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Please note that this source of the month is not related to slavery in the sense of the legal 

ownership of persons, as is commonly understood. We are, nevertheless, convinced that 

the perspective adopted in this post allows  us to reflect on dependencies in the 

contemporary world that are not altogether unrelated. 
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In 2020, a new Standard Unified Contract for domestic workers was adopted by the Ministry 
of Labour in Lebanon. The new contract aimed at granting migrant domestic workers a 
number of rights which had been afforded to other kinds of workers under the Labour Code 
many years ago, including a 48-hour work week, a weekly rest day, overtime pay, sick pay, 
annual leave, and the national minimum wage, with some deductions permitted for housing 

and food.[1] Most importantly, as Human Rights Watch state, “The new contract allows 
workers to terminate their contract without the consent of their employer,” [2] a modification 
that had been demanded by HRW for a long time in order to reform the kafāla system. In 
Lebanon, migrant domestic labour is governed by a sponsorship system known as kafāla. 

Under its terms, every foreign domestic worker needs to have a guarantor (their kafīl), who is 
their legal representative and is responsible for their presence and work in Lebanese 
territory. They are also the sole employer of the domestic worker.[3] The system is known for 
“an array of abuses, including non-payment of wages, forced confinement, excessive working 

hours with no rest days or breaks, and verbal, physical, and sexual abuse.” [4] Reports of such 
practices continue to be widespread, notwithstanding the introduction of the Standard Unified 
Contract[5] for domestic workers in 2009, and have been criticized by some as a form of 
‘modern slavery’. 

Notwithstanding this critique, in September 2020, the Lebanese Shura council prevented the 
new contract from being brought into force.[6] This post explicates and comments on the — 

still valid — work contract for migrant domestic workers of 2009. Clearly, the exploitation of 
female migrant labour in the domestic sector is enabled by a legal framework that allows for 
an extremely asymmetrical relationship between migrant workers and their employers. 
However, it is far less clear to what extent an improved version of the Standard Unified 

Contract alone had or has the potential to improve working conditions for migrant domestic 
workers in Lebanon. In shedding light on the contract’s provisions, I aim to contextualise 
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the Standard Unified Contract within the kafāla system governing migrant domestic workers 
in Lebanon, and to raise the topic of contract slavery. 

The Work Contract for Migrant Domestic Worke rs  in Lebanon 

The “Work Contract for Migrant Domestic Workers” is an official form issued by the 
Lebanese Ministry of Labour in late 2009. The copy attached hereto is presented as an annex 
to an information guide for migrant domestic workers.[7] The guide was compiled 
by members of the National Steering Committee on Women Migrant Domestic Workers in 

Lebanon, established in April 2007[8] under the auspices of the Ministry of Labour and 
is intended to advise the female majority of Migrant Domestic Workers in particular prior to 
and during their stay in Lebanon. The contract describes the relationship between the two 
parties as the employment of a domestic worker “who enjoys competence, experience and 

skill” and attests their agreement to 20 provisions. 

The first provisions define the contract’s object (1, 2) and its validity (4, 5, and 20), and the 

last ones (16-19) address the conditions for termination of the contract by each of the parties 
thereto (16, 17) and how conflict between them shall be addressed (18, 19). The remainder of 
the provisions are dedicated to the detailed regulation of their labour relation which is due to 
the fact that the 1946 Lebanese Labour Code excludes domestic labour — whether foreign or 

Lebanese — from its purview in article 7. Hence, domestic workers in Lebanon do not 
enjoy such guarantees and protections as the right to unionise, the right to annual leave, and 
the minimum wage. 

Thus, there is no minimum amount for the monthly salary stated in the template’s provision 
no. 6, which also requires both parties to sign a written receipt. [9] However, provisions 15 and 
12 grant the domestic workers the right to a sick leave “based on a medical report for half a 

month with pay and half a month with half pay” and “a weekly rest of not less than twenty 
four (24) continuous hours” as well as “an annual leave of a period of (6) six days,” 
respectively. Regarding working hours, provision 11 simply states they shall be fixed by the 
employer “at an average of ten (10) non-consecutive hours a day at most, including at least 

eight (8) continuous hours of rest at night.” However, the contract template neither provides 
space for the specification of working hours, nor for the required agreement on the use of the 
weekly rest period. 

