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ABSTRACT 

This article focuses on live-in elder care workers in German-speaking Switzerland, with a 

focus on the city of Basel. Working with the Lefebvrian concept of le droit à la ville, it 

critically investigates the extent to which circularly migrating women can negotiate their right 

to the city when working as private 24-hour carers in Basel. It first discusses how the Swiss 

migration and labor regimes in this gendered field of work affect their rights, access, 

belonging, and participation in the city. The article then analyzes two examples of how live-in 

care workers challenge existing regulations individually and collectively, and instigate 

changes at the level of the city. Exploring the idea of participation beyond formal recognition 

such as residency and citizenship, the paper critically reflects on the right-to-the-city debate’s 

key concept of inhabitance. Focusing on women who – as circular migrants – only reside in 

Switzerland for a few weeks at a time and who – as live-in workers – are often isolated in 

private households, the paper argues that work arrangements and mobility are key to 

understanding inhabitants’ right to the city. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

In the last few years, an increasing number of private agencies have been offering 24-hour 

care to the Swiss elderly in their private homes. They employ or place women from EU 

countries in Swiss households for two to twelve weeks at a time. For some workers, this is 

only a one-time temporary deployment. In the majority of cases, however, the women 

regularly commute between their ‘home’ and ‘work’ countries. (Schilliger 2014; Schwiter, 

Berndt and Truong 2015). The literature discusses this specific mobility pattern in which 

workers go back and forth on a regular basis as ‘circular migration’ (Mansoor and Quillin 

2007; Triandafyllidou and Marchetti 2013; Vertovec 2007).  
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While the care workers are in Switzerland, they live in the seniors’ private households. Even 

though they are de facto residents in Switzerland for this period of time, they are often 

described in a narrative that firmly locates them in their ‘home’ countries and not in the places 

where they work and live as 24-hour care workers (Pelzelmayer and Schwiter 2015). This 

discursive placement is reflected in their residence status, working conditions, legal protection 

– and participation in everyday local community life.  

As existing research has shown, both traditional guest worker programs and more 

recent temporary migration schemes often restrict the rights of migrant workers (Castles 

2006; Plewa and Miller 2005; Ruhs and Martin 2008; Wickramasekara 2008). They might for 

instance limit the duration of stay, prohibit family reunion, infringe the freedom to change 

employer and impede access to unemployment and other social security benefits (Bakan & 

Stasiulis 2012). Furthermore, the often temporary nature of labor migration is an obstacle to 

traditional ways of organizing workers (Piper 2010). 

For domestic workers from other countries, migration law interlinks with labor law, 

which in many countries does not provide full protection if the private household is the 

workplace (ILO 2013). Consequently, migrant domestic workers – and live-in workers in 

particular – often face what Fudge (2011, 235) has termed a “conundrum of jurisdiction” that 

exposes them to exploitation. In the case of circular migration, with workers alternating 

between their ‘work’ and ‘home’ countries, this means that “they end up not being a full-

citizen [neither] here nor there” (Marchetti 2015, 75). 

The present article analyzes live-in care workers’ position in German-speaking 

Switzerland, with a specific focus on Basel. Acknowledging the importance of work-related 

issues in urban politics, the paper refers to Henri Lefebvre’s concept of the right to the city 

(Lefebvre 1968). It does so with a view to exploring the potential to address questions related 

to the four aspects of rights, access, belonging, and participation in a situation of heightened 

mobility. Since issues of gender and country/place of origin are highly relevant in 24-hour 

care, the paper works with gendered readings of the right-to-the-city debate. Accordingly this 

paper addresses the following questions: Given their circular migration status, their temporary 

work arrangements, and the fusion of workplace and residence, what are the difficulties that 

live-in care workers face to claim their ‘right to the city’? How do care workers negotiate this 

right in Basel? How do they participate in everyday life in the city? 

In the following sections, we first discuss how we read Lefebvre’s right to the city 

through a gender lens. After a brief presentation of the material and methods, the results 
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section explores the situation of circularly migrating 24-hour caregivers in German-speaking 

Switzerland. We investigate the ways in which the specific nexus of migration and labor 

regimes affects their rights, access, belonging, and participation in the city. We focus on 

Basel to discuss two cases in which care workers challenge the existing regimes at an 

individual as well as at a collective level. In our conclusions, we reflect on what our 

foregrounding of work arrangements and circularly migrating inhabitants might add to the 

right-to-the-city debate. 

 

2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1 Lefebvre’s le droit à la ville: collectivist politics, inhabitance, and the gender lens 

In Le droit à la ville, Henri Lefebvre (1968) rejected the formalities of participation on the 

level of the nation-state. Urban space was to become the locus for decision-making. 

