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Abstract 

Representations of female characters in cinema have the effect of othering the female in front of the 

viewer’s gaze. Women’s characters are constructed along the lines of their gender and race difference. 

In this paper I focus entirely on the character of the woman domestic worker in four films: Ilo Ilo, The 

Second Mother, The Maid, and At Home. The paper aims to provide a different reading of this mostly 

trivialized character and rethink its otherness by pinpointing it in biopolitical labor and homes of 

biopower, namely of affect and oppression. I am interested in how labor can reconfigure the domestic 

space to a heterotopia, or what I call a ‘heterooikos’, which is the space occupied by the other. Finally, 

I will attempt an analysis that reimagines otherness captured by cinema, by locating, in the film text, 

techniques of resistance as a countersuggestion to techniques of character identification. My aim is to 

provide a different way to interact with subaltern subjects in film by recognizing otherness as part of 

an ethical response. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Representations of female domestic labor in films are often spent in stereotyped characters and 

figures. Reproductive labor, whether it is done by the housewife or a house worker, is in general 

extremely undervalued, and under capitalism it is considered as a form of hidden labor. In 

cinema domestic workers are extremely trivialized and they are portrayed as either sexualized 

characters in semi-erotic films or soft porn, or depicted as celibate old ladies who serve 

faithfully their more than often widowed male employers or upper middle-class families. Their 

characters and motives vary from murderous and scheming to innocent and submissive, from 

objects of desire to unattractive house nurses, from savages and heartless to tender and 

affectionate mother figures. Stories with maids and nannies as murderous and sensational have 

inspired countless sex comedies, erotic thrillers, and soft porn movies. Worth mentioning here 

is maid Celestine, a 19th century French literary character that jumped to the big screen and has 

been featured in three different movies all under the title Diary of a Chambermaid. The original 

movie was directed in 1946 by Jean Renoir, followed by Luis Buñuel’s remake in 1964, and 

one 2015 film by Benoît Jacquot. South Korea has also had multiple variations of a 1960 classic 

thriller, directed by Ki-young Kim, The Housemaid which is the story of a maid moving into a 

household and starting an affair with the man of the house. The story was remade in the film 

Fire Woman (Hwanyeo, 1970) by the same director in 1982 in The Woman of Fire ’82 

(Hwanyeo ’82) while a recent remake appeared in 2010 (The Housemaid, Sang-soo Im). 

Certainly, the most famous South Korean film about maids is Chan-wook Park’s 2016 queer 

erotica The Handmaiden (Ah-ga-ssi) set during the Japanese occupation of Korea in World War 

II. 

 

American cinema obviously has its fair share of domestic workers depicted on screen since 

the early years of the film industry. Linda K. Fuller’s essay “From Servile to Sassy: A Look at 

Hollywood’s “Maids””, in Beyond the Stars, is an illuminating account of multiple cinematic 

characters that depict ‘maids’ in Hollywood from the silent era until the 1980s. She asserts 

that the role of the ‘maid’ in American popular cinema is extremely typecasted and 

conveniently stereotypical and it has resulted in the construction of an inaccurate but 

“indelible image”1 of domestic labor workers, at least within mainstream America cinema. 

                                                      
1 Linda K. Fuller, “From Servile to Sassy: A Look at Hollywood’s “Maids”” in Beyond the stars Volume 1 

Stock Characters in American Popular Cinema, ed., Paul Loukides and Linda K. Fuller, (Bowling Green: 

Bowling Green State University Popular Press, 1990), 110 
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According to Fuller, female domestic workers in American popular film are gendered and 

racialized stock characters. Their role remains significantly stereotyped throughout the years 

although there have been some attempts to ‘humanize’ them. The stereotypes for maids begin 

early in cinema, during the silent era. Housekeepers during that era were almost entirely 

African-Americans played either by African-Americans or white actors in blackface. They 

were depicted as subservient, sometimes victims but sometimes ploys too. Their 

representations served only to highlight, according to Thomas Cripps, those “white symbols 

of work, power, and creativity […] against servile blacks […] smiling in the background”2. In 

the 1930s, we see the “peak of humanization” of maids within of course established 

hierarchies that remained unaltered. In the 1940s the character of the maid “developed a 

professional flippancy that annoyed their white employers”3 as Thomas Cripps states, as they 

were shown more eager to take control within the domestic sphere, especially in tasks such as 

cooking or child rearing4. In the 1950s the maid as a dynamic subject started fading and in the 

