestation by male and female subjects. In addition, our book responds 
to a call, expressed by feminist scholars, to develop and apply a gendered 
perspective in studying men and masculinities in the neoliberal globali-
sation of the economy and work (Acker  2004 ). Much of the work on 
gender and globalisation is actually research on women, work, and fam-
ily under current conditions of economic transformation. Th is research 
may include men in so far as their actions and practices shape the lives of 
women, but the bulk of the research on men, work, and the restructuring 
of the economy is cast as gender-neutral. 

 Instead, in our book, we analyse how women’s positioning within global 
mobility infl uences men, their migration strategies, and their understand-
ing of masculinities at work and within the family. More  specifi cally, we 
develop this analysis in Chap.   4    , where we explore the impact of gendered 
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immigration policies and the role played by Catholic discourse and reli-
gious actors and by female-dominated networks in shaping the migration 
and employment of men; and in Chap.   6    , where we explore how women’s 
pioneering migration impacts migrant men’s experiences of international 
mobility, as well as the gendered division of work in the migrants’ families. 
We also show that men’s socialisation into care work is not exclusively 
related to their migration as ‘trailing husbands’ but is a long-term process; 
men take up care responsibilities even before international migration, in 
the home country, in the absence of their women. In so doing, they refl ect 
on the need to adopt both paternal and maternal roles to compensate for 
the ‘care defi cit’ experienced by their children while their mothers are away.  

    Racialised Masculinities and Religion 
in Immigration Contexts 

 Th e book also explores how racialised masculinities are shaped by global 
as well as institutional national forces; in particular, it investigates the 
prominent role played by the majority of religious and faith institutions, 
as well as by other political actors such as parties and the media, in shap-
ing racialised masculinities in public debates in the immigration society. 
While much research is concerned with the analysis of gendered represen-
tations of Muslims, our data point to the relevance of gendered construc-
tions of Catholic/Christian (male) migrants in shaping social relations, 
and more specifi cally work relations, in the immigration society. 

 On the one hand, Italian-gendered political and public discourses 
increasingly depict migrant masculinities as threatening. On the other 
hand, migrant men can, under certain circumstances, be tolerated and 
accepted within Italian homes. How is this possible? As the Italian case 
shows, the great importance assigned to domestic/care labour in Italian 
political debates highlights the specifi c role ascribed to migrants within 
the national territory—that of subordinate workers. Chapter   3     details the 
important role of security policies, the criminalisation of migrants, and 
‘moral panic’ related to migration in shaping the experience of migrant 
men. We suggest that in the last decade, this discourse has been hegemon-
ised by ‘Populist Radical Right’. In Europe these parties share nativism, 
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populism and authoritarianism as the core elements of their ideology 
(Mudde  2007 ) parties with the implicit assent of left-wing parties. Of 
course this cannot be generalised, as diff erent European states present dif-
ferent tendencies. However, the Italian case may be seen as symptomatic of 
wider European trends, given the central role that the NL has gained in the 
migration discourse over the past decades. As in other European contexts, 
in Italy, the construction of the racialised Other draws from longer colonial 
roots, with the ‘Black Venus’ inhabiting the stereotypical representation of 
inferior, yet sexually appealing, women, and with men depicted as bearers 
of an aggressive masculinity (Andall  2005 ). Importantly, both ‘modern’ 
and contemporary ‘cultural’ racisms co-existed during the Italian colonial 
period; people from the African colonies were represented as subjects who 
could not be assimilated due to cultural traditions that diff ered too widely 
from those of the Mediterranean (Duncan  2005 ). 