Lefebvre’s idea of a right to the city addresses issues of legal rights, access to resources, 

belonging, and participation (Kofman and Lebas 1996; Purcell 2003). It demands that all 

inhabitants of a city have a right to the social, economic and cultural resources in the city and 

it calls not just for a reform, but for a radical restructuring of social, political and economic 

relations in the city and beyond (Butler 2012). All inhabitants of a city should be able to 

participate in decision making and have the right to appropriate the city as their own. It thus 

underlines the need for a fundamental shift in the power relations that underlie the production 

of urban space, so that control is transferred from the state and capital and to urban 

inhabitants (Purcell 2002).  

Today, there is not only considerable interest in the (global) city (Domosh and Seager 

2001, 67; Joy and Vogel 2015; Sassen 2001) and (access to) rights, but also in the concept of 

the right to the city, particularly because “political and economic restructuring in cities is 

negatively affecting the enfranchisement of urban residents” (Purcell 2002, 99). Research 

drawing on the debate has focused for instance on (public) housing (Fenton et al. 2013), on 

social media and activism (Tayebi 2013), and on (minority) group participation and rights 

(Jabareen 2014). As such, activist groups have also adopted the concept (Mullis 2014). For 

example, the World Social Forum (2004, 2), an open grassroots platform that brings together 

a large number of civil society groups, developed a World Charter for the Right to the City, 

which reads,  
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“1. All persons have the Right to the City free of discrimination based on gender, age, 

health status, income, nationality, ethnicity, migratory condition, or political, religious 

or sexual orientation (…) .” 

Often the concept is employed to support individuals in claiming their rights. From a 

gender perspective, however, scholars have questioned this interpretation of Lefebvre’s ideas 

and the liberal framework in which such universal rights-based claims are often articulated 

(Brown 2000). Feminist and critical scholars working with the right-to-the-city go beyond a 

rights-based language and emphasize Lefebvre’s vision of collective forms of participation 

and inhabitance.  

First, Harvey (2012, 3) for example recognizes the potential of the right to the city as 

not just an issue of individualized rights and access. He foregrounds its possibilities of 

collectivistic participation: 

“The right to the city is far more than the individual liberty to access urban resources: 

it is a right to change ourselves by changing the city. It is, moreover, a common rather 

than an individual right since this transformation inevitably depends upon the exercise 

of a collective power to reshape the processes of urbanization. The freedom to make 

and remake our cities and ourselves.” (Harvey 2008, 23) 

The right to the city as participation and appropriation therefore also encompasses the right 

to reshape and transform the city collectively, and the right to form alliances in order to 

change existing norms, rules, and regulations.  

Second, gendered readings of Lefebvre foreground his concept of inhabitance as the 

basis for (local, urban) participation. Fenster (2005, 218-219) for example explains that 

“Lefebvre doesn’t define belonging to a political community in the terminology of formal 

citizenship status, but bases the right to the city on inhabitance”, and Purcell (2002, 99) talks 

about an “urban politics of the inhabitant”. So while conventional enfranchisement addresses 

only national citizens, the right to the city speaks of inhabitants, urban dwellers, or what 

Lefebvre (1991) calls citadins – a term that combines the notion of citizen with inhabitant and 

denizen. In addition, Lefebvre uses the French word habiter, which refers not only to 

dwelling but also to a way of living that involves appropriating the city as one’s own (see 

Kofman and Lebas 1996, pp. 17). 

Inhabitance thus speaks to ‘lived space’ and people’s ‘actual’ experience of a given 

space (Lefebvre 1991). Central here are people’s everyday rhythms of life (Lefebvre 1992). A 

Lefebvrian analysis of these rhythms opens up the possibility that - instead of nationality, 
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ethnicity, or birth – one’s own experiences of everyday life in the city is the basis for 

participation (Purcell 2002). A focus on people’s experiences of every day life also gives 

room and potential to new forms of contestation, in which people begin to manage urban 

space by themselves and for themselves (Butler 2012, 104). 

Fenster (2005) discusses these everyday experiences as creating multi-layered forms 

of belonging. Inhabitance as the basis of belonging and participation in everyday life is a 

tempting proposition. However, what does inhabitance mean beyond formal recognition such 

as residency and citizenship, particularly in a context of mobility (Nagel and Staeheli 2004)? 

How do circular migrants participate as inhabitants while being present only intermittently? 

To what extent can they be citadins in more than one city at once? Lefebvre argues that the 

bourgeois aristocracy that moves from grand hotel to grand hotel can no longer be considered 

inhabitants (Lefebvre 1996, 159). But what about workers who might be equally mobile but 

for entirely different reasons? The case of migrant live-in care workers in Basel offers a 

unique opportunity to explore these intricate questions. In the following, the article outlines 

how a critical reading of the right-to-the-city framework can support a gendered analysis of a 

contemporary multi-local phenomenon such as 24-hour care. 