1960s and the 1970s American films saw the return of the typecasted maid characters. Finally, 

in the 1980s, except in Spielberg’s The Color Purple (1985), maids were predominantly 

incidental figures, “invisible people doing invisible work”5. Attempts to reverse the 

representations of maids have been made in recent times in Hollywood with most interesting 

example the film The Help (Tate Taylor, 2011), which attempts to ‘give voice’ to the black 

maids that were working in white households during the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s. 

Although a huge improvement from depictions of the past, the movie still reasserts white 

dominance through the figure of the white woman who is presented as sympathetic to the 

plights of black domestic workers against discrimination and segregation inside the heart of 

white suburbia. Moreover, the grand historical background, that the story of the movie takes 

place, takes away from more serious study of the female domestic worker as the characters 

look more as a means to an end, that is to deal with their story but within the context of the 

victorious movement for human rights. Thus, the movie is using their story to again reassert 

the American society and culture as fair and just to its oppressed and marginalized. To be fair 

though there are traces of agency and self-developed resisting power in the black women, and 

their characters are far from caricatures. Finally, the new face of the racialized domestic 

                                                      
2 Ibid.,111 

3 Thomas Cripps, Slow Fade to Black: The Negro in American Film, 1900-1942, (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1977) in Fuller, in Loukides and Fuller ed., 113 

4 Ibid. 

5 Fuller in Loukides and Fuller ed., 114-115 
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worker in American cinema is the face of the immigrant – mostly undocumented – woman, 

mainly Latinas – and sometimes Filipinas too. We see them in movies like Spanglish (James 

L. Brooks, 2004) and Mammoth (Lukas Moodysson, 2009).  

 

Both Spanglish and Mammoth have attracted some attention in film studies. Beginning with 

Spanglish, we see again this one-sided character which can only be understood within the 

purposes of popular cinema, which is to create lines of identification with characters or 

generate feelings of sympathy or empathy towards them.  Katarzyna Marciniak in her essay 

Palatable Foreignness discusses this in relation to the film Spanglish. Spanglish is a very 

conventional story of a young Mexican woman, Flor, who crosses the borders illegally to the 

United States along with her daughter. In the United States she finds a job as a domestic 

worker at the house of a dysfunctional upper-middle class American family. Marciniak 

discusses the movie in the context of national identity and what she calls ‘palatable 

foreignness’. Specifically, Flor’s character is assigned specific characteristics based on her 

Latin identity aiming to fit “specific spectatorial expectations”6 of western audience when it 

comes to female migrants. What Marciniak means is that her role was constructed suchlike to 

comfort the western gaze. Consuming female otherness in the Anglo-American tradition is 

about experiencing emotions but with an ultimate goal to reassert “power through the act of 

consuming”7. This assertion is achieved “through garnering spectatorial sympathy by locating 

narrative loci in the normative, patriarchal family structures but, even more importantly, by 

reinforcing first-world whiteness as the governing diegetic principle […]”8 as Marciniak 

writes. But there is another attribute to Flor’s character: her ‘relational usefulness’ to the 

American family and how her values can be used to morally clean the American home from 

the toxicity and disruptiveness of the other female character in the home, the mother, 

Deborah. So, while Flor is pictured as motherly, tender, domestic, sacrificial for the good of 

her daughter, Deborah, on the other hand, is too self-centered, neurotic, career-oriented, and 

withdrawn from her children. In general, she is the opposite of a mother/role-model, a 

position that will be filled though by Flor. Flor’s role in the movie is only to provide an ideal 

counter-image to Deborah with the aim to make the latter understand that she should focus 

                                                      
6 Katarzyna Marciniak, “Palatable Foreigness” in Transnational Feminism in Film and Media, ed. 

Katarzyna Marciniak, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 193 

7 Kim Sawchuk, “Unleashing the Demons of History: An Interview with Coco Fusco and Guillermo 

Gómez-Peña.” Parachute 67, (1992), in Marciniak, 193 

8 Marciniak, 194 
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more to her mothering duties rather than her professional aspirations. This relational aspect of 

the other woman will also concern me shortly in this paper. However, in the movies I will be 

discussing I am attempting to stress the ambiguous way that the character of the maid is 

constructed. Ultimately what interests me is how her affective labor transforms her space as 

well as her, not really how her presence there is relationally useful for the family she works.  

