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Who’s To Blame? – On Agency and Structure

When we are in unfamiliar surroundings, we tend to quickly notice specific peculiarities about that environment. Going to someone’s house for the first time, you’ll notice, for example, that the painting on the wall in the living room hangs a bit too much to the left, or that the carpet does not fit the room perfectly. And it is not as if your house is perfect; it’s just that you notice those specific things only when the environment is unfamiliar. This example can effectively and accurately be extended to the idea of culture. While we are in our own culture, it is rare that we notice anything ‘strange’ or ‘unusual’ about it. However, once we step into and engage with a culture that is not our own, we all of a sudden have a collection of a myriad of things that we think are ‘odd’ or ‘peculiar’. Though not always, it is very possible that along with the sense of ‘strange-ness’ we also experience a strong like or dislike to the specific event, idea, or custom that we have encountered.


In this essay, I will do my best to analyze one of those ‘strange ideas’ that I have experienced and tried to make sense of during my ‘new’ cultural experience. I grew up in Holland and so it is safe to say that the Dutch culture is at least the basis of my familiar surroundings. The last seven years I have been living in Lebanon and during that time I have been – at different times – engaged with the culture at different levels and with varying intensity. In my relatively recent ‘engaging’ with the culture, I have noticed a specific phenomenon that has stirred up a lot of emotions, thoughts, and questions in me. In this essay, I will do my best to analyze this ‘peculiar phenomenon’ and try my best to make sense of it and gain a more holistic understanding of the phenomenon as a whole. The ‘social problem’ I have chosen to be the subject of this essay is the general mistreatment of household assistants (better known under the label ‘maid’, ‘el bint’, ‘the Sri Lankiyye’, or “the san3a” – for those who read phonetics ;D) in Lebanon. The racism, abuse, underpayment, and oppression that these (foreign) household assistants have to face on a daily basis deeply sadden and frustrate me. But rather than just getting angry at ‘the system’ or at ‘everyone involved in this system”, I will try to offer some sort of an explanation for why and how I think the situation came to be and how the situation could possibly change for the better. This explanation will not be based on solid research and facts, but will be somewhat of a conjecture based on anthropological concepts and ways of understanding the causes and effects of social actions.


Before I was exposed to anthropology and its methods of analyzing and explaining social situations, I used to attribute the mistreatment of the household assistants (and most foreign lower-class workers) to, what I would call, the “typical Lebanese mentality of not wanting to do the dirty work themselves”. In every aspect of Lebanese society, a way has been made for the Lebanese to ‘keep their hands clean’. In the supermarket, your groceries are packed for you. At the gas station, you don’t even have to get out of the car. On the streets, every tissue, cigarette butt, and empty soda can is picked up for you. There is even a foreign worker for every building who comes to your door to pick up your garbage bags and dispose of them. Thus, I assumed, the Lebanese are just too lazy and proud to clean their homes themselves and so they leave that to the ‘less worthy’ foreign household assistants.


Though this attitude is prevalent in some parts of Lebanese society, I have learned that the blame cannot be placed on this mentality. The solution to the problem is not simply to change the Lebanese ‘mindset’. In fact, anthropology has taught me that such a thing doesn’t even exist. I realized this even more when I recognized that a social situation very similar to the one I am describing in this paper exists in Holland, my home country. There it is the Turks and Moroccans that immigrated as entry-level workers and have since then been discriminated and made fun of. 

Also, factors much larger than ‘mindset’ and ‘mentality’ are at play in this situation (and any social situation for that matter). We must look to why the foreign workers come (and continue to come) to Lebanon in search of work, somehow willing to face all the racism, abuse, and mistreatment they must have heard of. Most foreign workers (including the household assistants) come to Lebanon for work because job opportunities (believe it or not) are better here than in their home-countries. The question then arises why they don’t go to countries with even better opportunities. While thinking about this, I thought of two possible reasons why this is so. Firstly, the ‘system’ that one needs to go through to get to Lebanon and find work here is already in place, fully functional, and relatively easy to follow. Lebanon is a common destination for people from those countries and thus people simply have to follow the system that is already there. Secondly, foreign workers coming to Lebanon to work in entry-level jobs face no hardships in terms of immigration. If they were to apply for work in the US (where wages would ideally be higher), however, it is very unlikely that they would even be allowed to enter the country. And so, these household assistant continue to come to Lebanon in search for work they know will be degrading.