 

2.2 24-hour care in Switzerland and the right to the city  

The article builds on two points addressed in the right-to-the-city debate. First, 24-hour care 

seldom takes place in what is understood as ‘public’ space (Schilliger 2013). Care workers are 

therefore often poorly visible in the ‘public’ sphere. Second, the right to the city does not 

necessarily relate to the ‘private’ sphere of the household (Fenster 2005; Staeheli and Dowler 

2002). While gendered perspectives have applied the concept to (certain groups of) women’s 

negotiation of public space (Hackenbroch 2013) and to housing (Fenton et al. 2013), the 

‘private’ sphere has received considerably less attention (cf. Fenster 2005). In exploring live-

in care as reproductive work that takes place in the private home but impacts on the workers’ 

participation in everyday life in the city, we simultaneously draw on and move beyond the 

private and public spheres as conceptual tools and construct a framework that disrupts the 

public/private dichotomy.  

Looking at the case of care workers who reside in Basel regularly but only for short 

periods of time, we critically investigate both the formal mechanisms and state-directed 

rights-based frameworks, as well as the concept of inhabitance in the case of repeated 

mobility. This involves moving beyond a territorial conceptualization of the city to an 
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understanding of space as a product of interrelations (Massey 2005). In this sense, citadins 

negotiate their right to the city through connections to other places. With our focus on circular 

migrants these interrelations become especially visible. Our aim is to contribute in this way to 

an understanding of urban participation and ‘citizenship’ that “makes it possible to think 

migration and city beyond [exclusionary] ethnicity paradigms” (Hess and Lebuhn 2014, 13) 

and beyond a territorial understanding of space.  

 

3 MATERIAL AND METHODS 

This paper is based on a three-year project funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation. 

In our project, we followed the network connections that make up the Swiss 24-hour care 

market, and identified key sites, actors, and moments that shape its development. Our findings 

are based on a diverse set of observations, qualitative interviews and informal conversations 

between 2013 and 2016. As part of our observation of the 24-hour care market, we analyzed 

the extensive public debate on live-in elderly care in the popular media and in government 

proceedings. Furthermore, we carried out a close reading of relevant documents and an 

analysis of care agencies’ marketing and self-presentations on the Internet.  

We conducted in-depth interviews with twelve care workers from Hungary, Slovakia 

and Poland, twenty representatives of thirteen different care agencies, and two representatives 

of workers’ organizations in Switzerland. Five interviews were carried out in Slovakian, six in 

Hungarian and all the others in German. The non-German interviews were translated into 

English by our field assistants. With a few exceptions, the interviews were transcribed 

verbatim. Except for one respondent aged 29, the care workers we interviewed were aged 45 

to 67 years old, were all female and had diverse educational and family backgrounds. We use 

pseudonyms for all interviewees and persons mentioned in the quotations, except for Bożena 

Domańska and Agata Jaworska, who cannot be anonymized because they are well-known 

public figures in Switzerland and who gave us their explicit consent to publish their names, 

photos and the quotations printed below. 

Moreover, we draw on our notes from many informal conversations with care 

workers, agency and union representatives and other individuals such as government officials. 

During the course of our research, we visited the care workers’ grassroots group Respect; we 

followed some of their network connections to worker recruitment sites in Slovakia and 

Hungary and visited care workers at their workplaces and at their homes in Switzerland and 

Hungary. For the analysis, we drew on Waitt’s (2010) suggestions about how to analyze 

material from a discourse analytical perspective.  



	   7 



	   8 

 

4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

In the following three sections we discuss how the Swiss migration, work and gender regime 

affect the circular migrant care workers’ right to the city and how they negotiate their 

everyday lives as inhabitants individually and collectively. 

 

4.1 Free movement of workers and circular migration 

The admission of migrant workers to Switzerland is based on a dual system that grants 

(gainfully employed) nationals of European Union (EU) or European Free Trade Association 

(EFTA) member states the right to free movement, while only giving work permit to a limited 

number of highly skilled employees from non-member states. The dual system is based on the 

idea that low-skilled labor can be filled by workers from within the European Union, 

especially from the newer accession states in Eastern Europe (Castles 2006). These 

regulations concerning the free movement of persons to Switzerland form the basis of the 

current model of live-in home care work. While live-in carers from non-member states can 

still only work informally, the regulations now enable care workers from EU/EFTA to legally 

enter Switzerland and find formal employment. Since Switzerland extended the freedom of 

movement to eight new Eastern European member states in 2011, the number of agencies that 

offer packaged live-in care services has markedly increased. The agencies recruit carers from 

countries such as Poland, Slovakia, and Hungary, most of whom work in Switzerland for only 

a few weeks or months at a time. 