 Catholic institutions have played a key role in polarising, on the one 
hand, the multi-layered responsibilities and identities of Italian women 
as mothers, wives, and workers, and on the other hand, the monolithic 
identity of migrant women as labourers. Indeed, in the Italian debate 
on migration, ‘migrant women’s labour identity has been privileged over 
other social identities’ (Andall  2000 : 23). We suggest that this also applies 
to some extent to (some) migrant men. It is possible to push Andall’s 
argument further, in two directions. First, our research fi ndings suggest 
that along the (limited) spectrum of job possibilities available to migrants 
in the Italian labour market, paid domestic/care work is perceived by 
many Italians as one of the few legitimately available to ‘non-nationals’. 
Th is leads to our second point, which concerns Italians’ gendered percep-
tions of migrants’ presence in public spaces, and the related ascription 
of legitimacy to ‘household-based occupations’ as places of employment 
as well as of social control of the migrants’ lives. We argue that male 
domestic/care workers constitute the complementary fi gure of the hyper-
masculine/criminalised male migrants, thus holding an important posi-
tion in the cultural formations which support the ‘transnational political 
economy of care’ (Williams  2012 : 364) at meso-level. As in other sectors 
of employment in the globalised economy (Acker  2004 ), this ‘domesti-
cated’ masculinity is used to construct desirable workers in the context of 
contemporary gendered and racialised divisions of work. 
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 We also show that religion is important in the racialisation of migrant 
masculinities. Current studies have been mainly concerned with how 
discourses on Islam are used to racialise the Other. Our work off ers origi-
nal insights into how the positive, yet equally ambivalent, stereotyping 
of migrant Catholicism is functional in the construction of respectable 
and subordinated masculinities. Chapters   4     and   5     map out how racialis-
ing discourses are apprehended across the public/private divide at the 
institutional level (through the discussion of the role of the Catholic 
Church and NGOs in the social construction of migrant masculinities) 
and within Italian households, by providing insight into social relations 
and practices of the workplace (where ideas of religion play an impor-
tant role, for instance, in recruitment). Engaging in reproductive labour 
becomes a way in which migrant men can withdraw from the stigma-
tised representations of migrant masculinities as aggressive and embrace 
a model of feminised respectability. In agreeing to do ‘women’s work’, 
migrant men also subscribe to the widespread idea that being employed 
in a ‘respectable’ Italian family may bestow respectability on the employ-
ees themselves.  

    Migrant Masculinities, Social Mobility, 
and Occupational Cultures 

 Our book investigates how subordinated masculinities are associated with 
forms of deskilling and downward social mobility resulting from interna-
tional migration; in this (transnational) context, migrant men can develop 
strategies leading to improved social mobility, redefi ning gender relations 
across the public/private divide. In so doing, it contributes to gendering 
our understanding of ‘occupational cultures’ (Hall et al.  2007 ). Indeed, 
the connections between racism, ethnicity, and masculinity in feminised 
occupational settings are undertheorised (Hibbins and Pease  2009 ; Poster 
 2002 ; Wingfi eld  2009 ). Our fi ndings in Chap.   4     partly comply with 
existing studies, emphasising that migrant men who enter women’s work 
tend to reassert their masculinity by stressing physical strength and tech-
nical skills. However, we diverge from these studies in showing that male 
domestic/care workers may also adopt more nuanced understandings of 
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‘women’s work’ and that their narratives may challenge essentialist views 
of ‘women’s work’ and ‘women’s skills’. As Donato et al. ( 2006 : 6) have 
noted, migrants often become particularly aware of the relational and con-
textual nature of gender as they attempt to fulfi l expectations of behaviour 
that may diff er sharply in the diff erent places where they live and work. 
Th e paradoxical negotiations of masculinity enacted by these men in the 
workplace may challenge dominant notions of ‘women’s work’, uncover-
ing the socially constructed nature of ‘feminine qualities’ such as patience 
and sweetness, among others. Men’s narratives end up questioning such 
naturalised and supposedly ‘innate’ ‘feminine qualities’ by pointing to the 
skills that they are able to gain through experience. Further, the demean-
ing eff ects of taking up ‘women’s work’ are kept at a distance by migrant 
men to some extent by stressing on the opportunity such work off ers them 
both to fulfi l their role as breadwinner and to attain better social status 
through their association with a ‘respectable’ Italian family. Beyond this, 
however, through their involvement within the IDRL, migrant men also 
gain greater awareness of the care needs within their own houses and fami-
lies, and may renegotiate their relationship to unpaid care work through 
performing emotional labour in the workplace. Finally, Chap.   4     shows 
that men mobilise constructions of cultural diff erence to claim their supe-
riority over other migrant groups. More specifi cally, our informants claim 
for themselves not only qualities such as honesty and a strong work ethic, 
as observed in other studies, but also specifi c qualities which are tradition-
ally constructed as feminine, in an attempt to dissociate themselves from 
stigmatised migrant masculinities. 