When it comes to the issue of labor as one of the main characteristics of the figure of the 

domestic worker Spanglish hardly ever shows Flor doing any work related to the house. She 

only interacts with the other characters. Isabel Molina-Guzmán in Dangerous Curves: Latina 

Bodies in the Media discusses that in the final chapter of her book “Maid in Hollywood – 

Producing Latina Labor in an Anti-immigration Imaginary”. Guzmán argues that Hollywood 

often incorporates “laboring Latina characters through the romanticized and politically 

nonthreatening roles of maids and domestic workers”9. She adds that their characters are 

“often depicted as filial committed workers and inherently morally good”10. She also talks 

about the political practice behind the Hollywood polishing and sanitizing of the female 

migrant body as well as the Latina labor body to turn it into a ‘safe’ image for consumption. 

In Spanglish female labor is not cleaning or cooking. Instead, as she argues, “the “real” work 

of the Latina domestic revolves around the emotional salvation and moral transformation of 

the white characters”11, an argument that Marciniak makes in her essay as well. As Guzmán 

claims the absence of any realistic labor is intentional and aims to construct a traditionally 

domestic female character erasing her status as a worker inside the house. In this paper the 

issue of labor is very central, as I intend to use theories on affective labor or, as Antonio Negri 

and Michael Hardt call it, biopolitical labor, to discuss both the character of the domestic 

worker as well as the home.  

 

Another relational usefulness of domestic workers is within their role as the other mother. 

Rachel D. Davidson and Lara C. Stache in A Tale of Morality, Class, and Transnational 

Mothering: Broadening and Constraining Motherhood in Mammoth, discuss female 

migration from Third World countries to the West in order to work in the care sector, mostly 

as domestic workers in affluent households. In Mammoth, Gloria, a Filipina woman works as 

a live-in nanny for an American family. She, herself, has two sons back in her country that 

                                                      
9  Isabel Molina-Guzman, Dangerous Curves: Latina Bodies in the Media, (New York: NYU Press, 2010), 

152 

10 Ibid. 

11 Ibid., 173 
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she leaves in order to find a better job and provide for their education. The American mother, 

Ellen, that Gloria works for, due to her work in the hospital has to be away for many hours 

from her child, while Gloria gets to substitute her duties as the other parent. The article reads 

the disparities between Gloria and Ellen’s mothering responsibilities along the lines of 

good/bad. The writers argue that the movie develops a story that constructs motherhood based 

not just on race but on class as well. Subsequently, it is Gloria that gets punished for her 

choice to leave the domestic sphere and her children – as one of her sons in the Philippines, in 

his effort to earn money, so his mother does not have to be away from him, is sexually 

assaulted and beaten12. Here again the article takes up the issue of manufacturing sympathy. 

That is the characters of both women are shaped suchlike, so the audience can identify, 

recognize and correlate with real life, which is basically a mix of perception of reality, 

expectations, ignorance and categorizations of different people. Ultimately the goal is to turn 

audience to align with a character by morally and ideologically evaluating them13. Frankly, 

their analysis overcomplicates something that Marciniak earlier in her essay discusses in a 

much more comprehensive way. However, the writers do raise a couple of points that are 

relevant to my thesis. The article takes up the sacred divide of public and private spheres and 

how for women, due to expectations for having a career and raising their children themselves, 

these spheres tend to overlap. This dichotomy of public/private prevails however and it is a 

sign that basically both public and domestic are constructed to contain patriarchal institutions. 