Temporary migration within the EU is not new. Many patterns of short-term and 

seasonal migration have prevailed in different forms (Castles 2006). Researchers and policy 

makers often subsume them under the term circular migration. The term describes a specific 

pattern of migration that is both temporary and repetitive (Triandafiyllidou 2010). It is 

commonly found with workers who go abroad for an assignment of a few weeks or months, 

then return home for some time before going back for the next assignment – sometimes even 

at regular intervals. 

A number of scholars have noted that circular migration is increasingly promoted as a 

(top-down) policy (Triandafyllidou 2010; Vertovec 2007; Wickramasekara 2011) to foster 

development in home countries, to meet labor market needs without permanent settlement, 

and to minimize irregular migration to the receiving countries. In short, circular migration is 

claimed to generate so-called triple-win situations (Castles and Miller 2009; Wickramasekara 
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2011). The European Commission and the Global Forum on Migration and Development for 

example strongly promote the idea of actively managed circular migration (European 

Migration Network 2011; GCIM 2005). Private home care agencies adopt this win-win-win 

logic, too. Their model of sending care workers back and forth between country of permanent 

residence and workplace in Switzerland every two to twelve weeks epitomizes short-term 

circular migration.  

As Marchetti (2015) points out, circular migration is special in that it requires specific 

skills to deal with the required geographical mobility. In addition to organizing repeated 

cross-border transfers, many circular migrants in domestic work are also responsible for 

recruiting and managing their replacement workers, arranging schedules, handing over tasks 

and keeping in touch with employers from a distance. Therefore, researchers call for a 

bottom-up approach to circular migration that pays attention to the migrants’ reality on the 

ground (Triandafyllidou and Marchetti 2013).  

Furthermore, circular migration has strongly gendered characteristics (Triandafyllidou 

and Marchetti 2013). In contrast to longer stays abroad, circular migration helps workers to 

secure a livelihood without emigrating permanently. Going back and forth at brief intervals 

allows them to spend time with their family in between assignments. For this reason, it is 

often women who seek such job opportunities, as they allow for earning money abroad while 

continuing to fulfill typically gendered care responsibilities in their home country (Marchetti 

2013).  

However, Wickramasekara (2011) argues that such circular migration programs lead 

to numerous protection problems and rights issues that apply especially to low-skilled 

workers. The next section shows how the interplay between the migration and work regimes 

in Switzerland results in different degrees of social and political exclusion for live-in migrant 

care workers and hence affects their right to the city, with regard to the four aspects of rights, 

access, belonging, and participation. 

 

4.2 The situation of live-in care workers in Switzerland: influenced by intertwined 

migration, work and gender regimes 

Although paid home-care work is increasingly common, public perception and politics often 

neglect home care as an employment field. Feminist research has shown that this disregard is 

typical for so-called reproductive work, which is performed in the private space of the home 

and has long been done by unpaid female family members (for an overview see Kofman and 
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Raghuram 2015). Consequently, labor law in many countries, including Switzerland, does not 

protect paid care work in the private household. Furthermore, live-in care workers are often 

not represented by labour unions (ILO 2013). This exclusion means that working time, 

occupational health and safety, and workplace monitoring are regulated less strictly than in 

other sectors of the labor market (Medici 2011).  

Additionally, the care workers’ rights highly depend on the length of their residence and 

the formality of their work arrangements. Since the Free Movement of Persons Act between 

Switzerland and the EU/EFTA came into force in 2002, care workers from EU and EFTA 

states have been able to obtain mainly three different types of residence permit (State 

Secretariat for Migration 2015b). While employees with unlimited working contracts can 

apply for residence permits that are valid for five years, workers with an employment contract 

valid from three to twelve months can only apply for short-term permits. The validity of these 

short-term permits is identical to the term of the employment contracts and can be extended 

for a maximum of one year. Workers who stay in Switzerland for less than three months a 

year cannot apply for residency and are only registered with the local authorities via an online 

form (State Secretariat for Migration 2015a). 

For migrant live-in care workers, the Free Movement of Persons Act means that they 

can now legally enter and work in Switzerland. However, our data suggests that they still 

often work informally, especially those who work in Switzerland for less than three months a 

year. We found that many of them are not fully registered with the authorities for such 

benefits as social insurance and pension schemes. Sara, a young woman from Slovakia, 

recalled her experience with a recent deployment as live-in care worker: 

“He (the care recipient) didn’t know anything. You know, I wasn’t even registered 

with the communal authority. I asked him about it, and about taxes, health 

insurance, you know, normal things. It is not the first time I am in Switzerland. 

(…) I have worked in Switzerland before and everything was legal and correct 

then. And now, moonlighting! One or two months and then I went home. (…) I 

didn’t know that and I wouldn’t even have come [had I known].” (Sara, care 

worker) 

 

While many workers remain unregistered, others have to work on short-term contracts. 

This not only limits their right to stay in Switzerland but also produces insecure job situations. 

