
change perspective

Women Workers of the 
World United
A Comparative History of Households,
Gender and Work
inaugural speech by prof.  dr.  el i se  van nederveen meerkerk



inaugur al speech
prof.  dr.  elise  van nederveen 
meerkerk

This inaugural lecture 
highlights the importance of 
studying the work of women 
comparatively, and with an 
eye to gender and household 
relations, by focusing on 
three professions that have 
historically been important 
for women: textile work, 
domestic work and sex work. 
It states that while women’s 

work has in recent decades been researched more 
extensively, now is the time to draw larger 
comparisons over time as well as globally. Making 
such sweeping comparisons allows us to move 
beyond the - real - continuities in women’s in 
terms of their generally poor working conditions, 
and simultaneously stress women’s agency to 
enhance their living and work environments, 
despite all the constraints they faced over the 
centuries and across the world.

Elise van Nederveen Meerkerk (1975) is specialized 
in the history of labour relations, notably women’s 
and children’s work. In 2007, she obtained her PhD 
in Economic and Social History, on women’s work 
in the early modern Dutch Republic. Van 
Nederveen Meerkerk published in several leading 
economic and social history journals. She has 
directed several comparative labour history 
projects, on the history of textile workers, child 
labour, domestic workers, and sex workers. 
Moreover, she is the author of the monograph 
Women, Work and Colonialism in the 
Netherlands and Java Comparisons, Contrasts, 
and Connections, 1830–1940 (Palgrave Macmillan 
2019).

  



women workers of the world united
a compar ative history of households,  gender and work





Women Workers of the World United
A Comparative History of Households, Gender and Work

Inaugural speech delivered at the acceptance of the post of Professor by special appointment 
of Comparative History of Households, Gender and Work at Radboud University’s Faculty 
of Arts on Friday 21 December 2018

by prof. dr. Elise van Nederveen Meerkerk



4 prof.  dr.  elise  van nederveen meerkerk

Graphic design: Radboud University, Facility Services, Post & Print

Photography cover: Bert Beelen

© Prof. dr. Elise van Nederveen Meerkerk, Nijmegen, 2018

No part of this publication may be reproduced and/or published in print, photocopy, microfilm, 

audio tape of in any other manner without prior written permission of the copyright holder.



5women workers of the world united

introduction
Welcome everybody. To begin this lecture, I will take you on a journey around the world 
and through time. This picture shows Japanese women working in a cotton factory 
around 1900. By then, Japan was quickly industrializing, and becoming a competitive 
player in the world’s textile production. In factories like these, working days were long. 
Women, usually girls, worked around 12 hours per day, including night shifts, because 
the machines had to be constantly running to be profitable. Factory work was unhealthy, 
with all the noise from the machines, and cotton dust flying around, damaging the 
girls’ ears, eyes and lungs. They received low wages, and the factory regime was harsh. 
It often included physical punishment and sexual harassment by male inspectors.1 

The second picture, on the right, is a painting of a black kitchen maid made by Velázquez 
in the early 17th century. It shows some of the work many domestic and care workers did 
throughout the centuries. This woman might, for instance, resemble one of the 
domestic servants of Jan van Riebeeck, the Dutchman who in 1652 established the first 
European settlement in South Africa. He and his wife had many black servants working 
for them. Their household included paid indigenous servants, but also enslaved 
domestic workers from other parts of Africa and Asia, such as Ethiopia, the Dutch East 
Indies and Bengal. We know that at least one of these young women, Krotoa, became 
very close to her master and mistress. She learned Dutch and Portuguese and often 
translated between her people and the colonizers. Possibly, she developed affective 
relations with Van Riebeeck, who spoke very fondly of her in his diary. Of course, we do 
not know how voluntary this relationship was on Krotoa’s behalf, but the story raises 
many interesting issues about intimacy and power relations between masters and 
servants.2  
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The third picture shows a 21st-century prostitute 
from Rio de Janeiro, a city with a longstanding 
history of commercial sex. She may resemble 
Vânia, a Brazilian woman who was interviewed 
some years ago. In the early 2000s Vânia was a 
young real estate agent, when a friend persuaded 
her to go and work in a brothel. After nine years 
of sex work, when she was 31 years old, Vânia 
told the interviewers: “Now I am thinking of 
quitting whoring and going back to real estate, 
because I’m getting to be too old to be a whore. 
Except this time, I have my apartment, and my 
car, everything paid for by whoring. Now, I can 
get through the bad times.”3