 If the employment of migrant and racialised men in feminised occupa-
tions has received limited scholarly attention, the existing scholarship on 
masculinity in the IDRL is mainly concerned with masculinised jobs such 
as gardeners or handymen (Ramirez  2011 ; Kilkey  2010 ). Yet, the work of 
men within female-dominated occupations presents an interesting con-
text in which to apprehend how men confront social stereotyping at work 
and engage with ‘women’s work’ while trying to reaffi  rm their masculinity 
(Simpson  2004 ) or are ready to accept and value the gendered role which 
is assigned to them (Villeneuve  1994 ; Robinson and Hockey  2012 ). Men’s 
employment in feminised occupations is a source of concern and anxiet-
ies, particularly in those circumstances in which men are under the scru-
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tiny and judgement of other men (Kimmel  1994 ). In these circumstances, 
while both men and women might experience minority status through 
their working locations, men are deemed to develop other career aspi-
rations more frequently than women (Williams  1993 ). Yet, as Simpson 
( 2004 ) notes, men in feminised occupations might also feel comfortable 
with ‘female discourses’ of care and service in order to overcome minor-
ity status, and are also likely to actively choose to further develop the 
aff ective domain of their lives (see also: Schann  1983 ; Galbraith  1992 ). 
Men might also work to de-emphasise their masculinity and to be less 
masculine gender-typed than men in traditional occupations (Simpson 
 2004 ; Chusmir  1992 ; Villeneuve  1994 ). Harriet Bradley ( 1993 : 17) iden-
tifi es three patterns of men’s employment in feminised jobs: ‘takeover’, 
‘invasion’, and ‘infi ltration’. ‘Takeover’ and ‘invasion’ are associated with 
structural changes leading to female labour being replaced by male labour. 
In the ‘infi ltration’ pattern, men enter ‘women’s jobs’ and remain in the 
sector as a minority while the feminised sex-typing of the job persists. Th e 
concept of ‘infi ltration’ is associated with absence of choice (e.g., unem-
ployment can lead some men to take up women’s jobs) or with specifi c 
groups of workers with diff erent gendered aspirations and expectations 
in terms of employment, such as migrants. Migration may be a factor 
that challenges the sex-typing of employment: in the migrant’s country of 
origin, for instance, the same job may not be exclusively feminine and is 
not sex-typed. For example, Asian men in the UK infi ltrated jobs in the 
hosiery industry that were shunned by British men (Bradley  1993 ). Other 
scholars (Bagilhole and Cross  2006 ), however, point to the need to expand 
the concept of ‘infi ltration’ to encompass the diversity of the personal and 
occupational reasons behind men’s entry into such jobs. Another grid to 
interpret men in women’s job is off ered by Williams and Willemez ( 1993 ) 
who, with reference to the US context, identify three categories: ‘leavers’ 
(those men who relocate to another job outside feminised employment 
sectors), ‘seekers’ (the minority who actively seek such jobs), and ‘fi nders’ 
(the majority who end up in these jobs when faced with alternative choices 
or while looking for other kinds of work). Taking into account the career 
history, motives for choosing the job, and the aspirations of men in femi-
nised jobs, Simpson ( 2004 ) identifi es one further category, namely, the 
‘settlers’, who are those men who have moved into a feminised job from a 
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male-dominated occupation and are reluctant to take on managerial posi-
tions in their new situation. 