In this paper I am also discussing the issue of motherhood and how the domestic space 

dictates the fulfillment of a certain mothering role that prioritizes the child of the cared 

family. In addition, I will discuss the public/private absence for domestic workers and how 

this transforms the experience of the domestic sphere for her and subsequently what solutions 

can the story give to its character. I argue that it is more responsible to create more ambiguous 

characters, and avoid this relational identification between viewer and subject. Lastly, I intend 

to rethink how we consume otherness – specifically the female domestic worker - as well as 

familiar and familial spaces.  

 

Homes are also another aspect that I will discuss in this thesis. The place we call home can 

take different forms for different people and in different circumstances, metaphorically or 

                                                      
12 Rachel D. Davidson and Lara C. Stache, “A Tale of Morality, Class, and Transnational Mothering: 

Broadening and Constraining Motherhood in Mammoth” in Mediated Moms: Contemporary Challenges to the 

Motherhood Myth, ed. by Heather L. Hundley and Sara E. Hayden. (New York: Peter Lang, 2016), 185 
13 Ibid., 189-191 
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literally. Home is the country we were born but sometimes the country we chose, home is 

wherever our beloved people are found, whether family or friends, home is a mother, home is 

where all your memories are or where all your books are kept. Home can be in one place or in 

multiple ones at the same time, fragmented in different temporal and spatial locations. Home 

could be what we keep in our heart or a state of mind. Home could just mean belonging, 

rootedness, retreat and safety, affection, open horizons, and future but it could also mean 

conformism, oppression, tradition, prison, violence, seclusion and isolation, fear of others and 

loneliness. However, the world home has mostly been associated with the heteronormative 

family. Home is any edifice where people dwell, and their dwelling as well as their 

attachment to it gives this edifice the name home. In cinema we have seen countless homes. 

The domestic space is a familiar space that often we do not try to comprehend beyond the 

sphere of knowledge. Almost everybody has a home and just like that we expect our 

characters to have and been shown in a home of their own. In the book A Family Affair: 

Cinema Calls Home, a collection of essays on the American home in popular cinema, “home” 

is connected to the family unit. The essays revolve around cinema and the traditional nuclear 

normative family as well as new challenges in depictions of family life, from queerness to the 

straight family and from the golden days of the traditional institution to its slow decline in 

American cinema. In the most interesting, and most relevant to my topic, essay in this 

collection “Playing House: Screen Teens and the Dreamworld of Suburbia”, Nathan Holmes 

discusses suburban dwelling in the 1950s, and cinematic depictions of those spaces that 

became the embodiment of the American dream for predominantly white, middle class 

families. In fact, as Holmes puts it, “the suburbs have become the fullest architectonic 

expression”14 of the normative family. Nonetheless, in cinema the suburb was rarely 

considered in itself as “a place that is actually lived in”15, a space where affective bonds are 

produced, but was rather a mere beautiful background of the white middle class’ separation 

from the urban space and a celebration of property ownership, assertion of patriarchal control, 

retreat for privacy, autonomy and independence, notions that were all reflected in the interior 

and exterior spaces of the edifices. In popular culture of the time also, ‘playing house’ in the 

suburbia was a prominent topic in television, advertising and cinema. To ‘play house’ 

according to Holmes is “to relate to a space, and to take on – or rather, play – a role deemed 

                                                      
14 Nathan Holmes, “Playing House: Screen Teens and the Dreamworld of Suburbia” in A Family Affair: 

Cinema Calls Home, ed. Murray Pomerance (London: Wallflower, 2008), 251 

15 Ibid. 
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appropriate to this space”16. But it was only until 1955 with the movie Rebel Without a Cause 

and director Nicholas Ray that the power of architectonic spaces was recognized and used 

suggestively within the diegetic space of cinema in the story of three estranged, from their 

families, teenagers that ‘house’ an abandoned mansion. Nicholas Ray juxtaposes the illusion 

of space in cinema filming the house as an illusion of home. However, ‘playing house’ for the 

three teenagers means again playing family17, or more accurately affectionate family. So, the 

mansion/house is never separated from the concept of family that turns an edifice into a home 

although it is set in contradistinction to the middle-class home and the lack of emotions and 

affections. So, the movie uses spaces to comment about the institution of the suburban family 