A number of provisions seem to be unusual for a work contract. This is because the labour 
they regulate is carried out a) under the kafāla system, and b) in the domestic sphere, given 
that most MDWs — especially those whose status is not deemed ‘illegal’[10] — work as live-

ins in their employer’s home. Among them are the kafīl’s duty to pay for their worker’s 
return ticket to their country of origin (13 with an exception under 16A), as well as the 
explicit requirement that they shall allow their domestic worker’s communication (calls and 
correspondence) with their parents (14). Furthermore, it is the employer’s duty to provide 

food, clothing, and accommodation for their worker. While the provision in question (8) 
speaks of “decent work,” “dignity,” and “privacy,” it does not clarify these standards. 
Moreover, sponsors are required to guarantee healthcare and to obtain health insurance for 
their employees (9) as well as their work permit and legal residency, which they pledge to 

renew annually (10). Without these documents, a domestic worker’s status is ‘illegal’ and 
General Security (i.e. General Directorate of General Security) might detain them. A study of 
the migrant domestic workers’ cases before Lebanese courts[11] has shown that although in 
fact “renewal cannot occur without the employer’s consent,” [12] in practice, the worker alone 
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is held responsible by the judiciary. In none of the cases of the sample investigated by the 
study in question has it been proven at a court that the employer failed to renew, and thus the 
lack of migrant domestic workers’ residency documents was determined to be their (the 

employee’s) fault.[13] While in the vast majority of criminal cases brought before a judge 
workers appear as defendants (either accused of “breaching the residence and labour 
regulations and facilitating the flight of domestic workers”[14] or of theft[15]), they invariably 
appear as plaintiffs in cases brought before Labour Arbitration Courts. [16] Provisions 18 and 

19 of the template, by contrast, stipulate that disputes between the contract parties should be 
amicably settled by the Ministry of Labour, and only upon failure of this process is recourse 
to be had to the courts. A glimpse at legal practice, moreover, demonstrates that Labour 
Arbitration Courts barely work on the cases submitted before them.[17] 

A Logic of its Own Beyond the Contract? 

As this example shows, the consequences of the contract cannot be understood without 
insights into legal practice and the lifeworlds of domestic workers. [18] If we were to assume 
that most sponsors carefully read the contract, we could attribute a number of their 

wrongdoings to a certain lack of clarity on specific points in the contract template. Examples 
include certain rights that domestic workers hold, such as the right to freedom of movement 
and the prohibition on charging recruitment fees to workers. “The frequent violations of these 
rights — through locking in and/or the deduction of recruitment fees,” as another study 

argues, “can be partially traced to lack of knowledge by both parties of the rights to which 
workers are entitled.”[19] The same study observes that General Security and 
employers “consistently interpret the contract to requires cohabitation” whereas the 
contract requires only that the employer ensure that the worker has a decent place to live, not 

that they live together.[20] General Security has justified this interpretation with reference to 
“unspecified” security threats’ presented by MDWs living independently” as well as with the 
concern that “an independent residency raises the risk that the MDW will illegally work for 
more than one employer.”[21] The principle that domestic employees must not work for more 

than one employer is also addressed in one of the first provisions of the template (3), where 
the sponsor commits themselves “not to employ the Second Party in any other work or place 
that is different from the place of residence of the First Party.” It lies at the very heart of 
the kafāla system, one of whose purposes is the limitation of the worker’s labour market 

mobility, facilitated by binding them to a single sponsor who controls their legal status in the 
labour-receiving country. 

The logic of this labour regime is supported by the sponsor’s conviction that they are 
responsible for a range of actions their employee might possibly undertake. Thus, many 
Lebanese believe that employers are responsible for any criminal acts their domestic workers 
might commit. While the Lebanese Standard Unified Contract states nothing of the kind, 

General Security may ask sponsors about such matters, and recruitment agencies advise their 
clients to adopt preventive measures such as confiscating their employee’s passports and 
locking them indoors. Thus, not only do the sponsor’s actions in their capacity as employer 
hardly depend on the legal specifications of the Standard Unified Contract, but agencies and 

the competent authorities themselves do not always act in accordance with its standards.   

A Case of Contract Slavery? 