 On the basis of our data, we suggest that ‘infi ltration’ can be used to 
describe domestic/care services in Italy, where men remain a minority 
and have to cope with derogatory attitudes regarding their masculinity. 
While the work remains feminised, men mobilise notions of masculinity 
to enhance their career chances or, we would add, to try to leave their 
jobs altogether. In the light of our data, we defi ne the trajectories of some 
of our informants as ‘strategic infi ltration’. Th is involves an instrumental 
attitude towards a job which is seen as useful in a specifi c context, but that 
is otherwise despised and kept at a distance, through the emphasis on its 
economic value and its ‘honest’ nature as a source of income, as opposed 
to the illegal and deviant activities of other (criminalised) migrant men. 
Further, a substantial proportion of the men we interviewed fall into the 
category of ‘fi nders’, who are those who were in principle looking for 
other jobs but ended up in female-dominated occupations. In these cir-
cumstances, domestic/care service jobs are accepted either as a strategy 
of regularisation and/or as a temporary, consolidating position in which 
to gain the necessary language and networking skills to move to other 
occupations. At the same time, other migrant men may actively iden-
tify domestic/care service jobs as suitable occupations and may value the 
longer-term advantages they bring in terms of accommodation, regulari-
sation, safety, and association with Italian families. In some cases, men are 
strongly aware of their acquired skills and ability to off er multi-layered 
services, and may seek these jobs with the intention of demanding higher 
salaries. Like the ‘fi nders’, our informants entered domestic/care services 
because of contingent conditions and the absence of a more desirable 
alternative. More specifi cally, our informants can be seen as ‘induced 
fi nders’ whose occupation appears to be shaped to a great extent by both 
negative and positive factors which infl uence their trajectories and choices 
in the migratory context. Th e need to contribute to the family income 
and the lack of other, more  conventional employment opportunities for 
men, especially in the context of the recession, combine with the fact that 
domestic/care services provide opportunities for regularisation, and with 
the inclusion of many of these men from the start of their migration in 
female-driven networks through which they can easily access such jobs. 
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Further, our informants cannot be wholly defi ned as ‘fi nders’ (Williams 
and Willemez  1993 ) because, in many cases, their ‘falling into the job’ was 
neither accidental nor unexpected. Th e analysis we developed in previous 
chapters has suggested that migrant men often familiarise themselves with 
the work and life eff ects of the IDRL before their arrival in Italy, and are 
often well aware of the fact that the labour market orients them towards 
feminised occupations. Th rough their female relatives already settled in 
Italy, men were aware that more ‘masculine’ job opportunities would be 
scarce in Italy. Some tried to avoid entering ‘feminine’ jobs, but eventually 
had to do to out of necessity. Some men, however, may become ‘settlers’ 
in domestic/care services, coming over time to fi nd their work meaning-
ful and satisfying. 

 Nevertheless, we also note how the boundaries between these categories 
appear somehow blurred as men’s positioning frequently shift according 
to their age, life-cycle, marital status, and migration history. Th e meanings 
of these categories should also be analysed in relation to the wider socio-
political context that might shape as the Italian case suggests, specifi c 
gendered attitudes towards labour possibilities. Indeed, it was often dif-
fi cult for us to trace a line between ‘seekers’ and ‘fi nders’ not only because 
men often moved between these two categories, but also because their 
positioning changed according to their generation, life-cycle stage, and 
shifting family status, with mature and married men being more inclined 
to appreciate the positive and transformative sides of their labour. Th us, 
we found that older and married men particularly performed emotional 
labour at work and identifi ed positively with it through the association 
with ideas of a Christian mission to help those in need. As other men 
adopted a pragmatic approach to paid care and domestic work, their 
narratives could challenge the naturalising constructions of the so-called 
feminine qualities associated with these jobs. Men reshape the gendered 
‘occupational culture’ of reproductive labour by emphasising not only the 
importance of so-called masculine attributes like technical skills or physi-
cal strength but also their acquisition of household-management skills 
and their participation in emotional labour. Furthermore, our analysis has 
suggested how migrant men’s entry into female-dominated occupations is 
also actively constructed as a way to achieve greater (albeit subordinated) 
respectability in the immigration society through their connections with 
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Italian employers. In this respect, we argue that migrant men’s positioning 
as ‘seekers’ and/or ‘fi nders’ within female occupations should be analysed 
in relation to the wider shifting Italian (and European) political scenario, 
where restrictive immigration laws and the growing criminalisation of 
migrant men intertwine with positive policies towards foreign domestic/
care workers. 