rather than the spaces themselves that the modern family performs what we call reproductive 

labor. Relevant here is that in the movie there is also the character of an African-American 

nanny that she alone takes care of the boy of the family she works for, “Plato”. She does not 

have a name and at the Movie Database that I checked her character is written as “Crawford 

family maid”18. However, in the movie she is presented as the only caring “parental” figure, 

who however also fails to protect the young boy from the suburban society’s wish to restore 

order in their imaginary utopic world. The killing of “Plato” at the end of the movie as he 

exits the mansion, reveals the dystopic and disciplining side of suburban life. Another 

interesting essay on cinema and domestic spaces comes from an architect’s point of view. 

Carmen Aroztegui Massera in her essay Architectural Representation and Experiencing 

Space in Film discusses how film narratives turn architectural spaces into emotional lived 

spaces that the people can identify with, although those filmic spaces are hardly realistic. 

Massera’s essay main interest is how the viewers experience architectural representations of 

domestic spaces in cinema by mainly identifying with those places.  

 

There are, however, those people that circumstances drive them to abandon their homes and 

families, and create or find other homes in different countries, away from their kin, their 

culture and traditions. There are mostly referred to as immigrants, refugees, expats, emigres or 

exiles. Among those people are women from countries around the world, that with 

globalization and the feminization of cheap labor, leave their homes, homelands, and children 

to work for other homes, to care for other children, to live with other families. This is a paper 

                                                      
16 Ibid., 256 

17 Ibid. 

18 IMDB, “Rebel Without a Cause (1955)”, November 11, 2017, http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0048545/  

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0048545/
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for those invisible women hidden in invisible labor in private spaces, but most specifically it 

is a paper on cinema’s response to this socio-economic transformation that mainly targets the 

gender-, race-, and class-Other. My research into academic publications did not result in any 

work related to this. However, world cinema has offered significant films, like Ousmane 

Sembene’s Black Girl (La Noire de… 1966), a postcolonial cry through the story of a black 

woman coming in France to work as a nanny for a French family.  The movie very poignantly 

explores the themes of the silenced female subaltern voice, gendered and racialized labor, and 

societal isolation that I will also discuss in this paper. In the Italian movie Besieged 

(L’Assedio, 1998), director Bernardo Bertolucci follows a young African exile that studies 

medicine in Rome while working as a housemaid for a socially awkward British pianist. 

Bertolucci offers a very interesting and beautified depiction of the otherwise mind-numbing 

task of housekeeping through his choreographed shots and strange camera angles of the young 

woman sweeping, mopping and dusting the large apartment. But what will concern me in this 

paper is not just a simple acknowledgment that housework is a part of a domestic worker’s 

life. I would like to focus at the attachment and bond that somebody creates for the house 

where they both live and labor, as well as how they experience this space based on their 

position and status in it. Nikos Papatakis’ 1963 French film The Depths (Les Abysses) 

explores this dynamic in the story of two sisters working as housekeepers in a mansion. The 

movie is based on the real-life story of the Papin sisters, who, in 1933 France, murdered their 

employers. The film is a mesmerizing albeit shocking theater of cruelty from the two deeply 

exploited maids against their employers, but also a catastrophic “ménage à trois” among them 

and the collapsing house in the French countryside.  For the record, this story saw three more 

adaptations: The Maids (Christopher Miles,1975), Sister My Sister (Nancy Meckler, 1994), 

and Murderous Maids (Jeanne-Pierre Denis, 2000). Obviously, all these adaptations point 

again to the timeless fascination that stories about the murderous other, inside a space that we 

consider safe, offer to film audiences.  

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND MATERIAL 

 

In this paper I will shift the focus from mainstream cinema in order to explore different 

representations. What interests me is how cinema mediates concepts like home, house, or the 

domestic when dealing with a central character in the face of a woman working as a domestic 

worker. Moreover, I intend to reconsider how we engage with representations of subaltern 
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figures in cinema. In this paper, through the analysis of four different movies, that all attempt 

to penetrate and dissect this private space that we call home, I will try as a viewer myself to 

understand those homes as spaces of dislocation and estrangement where oppositions coexist; 

love and oppression, affection and power, domination and resistance, belongingness and 

isolation, “homeness” and homelessness, self and other. I will focus on fiction films. 