Leila, for example, was a care worker in informal employment arrangements in Switzerland 

and Germany for many years. When we talked to her, she was working for a family in Basel – 

her first formal employment abroad. However, Leila’s current employer had decided to renew 

her employment contract for only half a year at a time, which led to her residence permit 
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being also only renewed for half a year every time. For her, this caused considerable 

confusion and stress:  

I don’t understand either. The elderly person I take care of is 84 years old. Slightly 

dement, but in good shape. He is not about to die in two days. Nor in half a year. 

(…) Well, [this is] not good. No, it makes me anxious. And you know, in such a case 

I often think that because I’m very frustrated, it would be better in informal 

[economy]. At least I wouldn’t have such problems. (Leila, care worker) 

Hence, for Leila, working on a series of formal short-term contracts was even more frustrating 

than being in informal employment, in which she would at least not have to worry about the 

corresponding administrative work.  

In many respects, carers with residence permits are better off than employees with 

short-term permits or without permits. If a carer with a residence permit loses her job, s/he 

has the right to stay in Switzerland, has access to unemployment benefits, and can apply for 

social assistance (SKOS 2011). For short-term workers whose permits expire with their 

employment contracts, however, it is far more difficult to claim assistance. Although they pay 

the same share of unemployment benefits through automatic deduction from their salaries and 

would de-jure be eligible for unemployment benefits, we found that they cannot access these 

benefits due to their missing residence permits. In this sense, the intertwining of migration 

and work regimes complicates live-in care workers’ rights and access to resources. 

Moreover, our research suggests that the work arrangement of live-in care itself is 

specifically tailored to circular migrants. As the following quote by an interviewed care agent 

illustrates, live-in care workers are clearly not meant to stay longer and form ties in the city in 

which they work: 

This [the idea that a live-in care worker would aspire to social mobility and to build an 

autonomous life] is not our goal. (…) Imagine: a woman comes here as a live-in care 

worker, starts to save money, and starts to pay rent for her own apartment. And then 

her boyfriend joins her (…), they live together. Maybe they have two kids then. Now, 

(…) is this women supposed to sleep, to live with the care-recipient? Forget it! (…) This 

model is not suitable for residents. (… ) As soon as they are permanently here and they 

live here, they are never going to accept a job like that. (Bruno, care agent) 

This quotation shows that live-in care work is not easily reconcilable with having one’s 

family in spatial proximity. Even if some might wish to, live-in carers are not supposed to 

conceive of the center of their lives being in Switzerland but in their ‘home’ countries. 

Correspondingly, their wages are usually not sufficient to secure a decent livelihood in 

Switzerland, let alone to bring family members from their countries of origin to their work 

country.  
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Nevertheless, the temporary deployments might help them improve their livelihoods 

and take care of family members in their cities of permanent residence. Indeed – in agreement 

with the findings of Marchetti (2013) – results of our interviews with several women who 

cared for family members at home showed that the short-term circular mobility of their jobs 

was a desirable condition. Dania, a care worker from Poland, for example, told us that her 

employer wanted her to stay and work permanently, but she preferred to share the live-in care 

arrangement with a colleague so that she could go home between her month-long shifts.  

But several of our interviewees also pointed out that their intermittent absences from 

home and constant back-and-forthing between two places take their toll. Melissa, for 

example, had done three one-month deployments as a live-in care worker from Hungary to 

Switzerland and was planning to go on more deployments the following year. Asked about 

how she handled going back and forth repeatedly, she said:: 

It’s bad for everyone. Everyone. The drivers even say, anybody you talk to, no matter 

where they go to work, Germany, Austria, or anywhere, that when leaving, everybody 

is silent, sad, and on the way home, we almost sing. Yes. You're away from your home 

for a month. (Melissa, care worker) 

This quote hints at the difficulties of traveling long distances across national borders between 

‘work’ and ‘home’ at a monthly rhythm. Short-term circular migration changes the social 

networks of live-in carers and their practices to maintain existing social relations. Many of 

our interview partners, both care workers and care agents, emphasized the importance of 

access to resources such as affordable means of communication, transportation, space to 

socialize and to meet people, without which existing relations could not be maintained and 

new ones between two or more places separated by thousands of miles – and in our case also 

across national boundaries – could not be built.  

In principle, according to Levitt and Schiller (2004) a ‘transnational life’ implies the 

possibility of developing feelings of belonging in various locations. However, in the case of 

live-in carers, the working and living conditions of live-in arrangements make it difficult for 

them to meet other people and to participate in social life outside their workplaces. These 

difficulties are especially visible in Magdalena’s case. Magdalena was working in two 

households in Switzerland, staying one month at each while occasionally spending a couple 

of days at home in Hungary in between. The following fieldnotes are from our second visit at 

her workplace:  

Ms. Meyer (care-recipient) has been very agitated and keeps yelling at night. (…) 

Magdalena is very worried that Ms. Meyer’s shouting disturbs the neighbors (...). 
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Normally, Magdalena likes to go for a walk or to leave the house for a little while. 