what do these three women have in common?
Most obviously, all of them are women. Throughout history, in most places of the 
world, the majority of textile workers, domestic workers and sex workers have been 
female. But, historically as well as geographically, gender constellations have differed, 
and in many cases it is still poorly understood how and why gendered divisions of 
labour change. 

Secondly, these women all perform some kind of work. True, the conditions under 
which they worked vary immensely. It was often badly, sometimes unpaid work, perhaps 
even slave labour. What was the relation to the specific types of work women did, and 
the ways in which it was valued? Under what conditions and in which labour relations 
did they work? To what extent were they able to influence their position and working 
conditions? My three examples already highlight the different experiences of women in 
this respect. In recent years, historians have increasingly studied the appreciation of 
women’s work, for example by providing new information on women’s wages.4 But of 
course, apart from payment, work can be valued, or undervalued in many other ways. 
The social status or stigma attached to a job is one of these ways. In many societies, for 
instance, status and reputation are what separates the professor from the prostitute, 
while their incomes may in fact not differ so much...

Third, age and marital status. The women shown here were all young and unmarried. 
While this was certainly not true for all times and places, young, unmarried women do 
form a large share of the historical textile, domestic service and prostitution workforce. 
This begs the question how women’s work related to the life cycle and the type of 
household they lived in. Could they contribute to the household income and thus 
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strengthen their position within their household? Or did young women’s economic 
activities allow them to gain liberation from their families and live independently, or 
save up for a future household of their own? How real was this liberation, if they 
consequently had to deal with the harassment and even sexual assault of bosses, 
colleagues or clients?

With this special chair of the Comparative History of Households, Gender and Work, I 
aim to stimulate research on the history of women’s work, asking these, and other, 
questions. Of course, these questions are too broad and too many to answer in a 
45-minute lecture. Therefore, I will highlight two topics that in my opinion connect the 
long-term histories of female textile workers, domestic workers and sex workers: 

- Their systematically weak position in the labour market compared to men
- The role of globalization in the development of gender-specific division of labour  

I will argue that, although recently more attention has been paid to female labour in 
the past, we now need to assess how women played an active role in improving their 
working conditions. 

But before I do this, first let me take a few minutes to explain why we need to study the 
comparative history of households, gender and work.

why work?
For many people in the past and present, work has been essential, not only for making 
a living, but also for their identity. Feminist scholars have traditionally understood paid 
work as important for women’s emancipation. Economic independence and self-
determination are key to women’s empowerment. In this respect, gender differences 
are still large. Right now, in the Netherlands, for example, only about 60% of all adult 
women are economically independent, as opposed to 80% of Dutch men. This is not 
only because women tend to work fewer paid hours. Also, women have historically 
worked in lesser valued occupations. In addition, even for the same work, they have 
systematically been rewarded less than men. Their ability to work, and to be competitive 
in the labour market, has usually conflicted with other activities, most importantly 
unpaid housework, reproduction and childcare. Throughout history these activities 
have been highly gender-specific, for biological, but especially for cultural reasons. 