 Overall, access to the material and symbolic resources that sustain 
masculinity, including skilled employment, is generally limited for our 
racialised informants. For these men, ‘women’s work’, while challeng-
ing their masculinity, off ers greater security and the chance to earn regu-
lar wages, unlike undeclared and risky work in traditionally masculine 
jobs which provided lower salaries and are more exposed to the risk of 
immigration sweeps (McGregor  2007 ). Compared with men in other 
feminised jobs, the benefi cial eff ects of masculinity appear to be limited 
for our migrant informants. Th ese workers do not benefi t from the ‘zone 
comfort eff ect’ (Simpson  2004 : 349), as they do not work in a female- 
dominated collective where they are ‘pampered’ and where they can expe-
rience relations with female colleagues as a source of comfort. Rather, 
they are involved in highly individualised work relationships where they 
have to negotiate their masculinity with private employers who tend to be 
wary of having a man in their house. Because of the specifi c organisation 
of work relations in traditional household-based domestic/care services, 
working in a feminised job may lead to increased stress for these men 
because of the suspicions expressed by their employers. Further, because 
they do not work in an institutional setting, these male employees are 
denied the benefi ts of the ‘authority eff ect’ (an example of this would 
be the way in which male school teachers experience fewer discipline 
problems than women teachers) (Simpson  2004 ). As far as the ‘career 
eff ect’ (related to career fast-tracking, higher evaluations by supervisors, 
more relaxed rules, greater opportunities to learn and move forward, and 
greater visibility in the workplace) is concerned, the key questions are as 
follows: Did our informants feel ‘welcomed in the profession?’ (Simpson 
 2004 : 356); Did they benefi t from a special treatment? While existing 
studies on librarians, nurses, and other occupational groups show that 
overall the token minority status of men in feminised jobs is largely posi-
tive, this might not entirely be the case for male migrants in paid domes-
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tic/care work in Italy .  Nevertheless, over time, some of our informants 
were able to capitalise on the networks built within the IDRL to develop 
strategies of social mobility. In Chap.   7     we show how, by combining 
feminised and masculinised tasks at work, some migrant men are in the 
position to gain higher salaries and/or to move to more valued forms of 
employment by establishing masculinised niches in the sector, such as 
porter work. By building respectability through Catholic networks and 
personalistic relations with employers, more than women, migrant men 
in our sample were better able to carve out spaces of social and profes-
sional mobility towards semi-skilled occupations, and to achieve public 
visibility through activism in trade unions and NGOs.  

   Men, Masculinities and Reproductive Labour 
at Local and Transnational Level 

 Finally, the book investigates how the IDRL aff ects men’s experiences of 
paid and unpaid care across the public/private divide. We show the ways 
in which migrant and native men are involved in the IDRL as providers 
and consumers of domestic/care services. Th rough their involvement as 
care providers, migrant men can engage with emotional labour at work, 
take on reproductive tasks at home, and negotiate new models of (sub-
ordinated) masculinity. Chapter   4     explores the experiences of migrant 
men in feminised elderly care jobs, thus contributing to a more articulate 
picture of migrant men in the IDRL and complementing the existing 
studies which focus on masculinised reproductive labour jobs such as 
handymen and gardeners (Kilkey et al. 2013; Ramirez and Hondagneu- 
Sotelo  2009 ; Ramirez  2011 ). Th is chapter shows that, just like women, 
our informants experienced emotional burnout and suff ered from the 
lack of recognition of paid care work. Chapter   6     unveils the wider tem-
poral and spatial dimension of men’s socialisation into care tasks—and 
how this socialisation often holds a transnational dimension, spanning 
across diff erent national contexts—which avoids overestimating the nov-
elty of entering into paid care in the immigration country. Our fi ndings 
diverge from existing studies focusing on the Philippines and Eastern 
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Europe and indicating that, when mothers migrate, fathers often fail to 
take over their domestic responsibilities, delegating unpaid care chores to 
female relatives in the home country (Parreñas 2001; Haindinger 2008). 
Men do not only cover domestic/care unpaid tasks out of necessity, but 
also refl ect on how their role within the family changes. We show how 
men engage practically, but also in aff ective terms, with the outcomes 
of their involvement within the IDRL. Chapter   6     also maps the many 
links existing between illegal journeys, family lives, and men’s entry into 
domestic labour. We argue that in some cases, migrant men may consider 
paid domestic/care work as a suitable strategy not only for pragmatic 
reasons of regularisation or temporary survival, but might also draw from 
their own experiences of vulnerability and insecurity to conceptualise this 
occupation as safer. We argue that migrant men’s involvement within 
the IDRL produces a shift in the gendered division of labour within the 
household, partly due to men’s novel conjugal arrangements and also 
their location within wider gendered networks—men take on domestic/
care tasks and accept a more equal division of work. Crucially, however, 
we also show that this process has a generational dimension and that it 
varies according to the migrants’ life-cycle. 