But right now she prefers to stay home during her free time from 2pm until 4pm, 

in case Ms. Meyer yells again or in case something happens. (Fieldnotes after a 

visit to Magdalena’s and Ms. Meyer’s) 

As the persons they look after often require around-the-clock care, carers have little ‘leisure 

time’. Although their working contracts usually stipulate maximum working hours of six to 

eight hours a day, our interviewees report that these hours are spread throughout the day and 

evening. Furthermore, they often work more than the hours written in their contracts and 

remain on call for the remaining hours. Consequently, many of them hardly ever feel properly 

off work, as Anna, a live-in care worker from Hungary who had been working for two years 

in Switzerland, confirms:  

It was not a problem for me to wake up at night. I knew, it’s 24-hour work, just 

like having a little child, one has to be awake. (…) I rested whenever I was able 

to. (…)  I woke up, even if they didn’t ring - but I heard (them), because our 

rooms were separated only by a hallway and a bathroom. (...) Actually, for this 

job, I think this kind of alertness is necessary. (…) those who don’t fall asleep and 

wake up easily, they suffer greatly because they cannot get a rest. (Anna, care 

worker) 

In this quotation, Anna is well aware of the required ‘work ethic’ and behavior that is 

considered necessary for ‘good care’ (Weicht 2010).. In comparing it with having a little child 

she frames care work as mothering – a gendered responsibility that requires around-the-clock 

presence. Furthermore, the comparison to mothering emphasizes that care work encompasses 

affective, embodied work. Care work, which includes providing intimate services and a 

loving environment, often produces relationships based on love and affection (McDowell 

2009). These emotional ties make it even more difficult for carers to claim time off work 

while feeling responsible for the care recipient.  

To sum up, this section identified a number of difficulties faced by circular labor 

migrants who work in live-in care arrangements. These difficulties stem from the specific 

intersection of migration regime, work regime and gender regime, and how this affects the 

workers’ right to the city. We argue that it is this intertwining of a short-term circular 

migration system and a live-in work arrangement in the private household that relies on 

gendered understandings of care work, which structurally complicates enjoyment of 
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-‐ equal rights for live-in home care workers with regard to residence permits and labor 

law, 

-‐ equal access to unemployment benefits, social assistance, and other resources, 

-‐ the possibility of leaving the workplace/household for a longer period of time and 

claim time off work to live one’s own life, for example to meet compatriots, build new 

social networks, and develop a sense of belonging, and 

-‐ the acquisition of financial and other means to build an independent life in the city, for 

example to rent one’s own apartment, go for a coffee, to the theatre and movies, and 

participate in other activities of one’s own choice – similar to the resident urban 

population. 

 

4.3 Negotiating everyday life in the city and transforming the city collectively 

In the previous sections, we discussed how the specific nexus of the migration, work and 

gender regimes in Switzerland complicates live-in care workers’ access to resources and their 

belonging and participation in the city. However, in spite of the above-mentioned 

disenfranchisements due to closely intertwined formal and informal mechanisms, live-in 

carers are local inhabitants who actively participate in the struggle for ‘empowerment’ 

(Schilliger 2015; Strüver 2013). This section first looks at examples of how care workers 

negotiate their participation in the everyday life in the city on an individual level. Then we 

will come back to Harvey’s argument that the right to the city means more than just 

individual freedom and includes the right to form alliances and collectively transform the city 

(Harvey 2008).  

Many of our interview partners underlined the absolute necessity of having access to 

an Internet connection in the elderly person’s household. By means of smartphones, 

computers, and communication software such as Skype, care workers can reach their friends 

and family and be contacted anytime from anywhere in the world. Above all, social media 

platforms such as Facebook play an important role for their social life. During our visits, 

many of our interviewees would show us that they take pictures of their surroundings, of the 

city, of the landscape around the workplace, of themselves and the elderly and share them on 

social media platforms with their friends and family members. Vice versa they comment and 

look at posts and pictures from colleagues and family from other places and from ‘back 

home’. Moreover, our interviewees told us stories of how they meet and interact with new 

acquaintances in the environment of their workplace. Magdalena, for example, vividly 
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recalled her encounter with a girl at the bus station and how she appreciated exchanging 

phone numbers. She was also proud of showing us the photos of her visit at the opera with the 

care-recipient’s daughter, which she had posted on Facebook. Through these and other 

practices care workers develop a sense of belonging in different places. Also, live-in carers 

often participate in specific Facebook groups in which they exchange information about 

employment opportunities or to support each other in care work related subjects. These new 

forms of communication and relations via the Internet enable the care workers to participate 

in the local everyday life at their workplaces while continuing to ‘inhabit’ their cities of 

permanent residence - even though they are intermittently physically absent (Longhurst 

2013). In this respect, they are citadins in two places at once. 