8 prof.  dr.  elise  van nederveen meerkerk

why gender? 
In the 1980s gender was introduced as a 
tool to analyze power relations between 
men and women. Instead of highlighting 
the biological differences between the 
male and female “sex”, the concept of 
gender stresses the cultural attributes 
given to men and women. Opinions of 
what is masculine and what is feminine 
are culturally determined and they thus 
also vary over space and time. This picture, 
turning around existing gender roles, was 
meant to be hilarious – in 1900. It also 
shows that gender is a relational category, 
in which the female is almost always 
defined in comparison with the male.5  
Using a gender perspective is important 

for several reasons. It is theoretically relevant to understand broader mechanisms of 
how and why work is valued and divided. On the one hand, women have historically 
crowded into jobs that are valued lower than men’s, occupations such as hand spinning, 
or needlework. On the other hand, jobs that have enjoyed a high status at one point, 
tend to lose status and even relative remuneration when women enter in larger 
numbers. Compare, for example, the status and authority of a primary school teacher 
around 1900, with the situation today. Some people even speak of a “feminization of 
education”, which would be undesirable - especially for boys. Empirically, a gender 
perspective is necessary because we know much less about the development of women’s 
work patterns in most periods and regions of the world than we do about men’s. 

Politically, a gender perspective also matters. In a recent report, the International 
Labour Organization has argued that “over the past few decades, in both industrialized 
and developing countries, there has been a marked shift away from standard 
employment to non-standard employment”. 6 Standard employment here refers to a 
full-time, open-ended and reasonably paid labour contract with an adequate degree of 
social protection. The shift away from standard employment, which according to the 
ILO is taking place worldwide, is also associated with a precarization of labour. Feminist 
scholars have recently argued that the features which historically defined female work—
flexibility, mobility, its casual nature, low status, and low pay—so, precarious work, 
have become increasingly typical for work under global capitalism in general.7 Think, 
for instance, of Australian miners, who only a few decades ago were a highly protected 
group of workers. Nowadays, they are hired on and off, on short-term individual 
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contracts instead of fixed collective labour agreements. Or consider the uncertain 
conditions in the tourist industry worldwide, which fluctuate with economic trends 
and political circumstances. Looking at how workers, and especially women, in the 
past, dealt with their precarious situation may provide important policy 
recommendations for the present.

why households?
Almost all individuals live in a household of multiple people during a large part of their 
lifetime. The household fulfils important emotional, social and economic functions. 
These functions differ per period and region, and even across individual households. 
But in most cases, paid work for money or food by one or more household members is 
combined with activities such as reproduction, care work and emotional labour. All of 
these tasks can be done within the household, or they can be outsourced. They can be 
paid or unpaid, voluntary or involuntary. However, throughout history, most 
reproductive and caring tasks for the household have been performed unpaid, by 
women. Studying women’s paid work in relation to their tasks in the household, and 
how this differed between regions, or changed over time, not only provides insights into 
the power relations between husbands and wives, parents and children. It also shows us 
how women have been able to flexibly change between caring duties and market work. 
This can, for example, help explain why across the world, particular niches of home 
textile production have remained vital for a long time.8

why compar ative history?
Put simply, the comparative method analyses similarities and differences between two 
or more case studies or events. While each case may have unique features, the 
comparative historical perspective helps us to identify underlying mechanisms that 
explain particular historical events and processes. For instance, if we compare the 
development in the wage gap between men and women in Britain and the Netherlands, 
as Corinne Boter has done in her recent dissertation,9 we can establish similar patterns 
occurring in different time periods. This comparison shows the importance of the 
timing and nature of the process of industrialization in both countries, which for a large 
part explains how women’s work was remunerated relative to men’s. The comparative 
perspective enables the historian to find a middle ground between, on the one hand, 
simple generalizations and, on the other hand, the extreme relativism of treating each 
historical event as unique.10  

It is almost impossible for one single historian to know every detail about a wide variety 
of time periods and regions in order to make systematic comparisons. Over the past 
fifteen years, I have been involved in three ambitious comparative labour history 
projects. In these projects, we brought together a large number of scholars with expertise 
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on the history of textile work, domestic work and sex work. These collective efforts 
resulted in systematic long-term comparisons and quite voluminous publications.11 In 
these books we distinguish broader patterns through space and time, and try to explain 
these patterns. My lecture benefits greatly from this work by the many historians and 
social scientists who contributed to these projects. I will try to take our collective 
comparisons a step further by connecting these three types of work.