So the key to change lies not, as I first thought, in changing “Lebanese mentality”. There are global and structural, as well as local and personal, changes that need to take place to ameliorate this situation. No simple solution will suffice. It would be illogical, for example, to simply suggest that the foreign workers stop coming to Lebanon, because that would mean the collapse of a structure both Lebanese society and the foreign workers have grown dependent on. Thus, changes that are simultaneously more subtle and more comprehensive need to take place.


Awareness needs to be raised. People have to realize their potential agency (i.e. ability to act within and upon the social, political structures that one is a part of) so that changes on the small-scale, individual level can be made. This alone, however, will not be enough to bring about durable and long-term change in the situation as a whole since, as already mentioned, the structure that allows this situation to exist and continue to exist is firmly rooted, and it has become a vital part of Lebanese society. It would be impossible to simply take out the entire structure without significantly altering Lebanese society as a whole.


Change doesn’t just need to come from the Lebanese side of the situation though. It needs to take place in the countries of the foreign workers as well. The deep and continual poverty in those countries is a major factor that allows the structure to continue to exist. More and better job opportunities at ‘home’ would mean that less foreign workers would come to Lebanon in search for work. This would indeed result in ‘job vacancies’ that Lebanese nationals would generally be unwilling to fill and thus it is important that the Lebanese people are encouraged to take on those jobs.


Of course, to change an entire system such as this is an immense task, and to suggest that the change will take place easily and quickly would be irrational. However, as stated at the start of this paper, part of this essay’s purpose is to suggest a number of possible practical implementations of the changes mentioned above. One such practical suggestion is to create unions for the foreign household assistants working in Lebanon. These ‘unions’ would ensure that the women’s basic human rights are not violated and would also give each household assistant the voice to speak up in case of mistreatment. This would of course require large-scale intervention from political leaders as well as organizations, such as Amnesty International, that fight for human rights.


Another way to implement the changes would be to raise the minimum-wage in Lebanon. This could be an incentive for the lower-class Lebanese nationals to work as household assistants as well, thus decreasing the dependency of upper and middle class Lebanese society on foreign workers.


Raising awareness is one of the most important implementations that needs to take place in order for people to take their agency into their own hands and bring about the change they can within their own environments. This can be done practically through awareness campaigns in universities, workplaces, and through national media. Teachers can also play a significant role here. If children are made aware of the situation and encouraged to have a positive attitude towards the foreign workers (instead of the opposite, which is often the case at present), then the resulting changes in the way household assistants are treated could be significant. 


On a personal note, I’d like to suggest a very specific change that I would love to see. To my disappointment, I have come to realize that churches in Lebanon (especially in upper and middle class areas) are rarely welcoming to the lower-class foreign workers. Even when we view the church simply as an influential place of community (without considering the various beliefs and ideas tied to it), the message it communicates to the society by (directly or indirectly) refusing to welcome household assistants and foreign lower-class workers into their community as equal people is significant. I think that churches (and all other places of public gathering and community) can play a great role in ameliorating this situation. If in such places people can see an example of how the situation can change, then the change will certainly spread. 


Naturally, these changes are unlikely to be seen on a large scale in the near future. The structure that both allows and perpetuates this situation is beneficial and effective to large parts of both Lebanese society and the “foreign-workers society”, and the changes suggested in this paper would be significantly harmful to those people who profit from this system. Also, a system on which both parties (the Lebanese and the household assistants) have grown so accustomed to, and dependent on, will be hard to change.


Nevertheless, if nothing else, at least this paper points out the fact that the blame and responsibility for the problematic situation it addresses lie not on “Lebanese mentality” or any other simple factor. Viewing the situation holistically, we can see the different connection-points at which many factors combine to both perpetuate the structure and obstruct its change. Individuals’ agency will need to be combined with ‘structural rearrangement’ if any serious lasting impact is to be made.
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