Although my initial intention was to include documentaries, the fact that most of them are 

unavailable both in DVD or via streaming services prevented me from being able to develop 

an informed topic. On the other hand, the question of TV series was also rejected for both 

practical reasons (inaccessible material) as well as reasons related to personal interests around 

this research. Moreover, most of the TV-series that depict domestic workers come in the 

format of the Latin American telenovela. Although somebody might argue that their 

‘domestic’ style, basically targeting housewives, is appropriate material to research domestic 

spaces – both mediated and real – and domestic workers, I believe that there is a danger to 

give to those series more credit than they deserve. What I mean is that those series are more 

interested in developing narratives of a certain family life, perpetuate stereotypes and cheap 

thrills and sensationalism. In addition, by choosing a format made for housewives, I believe 

that we run the risk of continuing a certain thinking of female domesticity as a characteristic 

of women that these media products are targeting. The fiction film both appeals to my 

research interests and I think it is a more solid terrain to develop this particular work. Finally, 

my research is also narrowed down not only to live-in domestic workers but also to movies 

where the domestic space, that the worker works and lives, makes up the sole home that 

appears in the film. Although my original planning was to include movies that open up to 

other spaces, domestic, public, urban, transnational, I decided that it would be more 

substantial if, at this point, I concentrate in understanding solely the domestic sphere in 

relation to the live-in worker. I do recognize though the complexities and the multiple aspects 

of the topic and perhaps I can return to examine other dimensions, both spatial and temporal, 

national and transnational at a different time.  

 

The four movies that I will analyze in this paper come from four different countries: Ilo Ilo 

(Ba Ma Bu Zai Jia, Anthony Chen, 2013) from Singapore, The Second Mother (Que Horas 

Ela Volta?, Anna Muylaert, 2015) from Brazil, The Maid (La Nana, Sebastián Silva, 2009) 

from Chile, and At Home (Sto Spiti, Athanasios Karanikolas, 2014) from Greece. In Ilo Ilo I 

will examine the self and other divide by looking at the relationship of the mother with the 

Filipina domestic worker that comes to work in the house. My interest in this movie will 
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revolve around the construction of the other in relation to the female employer, the limits of 

substitute motherhood within the private domain, as well as ways of creative resisting an 

oppressive milieu. In the Brazilian movie The Second Mother, which looks at domestic 

segregation and the co-inhabiting of people of unequal social standing, I will discuss how the 

domestic worker’s presence in the house becomes disruptive when her biological daughter 

comes to live with her effectively challenging the unspoken domestic hierarchies by 

occupying spaces of no-reach for the people of her status. I will discuss this by rethinking the 

house as a heterotopic space that operates on an open/close system. I will also look the clash 

of roles that the domestic worker has to perform inside the same space – primary and 

secondary mother – and how the absence of negotiating position leads her to reevaluate how 

she occupies that space. In The Maid, I will study the absence of segmenting spheres and the 

overlapping of work and home together with the maid’s social isolation. I am interested in 

how the home is presented both as the maid’s prison leading to her physical collapse but also 

as her only companion, a space that she would defend and claim even from the family for 

whom she works. I will also discuss Gilles Deleuze’s notion of ‘deterritorialization’ as a 

narrative solution that offers resistance from the oppressive domestic space. Finally, in the 

Greek melodrama At Home I will attempt to rethink how we as viewers engage with the other 

in the face of the female domestic worker. My discussion will revolve around thinking of her 

figure not as relational to the family or to the viewer but as an absolute other that inhabits 

both the domestic space and the space of film. I will ask questions regarding a more 

responsible approach of those characters by the film apparatus. I will finally discuss the 

director’s technique of engaging with the subject he is capturing, as well as what responses 

that can trigger to a more attentive spectator.  