precarious labour? the appreciation and organization of 
women’s work 

Textile work, domestic work and sex work are in a sense typical for the work that 
millions of women worldwide have historically performed. The working conditions in 
these professions across time and space were generally poor in many ways. Whether in 
the factory, at the master’s or mistress’s home, or in a brothel, working hours were long 
and the working environment was stressful in various ways. Although these conditions 
have also applied to working men, in many contexts, women were worse off. 

Many contemporaries as well as historians have even questioned if we can really label 
these activities of women as work. Cleaning, caring, being sexually or emotionally 
available, making clothes – aren’t these tasks of many a wife and mother? Of course, 
much depends on how we define “work”. Neoliberal as well as Marxist historiography 
has tended to use quite a narrow definition of work, juxtaposing “productive” and 
“reproductive labour”. “Productive labour” in this context has been work that directly 
creates “surplus value”. In contrast, it views much of the domestic and sexual services 
that have been provided throughout history, predominantly by women, as unproductive, 
or at best reproductive, in the sense that wage labourers were borne, raised and cared 
for. Even many Marxist Feminists have for long considered these activities by women as 
non-productive.12 

For millions of women throughout history, ranging from Japan to Germany, from 
Iceland to South Africa, domestic service was part of their life cycle, just before 
marriage.13 Doing domestic chores in the households of others was useful to acquire 
particular domestic skills. Often, food and lodging formed the major part of 
remuneration. More in general, care work was associated with the female disposition 
and women’s tasks in the reproductive sphere. Prostitution has, until today, not been 
considered as work by many people, or at least a very special kind of profession. In 
multiple ways, sex work has also frequently been related to women’s position in the 
household. In early modern European towns, for example, ranging from Florence to 
Bruges, women were not prosecuted for “prostitution”, but rather for “adultery”, 
because they had sex outside of legal marriage, regardless if they were paid for it or not. 
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The blurred lines between reproductive tasks and paid services are still very much 
present today. As one 35-year old Copacabana prostitute reflected on her marriage at 
the start of this century: “It was a job, just like this here. Actually, that’s a lie: it was a 
duty. And you don’t make money off of a duty. Here at least I get paid for what I do. My 
husband never paid me.”14 This statement, as well as many other contemporary and 
historical examples from around the world, suggests that prostitutes have consciously 
perceived themselves as workers, even if their environment has not. 

Not only domestic and sex work, but even textile production, especially hand spinning 
and weaving, have for a long time been seen as “household duties” of women and girls. 
From ancient Greece to precolonial Indonesia, women were symbolically depicted as 
spinners of the “thread of life”. In many historical contexts, especially in subsistence 
economies, the production of food, beverage and textiles for home use was part of 
women’s daily duties. This only changed when cities emerged and textiles were 
increasingly produced for the market. Interestingly, in many regions of the world this 
specialization was followed by a gender-specific labour division with women spinning 
and men weaving, often organized in guilds or other professional associations.

This brings us to another similarity 
between the three occupations, that the 
possibilities for women to organize 
themselves to fight for better working 
conditions were relatively limited. In the 
emerging textile factories of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries all 
over the world, women did not form 
official trade unions and usually did not 
lead strikes.15 Domestic and caregiving 
work in the households of others has in 
most places and times been of such an 
isolated and a competitive nature, that it 
was extremely difficult for workers to 
organize, both in a practical sense and in terms of feeling solidarity. Many lived in the 
homes of their masters and mistresses, and were subject to the rules and intimidation 
of their employers. This was not only the case with enslaved domestic servants, as in 
this picture from early nineteenth-century Louisiana. Also when they worked under 
freer labour relations, they could be fired at any time, and be replaced by a more obedient 
servant, if they protested against how their employers treated them. Similar conditions 
of individuality and a sphere of competition may apply to sex workers. For them, an 
extra complication was that in many times and regions, prostitution and other types of 
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sexual services have not been considered work, but as criminal activities. Even in the few 
countries where sex work is legalized, such as in the Netherlands today, it is morally 
condemned or stigmatized. All this has made labour organization, at least in a formal 
sense, difficult.16