Live-in care workers not only appropriate the city by developing social relations and 

through feelings of belonging, they also fight for better working conditions. In Basel for 

example, we met Bożena Domańska, who sought the support of a labor union and filed a 

lawsuit against her former employer. In 2013, she was portrayed in a Swiss national television 

documentary (Batthyany 2013). As a result of the film, which was key to bringing labor 

conditions of live-in care workers to public attention, Bożena Domańska lost her job as a live-

in care worker. Later, she was able to find new employment as a live-out carer. She settled 

permanently in Basel and became the public face, social organizer and spokesperson of live-in 

care workers. In this process she gained access to resources, belonging, and participation in 

the city, none of which are within easy reach for most temporary migrants, let alone for short-

term circular migrants. In the following quote she recalls the importance of her fight and the 

need for collective organization:   

If I hadn’t told anyone back then (…), if I hadn’t started this lawsuit or if I hadn’t 

defended myself, it would have been over. And I said: No, stop. Then they approved my 

claims. You have to take matters into your own hands and say ‘here I am’ and ‘not like 

that’! (…) we are all individuals, but together we can achieve more. (Interview with 

Bożena Domańska, care worker)
2
	  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 This interview was conducted by one of our students, Severin Luca Belle, as part of a seminar on ‚care 
arrangements – aging and care in private households’ at the University of Zurich in 2014. 
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Photo: Bożena Domańska (left) at a street protest against the exploitation of care workers. 

Photo with kind permission of: Respect@VPOD 

Traditionally, organizing workers employed in private households was not a priority 

for labor unions. These workers were perceived as servants who are part of the family rather 

than as laborers, and with most of them being women, they did not rank high on the agendas 

of the male-dominated unions. Furthermore, unions often argued that care workers’ isolation 

in individual households made them impossible to organize (Boris and Fish 2014).  

However, recent years have witnessed an upsurge of care workers organizing in large 

parts of the world. These movements have been initiated and supported not only by unions, 

but also by women’s associations, migrant or religious organizations, human rights advocacy 

groups and other non-governmental organizations (Ally 2005). In contrast to unions the latter 

do not necessarily focus on labor conditions, but often also address questions of gender and 

ethnic discrimination or citizenship (cf. e.g. Ong 2006; Pratt 2012). When the International 

Labor Organization (ILO) put care workers on their agenda in 2008, many of these unions and 

associations allied at a global level to campaign for the adoption of the ILO convention 189 
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(Boris and Fish 2014; Schwenken 2017). The convention passed in 2011, requiring states to 

grant equal labor rights to domestic workers (ILO 2011). 

While the existing literature on care workers’ labor activism takes into account that 

they are predominantly migrants with no or only temporary residence permits (cf. Ally 2005), 

the cases discussed usually deal with workers who are present for longer periods of time. In 

our case of circular migration, however,, most care workers stay in Switzerland only for a few 

weeks at a time. This additionally complicates the building of longer-term alliances and 

workers’ organizing in a way that might support collective change in the city. Moreover, they 

work in live-in arrangements in which the required around-the-clock presence makes it 

difficult for the workers to find time for such activities and meet other workers (Schilliger 

2015).  

In spite of these added difficulties, a group of live-in care workers around Bożena 

Domańska managed to successfully organize. In spring 2013 they founded an alliance called 

Respect (Respekt 2015). Its initial members were mainly live-in care workers from Poland 

who went to a Polish-language church service in Basel on Sundays. Afterwards, they would 

meet for coffee and tea and discuss their work situations. The women got in touch with a 

researcher and representatives of the labor union for the public services personnel (VPOD). 

Together, they set up more formal monthly meetings on Sunday afternoons. The group’s main 

aim was to support each other and to exchange information. Today they continue to discuss 

individual work situations and how to best deal with them. They support each other in finding 

jobs and collect knowledge about their labor rights. Over time, the group has broadened 

beyond the Polish community and now includes women from Slovakia, Hungary, and other 

countries. While Bożena Domańska is now a permanent resident, many of the group members 

work in short-term circular arrangements. Exchange among group members is fostered by a 

blog and an online discussion forum, which enables them to keep in touch also from afar. 