Migrant domestic workers are largely regulated by three pieces of legislation: Law of 10 July 
1962 Concerning the Entry and Stay in Lebanon as well as the Exit (particularly articles 25 
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and 36), Decree No. 17561 of 18 September 1964 Regulating the Work of Aliens 
(particularly articles 4, 5, 15 and 21), and Decision no. 136 of 1969 Regulating the Proof 
of Residence of Foreigners in Lebanon (particularly article 7). Interestingly enough, none of 

the three texts mentions the kafīl or kafāla. Thus, observing the legal practice 
regarding migrant domestic workers, the aforementioned study points out “that the General 
Directorate of General Security (GDGS) took it upon itself, in coordination with the Ministry 
of Labour and other public departments, to establish this system by issuing a number of 

internal instructions without reference to any legal text.”[22] 

As for workers themselves, the majority sign contracts prior to departure from their home 

countries. However, only half of them were able to read and understand their terms — with 
significant inter-nationality discrepancies[23] (contracts are rarely translated to the native 
languages of domestic workers). Moukarbel and Jureidini’s earlier study on Sri Lankan 
domestic workers in Lebanon confirms these discrepancies, finding that 71% did not even 

sign a contract at all (neither in their home country, nor on their arrival in Beirut). [24] 

In light of the thwarted reform of the Standard Unified Contract in 2021, Human Rights 

Watch summarised what they found problematic about the old contract, noting 

The contract is the only legal document that a migrant domestic worker has in Lebanon. The 

country has had a standard unified contract for migrant domestic workers since 2009, but the 
2009 version lacked vital safeguards against forced labour, does not meet international 
human rights and labour standards, and was adopted before the 2011 ILO Domestic Workers 
Convention.[25] 

Human Rights Watch  

While the organisation had strongly supported the new contract template, they did not fail to 
qualify their support with insistent demands for effective enforcement 
mechanisms.[26] Indeed, liability is also what Kevin Bales, perhaps the most prominent 

theorist on and campaigner against ‘modern slavery’, sees as the key factor in ending it. For 
him, the discrepancy between expectations raised by a contract and actual legal and social 
practice is a trap for migrant workers. The employment contracts which migrant domestic 
workers accept mislead them into believing they are entering into a legitimate contractual 

relationship with obligations and responsibilities on both parties, backed by legal authorities. 
In reality, he says, it is merely a ruse: “an enticement to trick an individual into 
slavery.”[27] Among the three practices he defines as ‘modern slavery’ is what he terms 
“contract slavery.” Moukarbel and Jureidini find this an “appropriate conceptualization” of 

the case of migrant domestic workers in Lebanon.[28] According to Bales, contract slavery 
describes a setting “where contracts are ‘legal fictions’ rather than legally 
binding employment agreements, and thus conceal what are in reality conditions of 
slavery.”[29] This is a particularly compelling analysis when it comes to domestic labour, 

where the work setting of the domestic sphere complicates regulation and control. However, 
the present example of migrant domestic workers’ labour relations in Lebanon also 
complicates the picture. Moukarbel and Jureidini deem it useful because it “not only brings 
attention to the denial of basic human rights through their vulnerability and lack of protection 

as non-citizens (whether legal or illegal), but that there are also dimensions of ethnicity, race 
and gender that are operative in the employment of foreign female domestic workers in 
Lebanon, particularly those who live in the household.”[30] Building on their analysis, Amrita 
Pande[31] examined migrant domestic workers in various employment situations, also paying 
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attention to the huge number of illegalised domestic workers, that is those whose immigration 
documents’ validity has lapsed. She demonstrates that live-ins, “freelancers”, and “run-
aways” each engage in resistive practices according to the spatial exclusions that constrain 

their actions respectively. The different degrees of (un)freedom and (in)dependency that 
accompany their employment situations are not only not reflected in the Standard Unified 
Contract, but also show how dependency is gradually fought against and dismantled by the 
workers. Thus, invoking seemingly contradictive categories such as ‘modern slavery’ and 

‘contract slavery’ illustrates well how overcoming legal ownership does not amount to the 
elimination of coerced labour and dependency. They also serve as a useful reminder of the 
possible fictionality of legal documents — sometimes, an isolated examination of legal 
documents does not allow us to detect the complex relations under discussion. Even though 

‘contract slavery’ as a label evokes the binary of slavery and freedom, with all its 
shortcomings discussed elsewhere, it in fact complicates the picture. Thinking about the 
category of ‘contract slavery’ supports a more differentiated understanding of the 
asymmetrical relations and dependencies existent under contractually regulated wage labour 

as it directs our focus to — though sometimes very scarcely documented — legal practices. 

Big thanks to Serena Tolino and Omar Anchassi for broadening my horizons with their 

valuable comments and instructive language editing. 
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