Finally, the emerging historical scholarship on the gender wage gap shows that women 
have been systematically paid less than men, even for the same work. Although this 
difference varies over time and space, it persists until today, even in the world’s most 
developed countries. One important mechanism explaining wage differentials 
throughout history is that women have tended to crowd into a much smaller number 
of occupations than men. Even if there was a high demand for labourers, this gendered 
segmentation also led to a high supply of women in these particular jobs, driving down 
wage rates.17 

So far, it seems that women’s position as workers was indeed precarious and even 
contested in most of history, and that they were very much victims of their 
circumstances, and perhaps of the sheer fact that they were women. But, there is 
another side to the story. Many examples through space and time show that women’s 
work in textiles, domestic service or prostitution was valued. Within their 
socioeconomic, political and cultural constraints, female workers could indeed have 
considerable influence. Think, for instance, of the highly esteemed court prostitutes of 
medieval and early modern China,18 who as concubines exercised substantial political 
power. Or the fairly independent seamstresses in France around 1700, who established 
and managed their own guilds.19 And while it was perhaps difficult for domestic 
servants to formally organize, they certainly had some control, because they knew so 
much about their masters’ and mistresses’ personal lives. 

In this cartoon, the maid says to a 
hairdresser who comes at the door: “Law 
bless yer! That ain’t missus’s own ’air; it’s a 
wig!”. Servants gossiped, avoided work, 
stole from their bosses, sometimes 
blackmailed them. In more positive terms, 
many servants developed really intimate 
relationships with their employers and/or 
their children. They benefited in terms of 
confidentiality, emotional fulfilment, the 
informal influence they had. Also, they 
were frequently mentioned in their 
master’s or mistress’s will.20 
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In terms of organization, history also reveals both informal and formal ways in which 
textile workers, domestic workers and sex workers have organized themselves. Take, for 
example, the sisterhoods that Chinese cotton and silk workers formed in the 1920s. 
These sisterhoods (or jiemeihui) were small groups of female workers, usually six to ten 
women from the same region, who swore loyalty to each other. Within these informal 
groups, women pooled resources, for instance to buy each other gifts, but they also 
protected each other and sometimes went on strike together.21 In more recent times, 
international activities have been undertaken to better organize both domestic work 
and sex work. In the case of domestic workers, there are even formal international 
organizations. Probably the most influential is the International Domestic Workers 
Federation. In 2011, it achieved the milestone of reaching an ILO Convention on decent 
work for domestic workers. For prostitutes, it has been more difficult to organize 
formally, as in many countries it is illegal. So, for example, in Russia, organizations 
such as the St. Petersburg group “Silver Rose” do exist, but they are not allowed by the 
authorities.22 Still, they continue to fight for the recognition of sex work as work and 
for better working conditions, usually underground, and via social media, despite all 
the risks involved. 

Within the constraints of the segmented labour markets, women could choose 
alternative paths. Many of the women who were arrested for adultery in Amsterdam in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth century probably just claimed that they were a textile 
worker or a domestic servant in order to cover up their activities in prostitution. Still, 
we also know that there was a lot of flexibility and overlap in their work patterns. They 
may have switched between domestic work and prostitution several times, or worked 
part-time as a spinner or seamstress and part-time offered sexual services. Likewise, 
thousands of girls in industrializing Europe in the nineteenth century preferred to take 
a job in a textile factory rather than a position as a servant in a middle-class or elite 
household, despite the harsh working conditions. Factory work usually paid better, and 
in cash instead of in kind. Also, while factory hours were long, domestic work could be 
a 24/7 job, especially if you lived in the household of your master or mistress. Our 
comparative study of sex workers worldwide has shown that in many contexts, 
prostitution paid better than other available jobs, provided that a sex worker had 
sufficient control over her income. In contemporary Brazil, for instance, most 
prostitutes also work in formal employment, but they only get a minimum wage there, 
and prostitution pays much better. The most likely alternatives are for many women 
working as a badly paid domestic servant, unpaid as a housewife, or in a supermarket as 
a checkout clerk.23 