 Further, the book contributes to compensate for the paucity of studies 
focusing on employers in the existing literature of the IDRL. Until very 
recently, the role of employers, and particularly of male employers, has been 
neglected to a surprising extent (Triandafyllidou and Marchetti 2014a; 
Gallo and Scrinzi  2015 ; Näre  2013b ; Lundstrom  2012 ). Yet, in the broader 
context of the analysis of international labour migration, the demand of 
employers has been recognised as a ‘powerful tool’ for the understanding 
of gendered employment practices as well as of the ‘genesis of interna-
tional migrations and their geographic and demographic patterns’ (Mahler 
and Pessar  2006 : 46). Employers are crucial actors not only in driving 
the demand for specifi c services but also in moulding patterns of segrega-
tion and discrimination (MacKenzie and Forde  2009 ; Lopez-Garza  2001 ; 
Chavez  1992 ). As Rodriguez has noted, employers are ‘gatekeepers to the 
labour market’, to the point that their hiring strategies deeply inform the 
formation of transnational communities that sustain international immi-
gration fl ows (Rodriguez  2004 : 468). Employers’ role in moulding essen-
tialised representations of migrant workers is perhaps even more salient 
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in the context of household-based occupations, where racialised and gen-
dered fi lters of ‘respectability’, ‘trustworthiness’, or ‘decency’ are applied 
to evaluate the possible admittance of a migrant worker into the ‘private’ 
domain of the home. Employers ambivalently consider migrant workers’ 
fl exibility, cheapness, and (in many cases) irregular status as attractive, 
insofar as these allow for more exploitative working relations. Yet, the same 
traits are a source of anxiety, as the employers feel that the home needs 
protection from the disruption of the domestic daily routine and from the 
contaminating presence of a foreign subject (Anderson  2003 ). 

 As our data show in Chap.   5    , men’s involvement within the IDRL 
as consumers and benefi ciary of domestic/care services varies consider-
ably depending on class diff erences as well as the nature of the service 
provided, with care being the domain in which male employers feel 
more compelled to participate in order to fulfi l their conjugal and fi lial 
duties. Furthermore, the employers act to mediate dominant racialising 
representations in the household; male employers in our sample were 
highly infl uenced by the criminalising discourse as enacted in the pub-
lic sphere and felt that they needed to act as gatekeepers of household 
security when it came to hiring migrant men. Italian male employers 
also felt they needed to act as ‘moral advisors’ to male migrant workers. 
Th is implies the adoption of racialising discourses on ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
migrants, which, as our discussion shows, draws considerably from the 
widespread criminalising representations of clandestine migrants, thus 
demonstrating how the ‘public’ and ‘private’ realms are deeply intercon-
nected through domestic/care employment relations. 

 We hope that this book paves the way for future research, which criti-
cally analyses how migrant and native men’s representations, practices, 
and experiences of masculinities may be transformed under the impact 
of migration, without losing sight of unequal social relations of gender in 
the neoliberal economic globalisation. Particularly, future research should 
develop a comparative analysis of how the inclusion of migrant men 
within the IDRL can unravel peculiarities of migration and care regimes 
in specifi c national contexts, by also shedding light on how masculinity 
is constructed and experienced in the domestic sphere more generally. 
Finally, there is the need to explore the role of migrant and racialised men 
within the gendered and racialised division of work.      
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