 

I intend to discuss these questions in relation to those four movies that I believe they all ask 

themselves the same questions and are troubled by the same issues. My aim is to approach 

spaces as spheres of biopower towards subaltern female characters, isolated in the private 

sphere where they perform invisible work. Those women are not part of this domestic sphere 

in the traditional sense, but they are however the primary homemakers and caregivers. They 

are first and foremost women that the words ‘domestic’, ‘worker’ and ‘other’ define their 

social standing and have their identity erased within these same domestic spaces they occupy 

and maintain. Those women workers that they are not their self but the other of their mistress’ 

self, who although they exist simultaneously spatiotemporally with her, their “place” vis-à-vis 

the woman of the house is continuously negotiated and placed at the lowest rank of the 
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domestic hierarchy.  I will also study how reproductive labor that generates inevitably 

affective bonds between unequal people is particularly susceptive at the same time to regimes 

of oppression. At the same time, we will see this labor can also offer the tools for negotiating 

their position within the limits of the house as well as resisting spaces of biopower. I link 

space/territory to power and I discuss how the lack of space that you can call your own leads 

to transformation of this space into interstitial heterotopic spaces or what I name a 

‘heterooikos’ and how that materializes in the narrative of the film. I will examine new 

approaches in the representations of female otherness and how that emerges through her 

position within the architecture of the home and the architecture of the scene. Lastly, I will 

look how the possibility of resistance is depicted on screen, both with regards to resisting 

actual spaces but also vis-à-vis the camera as an apparatus of biopower itself. Are these 

spaces real, livable, or even “resistable”? What I mean with resistance is how the female 

Other can respond to her subjectification by the “home” apparatus and her subjectification by 

the cinematic apparatus, and what is the role of cinema in representing precarious subjects. 

Resistance is against spaces, both real and made, against apparatuses that capture and govern 

bodies within their limits.  

 

I see ‘resisting otherness’ as, if not opposite, a responsible response to Katarzyna Marciniak’s 

term “palatable foreignness”. My thinking departs from post-colonial studies, where the 

notion of resistance of subaltern female subjects has been brought up by scholars such as 

Gayatri Spivak in her landmark essay Can the Subaltern Speak? and Ranajit Guha in 

Chandra’s Death. Both scholars are trying to reveal an agency behind women’s actions, 

women who have been silenced by both the Indian patriarchal society and the colonialists 

who are supposedly acting to rescue them from these barbaric traditions imposed to them. 

What interests me as well is this relationship between domination by institutions built and 

dominated by men (work, home, culture) and resistance from women’s part. I should point 

here that the oppression of female domestic workers comes not only because of their gender – 

as that would not differentiate them from their female employer – but also from their status 

lying at the intersection of multiple otherness – gender-other, racial-other, class-other. I argue 

that the domestic sphere is the small private terrain where oppression and resistance co-exist. 

As Gayatri Spivak poignantly states: 

 

[…] the “irretrievable consciousness” of the subaltern subject constitutes an obstinate 

silence: it is a silence that cannot be represented without an appropriation within 
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dominant structures of colonial or national difference, but which nevertheless 

produces “texts of insurgency” by its enabling stance of “counterpossibility” to 

dominant.19 

 

Cinema is this grand terrain where both resistance and oppression become visible turning the 

private and the secluded home to public space and a space for political enquiry. Indeed, 

Marxists, like postcolonial scholars, had also identified workplaces as sites of political 

struggle. Obviously, the home for a live-in domestic worker is a workplace but also a home. 

There is no separation. For political philosophers Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, it is 

spaces where immaterial labor happens that are the sites of biopower, of oppression and 

exploitation. They are spaces that encompass human life entirely. But these, at the same time, 

are spaces that produce the subject that resists. I argue that the home and how it is 

experienced by the domestic worker is also what Antonio Negri describes as: 

 

[…] a site of struggle between “the biopolitical exploitation of life” and a “resistance 

[…] expressed in the experimental practice of an interstitial space.20  

 

Negri and Hardt are particularly relevant to this thesis, and we will encounter them later in 

this essay as I will delve further into the concept of immaterial labor. Shortly, immaterial 

labor is the labor that produces subjects, ideas, relationships, information, or affect, like the 

reproductive labor of maids. Cinema as well is a form of immaterial labor that produces 

images, emotions, affect, and ideas. Neither Negri nor Hardt though have pinpointed their 

theory to neither paid domestic workers nor cinema, but I argue that their work is extremely 

useful to understand this topic.  