Changing employment was not always a positive choice. Sometimes women were forced 
by economic hardship, unemployment, or pressure by others. Many of the Japanese 
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girls in the textile factories I showed earlier, were pushed by their parents to migrate to 
a textile plant and live in dormitories for a long period of time. All over the world, 
ranging from Sweden to China, from the early modern period until the present, 
children have been sold or hired out as domestic servants by their own families or 
orphanages. Sex work too was not always a first choice, but sometimes working or living 
conditions were worse elsewhere. In present-day India, for instance, women working as 
unskilled construction labourers get paid very little. They perform hard physical labour, 
and many are even forced to have unpaid sex with their bosses. These women prefer to 
move into prostitution, to at least get paid for their sexual services.24 For this, they are 
willing to travel great distances and cross borders. This brings me to the second theme 
I would like to address today – the role of globalization.

work(ers) on the move? the impact of globalization on the 
division of labour

Textile work, domestic work and sex work have all for centuries been greatly affected by 
the process of globalization, which means an intensification of connections between 
different parts of the world. As we will see, in the case of textiles, it was generally the 
industry that throughout history relocated to where labour costs were lowest. In the 
case of domestic and sex work, it was usually the workers who migrated.

Race to the bottom
Textiles are probably the oldest commodities traded over a long distance. Since the 
Middle Ages, with the rise of cities and specialization, luxury textiles such as silk, but 
also cloth for daily use began to be traded. Textile production, especially hand-spinning, 
is labour-intensive, and required a lot of workers. Therefore, when textile production 
became commercialized, producers started to look for cheap labour. So, urban weavers 
employed spinners in the countryside, where wage rates were lower. These rural workers 
were usually women and children, and they could be found throughout the world. In 
the seventeenth century, Tilburg spinners spun wool for weavers in Leiden. Eighteenth-
century women in the Chinese countryside of Shaanxi province spun cotton for the 
city of Xi’an.25 The same happened in early twentieth-century Egypt, where rural 
spinners spun for weavers in Cairo, but also for smaller provincial towns.26 Over time, 
the distances yarn travelled became larger. Thus, eighteenth-century Dutch towns 
imported linen thread from Silesia. Women’s wages were so much lower there that they 
could compensate for the higher transport costs. At the same time, cheap yarn spun 
throughout the Ottoman Empire was transported to the most important cities such as 
Istanbul and Cairo.27 
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World trade expanded, and Asian cotton cloth was increasingly in demand by consumers 
in Europe, Africa and North America. In the early eighteenth century, British woollen 
cloth producers called for protective measures to ban the import of cotton textiles from 
India.  However, the desire for cotton was insatiable. Therefore, other ways to be 
competitive with Asia were sought, and the solution was found in technology. New 
spinning and weaving machines were invented to save labour costs, leading to 
industrialization all over the West in the nineteenth century. As a result, thousands of 
female hand spinners lost their work, and although some of them found employment 
in the new factories, these were generally unmarried, young women. With the new 
machines, new gender-specific divisions of labour emerged in the factories, and men 
moved into spinning. Although many low wage regions in Asia could remain competitive 
for much longer than previously thought, as I have shown recently for colonial 
Indonesia,28 ultimately, the core of the world’s textile production shifted to Europe and 
the USA. In Asia, only Japan managed to successfully catch up with the new technology, 
also because of the use of a large number of low-paid young women in the factories.
After the Second World War, textile factories in the West as well as Japan quickly lost 
ground to the upcoming industries in Communist China and postcolonial India, and 
later also countries such as Indonesia and Bangladesh, where labour costs were even 
lower, particularly those of women and children. In many of these regions, such as 
China and Bangladesh, trade unions were not allowed, so that labour conditions, and 
thus labour costs, could remain low. We only have to think back to the disastrous 
collapse of badly maintained factory buildings at Rana Plaza in Dhaka, some years ago, 
where over 1,000 textile workers died. Despite these appalling conditions, recent studies 
by economists also show that many Bangladeshi women working in the export garment 
industries gain economic independence and status by their work, which gives them a 
stronger position towards their family, as well as to economic development in the 
region.29 Also, the increased visibility of their circumstances in the international media 
and debates allows them to become more militant and demand better working 
conditions, as this picture shows. So, change does happen, and it often does so via more 
informal channels than the traditional labour organization such as trade unions.