One key concern they shared from the beginning was that many of them worked 

longer hours than stipulated in their working contracts. With the support of other live-in care 

workers, researchers, and juridical experts of the labor union, care worker Agata Jaworska 

decided to bring her case to the civil court of Basel. She sued her former employer, a care 

agency, for all the hours she worked for or was on call in her client’s household without being 

paid.  
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Photo: Agata Jaworska with some of her colleagues from the group “Respect” when they 

deposited her claim at court. The sheet she holds reads (in German): “24 hours of work - six 

hours paid. Not with us!” Photo with kind permission of: Respect@VPOD 

 

In Spring 2015 the Basel court ruled that Agata Jaworska was to be compensated in full for all 

additional hours she worked and that she should get half of her usual hourly wage for every 

hour spent on call in the household. The total compensation amounted to an additional 17,000 

USD for three months of 24-hour care work (Schilliger 2015, 173).  

The women of Respect celebrated the court ruling as a landslide victory for live-in 

care workers in Basel. While it might not change their often disadvantageous situation with 

regard to migration and labor rights at the national level, it was a victory that the cantonal 

judiciary of Basel acknowledged their claim to be compensated for all hours at work and on 

call. In the months since this ruling, Respect has encouraged and helped other members of the 

group to file similar claims, taking Agata Jaworska’s case as precedent (for a more detailed 

account of the development and activities of Respect see Schilliger 2015).  

As a consequence, employers of live-in care workers have become increasingly aware 

that their employees might have to be compensated for any additional hour they worked for or 
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were on call in a household. Even though it remains to be seen whether courts in other cities 

will rule cases similarly, on the level of the city of Basel, this mandate challenges the 

previously widely-used and largely undisputed practice of paying live-in care workers only 

for a fraction of the hours they work in households of elderly people.  Hence, the urban scale 

served as arena for changing existing regulations ‘bottom up’ and it holds the potential to 

initiate changes in other cities. In September 2015 Respect received the equal opportunity 

prize awarded by the city of Basel. It is currently trying to found branches in other major 

cities in Switzerland. 

The case study of Respect demonstrates how a small alliance of workers, unionists, 

and researchers succeeded in changing the rules of how live-in care work is remunerated in 

Basel. In addition to their success in the court case, the group has become a community and 

network for care workers, which facilitates their sense of belonging in the city. By using 

Facebook and other Internet based communication, the network enables participation even 

during the months the workers are not living in Basel. In this sense again, the care workers 

remain ‘inhabitants’ of the city even during their intermittent absences.  

 

5 CONCLUSION 

Following our analysis, we would argue that adding a gender lens to the right-to-the-city 

framework includes three aspects. First, it broadens our scope of interest from questions of 

formal citizenship and political participation to the everyday life of the city’s inhabitants. 

Second, it shifts our attention from the more visible, ‘public’ spheres of the city to what often 

remains invisible because it is deemed ‘private’ – including care work in private households. 

And third, a gender lens foregrounds that the right to the city is more than the freedom of an 

ostensibly autonomous individual. It focuses on the collective level and allows us to ask in 

what ways a given city’s inhabitants form alliances and collectively strive for transforming 

existing practices, rules, and regulations. 

We explored this understanding of a ‘gendered right to the city’ in the case of live-in 

care workers in German speaking Switzerland, with a specific focus on the Swiss city of 

Basel. Our analysis shows that women’s rights, access to resources, their belonging, and 

participation – both at the individual and collective levels – are directly related to the work 

arrangements in live-in care employment. Based on this, we think that the right-to-the-city 

debate should strengthen its focus on labor-related rights and issues. We would argue that 
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working conditions are often key in shaping inhabitants’ possibilities to negotiate their right 

to the city and that they should receive more attention in future debates.  

Furthermore, our example of live-in care workers allows for exploring what 

negotiating one’s right to the city might mean in the context of heightened mobility. As short-

term circular migrants, care workers inhabit the city only for a few weeks at a time. In spite of 

their intermittent absences, our research has shown how the care workers built social 

networks and developed feelings of belonging. We also noticed that to maintain these 

relations, they strongly rely on smartphones, computers and communication software such as 

Skype, which allows workers to participate in everyday life in more than one city at the same 

time. This example confirms the key role of modern communication technology in contexts of 

increased mobility and it shows the importance of adopting a relational understanding of 

space that transcends a territorial focus on a single city. Inhabitance might not be limited to 

only one city at a time and it is produced through interrelations to other places. 

However, a situation of increased mobility complicates the adoption of longer-lasting 

commitments and labor activism. It exacerbates some of the challenges of organizing care 

workers documented in the existing literature (cf. Ally 2005). As the example of Respect 

shows it is possible to successfully organize, even for circular migrants. In our case, this 

activism was fostered by collaboration with local researchers and union activists. We argue 

that modern communication tools and alliances with local activists enable circular migrants to 

participate in the transformation of existing practices and hence in the restructuring of power 

relations that underlie everyday life in the city, even if they reside in the city only for short 

periods of time. By claiming their right to the city in this way, short-term dwellers contribute 

to (re)shaping the urban space so that it better meets their needs as - intermittent - inhabitants. 
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