Domestic and sex workers on the move
While in the case of textile production, it was the industry that moved over the globe, 
in the case of domestic workers and prostitutes, the workers were the ones who migrated. 
The history of their migration is in fact centuries old. Cities in particular drew large 
numbers of women from the nearby countryside or from further away. This migration 
was not always voluntary, as we have seen in the case of colonial South Africa, where 
Van Riebeeck, and many other European settlers, imported domestic slaves from other 
areas surrounding the Indian Ocean. Another example are the slaves from eastern 
Europe and central Asia who were brought in to do domestic work in elite households 
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in medieval and Renaissance Italian cities.30 However, many young girls also chose to 
move voluntarily to find a job as a domestic servant, and perhaps even a marriage 
partner. Examples are the many Scandinavian girls who came to Amsterdam in the 
seventeenth century, or Irish girls going to the United States two centuries later.

In prostitution too, migrant women were well represented. Especially global trading 
hubs, such as Amsterdam, London, Istanbul and Cairo, attracted large numbers of 
single men, or men who were away from home for a long time, such as sailors and 
merchants. Thus in the middle ages and early modern period, these cities already 
formed a ready market for women offering their sexual services. Women came from 
nearby villages, but also from regions further away, and other countries. The 
intensification of colonialism and global trade further increased the demand for 
domestic and sexual services by European settlers in Asia and Africa in the nineteenth 
century. These were usually fulfilled by indigenous women, as at the start of the 
nineteenth century, not many white women migrated to the colonies.

This started to change however, towards the end of the nineteenth century. Then, the 
growing numbers of young single European women who wanted to migrate, for instance 
to Latin American countries or Asia, was increasingly framed as a problem of “white 
slavery”. According to the public imagery, these white women were victims of male 
pimps and traffickers, who lured them into prostitution under false pretences. This led 
to national and international initiatives to fight trafficking in the early twentieth 
century.31 For sure, there were girls, especially when under-aged, who were indeed 
tricked into sex work by men pretending to give them other jobs, or promising to marry 
them. But our global history of sex work also shows that often, girls and women knew 
what they were getting into, and sometimes themselves took the initiative to migrate. 
Moreover, women were not always the victims and men the perpetrators. As Magaly 
Rodríguez García has discovered for the 1920s, prostitutes often picked their souteneurs 
themselves. Contemporaries claimed that at least in Latin America [quote] “as many 
pimps are created by prostitutes as there are prostitutes created by pimps” [end of 
quote].32 In this respect, there are interesting parallels with the debate on trafficking 
today, when a large share of the sex workers in the Western world comes from non-
Western countries. Although many of them work in the sex industry involuntarily, and 
under poor circumstances, there is also a larger share of voluntary sex workers among 
migrants than is often thought. It is mainly their illegal migrant status that puts them 
in a weak position towards their procurers. 

This brings us to the present, postcolonial world, in which much of the sex work in the 
Western world is indeed performed by immigrant workers who are often illegal. We can 
see an interesting parallel with regard to domestic and care work in the West. With the 
rise of the labour force participation of ever higher educated women, households in 
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richer countries increasingly outsource domestic and caregiving duties to women from 
poorer regions of the world, such as Southeast Asian or Latin American nannies and 
nurses. In contrast to many historical societies all over the world, these present-day 
migrants are no longer necessarily young and unmarried. Often, these women have 
children of their own, who have been left in the hands of grandmothers, sisters or 
neighbours in their home countries. Therefore, this is also referred to as the “Global 
Care Chain”. Ironically, while those care-givers provide comfort and love to the children 
or parents of employer families, they often have to miss their own families for an 
extended period of time.33 They are sometimes badly treated by their employers, and 
when their status is illegal, they may be seriously underpaid. On the other hand, with 
the considerable remittances these women send home, they gain economic standing in 
their countries of origin, and often manage to provide a better future, for instance 
education, for their own children.

to conclude:  the gains of compar ative labour history 
Textile work, domestic work and sex work have formed the majority of paid work for 
women through space and time, as in most contexts, alternatives were limited.34 For 
sure, their work was often precarious: it was underpaid, casual, and poorly organized. 
Moreover, globalization and increasing commercialization of these types of work may 
not necessarily have improved the position of women in the labour market. While in 
some parts of the world women’s position has improved, a specific international divi-
sion of labour seems to have emerged. Poor and migrant women from the global south 
are increasingly performing the textile, domestic and sex work of the world. 

Yet, the long-term global comparisons I have made here also show many examples of 
the choice and agency women had through the centuries. First, migration by women 
has been much more prevalent, and much older, than previously thought. Indeed, part 
of this migration was forced, but a lot of women also consciously chose to move, to find 
better work opportunities. Even under involuntary conditions, they tried to make the 
best of it, like Krotoa in the Van Riebeeck household or Filipina nannies in the US today. 
Second, although women’s formal organization in these occupations has proven 
difficult throughout history, we find many instances of more informal resistance, 
organization and influence. Precisely the intimate and affective character of their work, 
and their closeness, in many ways, to their employers or clients, could be used to female 
workers’ benefit. Third, within the constraints of the segmented labour market, paid 
textile, domestic and sex work have provided women a degree of economic independence 
throughout history. Young textile workers or domestic servants could be freer from 
their parents, saving for marriage or their own business. Sex work, despite its low status 
and even illegal character in many contexts, paid better than many alternatives, 
provided that the prostitute had sufficient control over her earnings.
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One of the huge gains of Global Labour History over the past two decades has been that 
it shows that the “standard employment” model is in fact an exception in history, with 
a strong Eurocentric bias.35 Focusing on global women’s work only further emphasizes 
this non-standard character of employment. It suggests that we should move beyond 
intellectual discussions about which types of activities qualify as “work” in the past and 
present. For sure, following Marcel van der Linden, we can take a broad definition, such 
as “work is the production of useful goods and services”. However, we can doubt 
whether such a broad conception is still meaningful, and what it brings us analytically. 
Instead, I would like to argue the point that it is much more important to investigate 
under which conditions people have performed their productive activities, how these 
conditions have benefited or harmed them, and why workers were, or were not, able to 
change them. 

The inclusion of women – more than half of the world’s historical labour force – in the 
picture is crucial. It shows that while workers may often have been formally powerless, 
informal networks, and forms of resistance against bad working circumstances or 
against existing power relations, did much to enhance their living and working condi-
tions in the past. To quote the wise words of migration historian Dirk Hoerder: “The 
emphasis on ‘exploitation’ in both labor and women’s historiography is justified, [but] 
an emphasis on ‘victimization’ […] overlooks women’s agency […]”.36 Rather than res-
trict, or criminalize, or neglect these circumstances, policy makers and NGOs should 
try to connect to these existing forms of organization.
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