 

When it comes to cinema, I am interested in how these four movies, which are not the product 

of mainstream cinema nonetheless each one is quite different from the other, construct their 

main character of the movie, namely the domestic worker, how they engage with her and 

                                                      
19 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, 

ed. Cary Nelson and Larry Grossberg, (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988) in Priya Jaikumar, 

“Translating Silences: A Cinematic Encounter with Incommensurable Difference” in Marciniak, 212 

20 Antonio Negri, Constantin Petcou, Doina Petrescu, and Anne Querrien, “What Makes a Biopolitical 

Space?”, trans. Bernard Schütze and Nicole Klein (Paris, September 17, 2007), 2-3,  

http://www.urbantactics.org/documents/biopoliticalPlace.pdf  

http://www.urbantactics.org/documents/biopoliticalPlace.pdf
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eventually project her to the audience. The issue of subjectification, desubjectification, and 

eventually objectification of characters in cinema – and especially mainstream popular cinema 

- and most importantly of women has been widely discussed by feminists in media studies. 

Marian Meyers in Mediated women: Representations in Popular Culture talks about what 

Tuchman (1978) calls the “symbolic annihilation”21 of women in mass media: 

“condemnation”22, “trivialization”23, invisibility. Particularly the depiction of subordinated 

groups, like the gender-, race-, and class-Other, that female domestic workers represent, has 

been ideologically ‘retouched’ in order to show “a reality […] more natural or real than the 

material circumstances of subordinated people’s lives”24. Naturally the way a viewer will read 

a film varies, but resistance to dominant ideology should not only be expected from the 

audience but from the movie as well. The proliferation of films about women, by women and 

for women can produce “fractured”25 messages, both liberating and confusing. As Macdonald 

writes: 

[…] In an era that multiplies forms of representation, but leaves balances of power 

fundamentally unaltered, we need to explore responses more carefully before leaping 

to the conclusion that contradictions in the representations of women (or any other 

marginalized group) will necessarily be a catalyst for social change26. 

Giorgio Agamben would describe this whole process as a ‘vanity’: 

If a certain process of subjectification (or, in this case, desubjectification) corresponds 

to every apparatus, then it is impossible for the subject of an apparatus to use in “in the 

right way.” Those who continue to promote similar arguments are, for their part, the 

product of the media apparatus in which they are captured27.  

                                                      
21 G. Tuchman, “The symbolic annihilation of women by the mass media”, in Hearth and Home: Images of 

Women in the Media, ed. G. Tuchman (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), in Mediated Women: 

Representations in Popular Culture, ed. Marian Meyers, (Cresskill: Hampton Press, 1999),  4 

22 Ibid. 

23 Ibid. 

24 Meyers, 7. 

25 Ibid., 12 

26 M. Macdonald, Representing Women: Myths of Femininity in the Popular Media, (New York: Edward 

Arnold, 1995), in Meyers, 12  

27 Giorgio Agamben, What is an Apparatus? and Other Essays, trans. David Kishik and Stefan Pedatella, 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009), 21 
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Agamben’s critique, in What is an Apparatus, is certainly noteworthy, however in this time 

and age, media representations are so powerful that can impact and shape the way we view 

the real world. Michel Foucault claims that resistance against biopower (of space in our case) 

can exist by “reading human life as a work of art”28. For Timothy Campbell the biopolitical 

intersects with society through apparatuses29. Apparatuses mediate interactions. But they also 

capture those that are involved in them. Michael Goddard and Benjamin Halligan in “Cinema, 

the Post-Fordist Worker, and Immaterial Labor: From Post-Hollywood to the European Art 

Film” argue that the cinema is biopolitical production – as an immaterial labor -  and its 

biopolitics lies to the living process of organizing, recording and then projecting moving 

bodies30 (in space): 

 

[…] the living bodies of performers, technicians, and viewers become directly caught 

up in   a specific mode of technical organization, even in the process of producing and 

consuming pleasure. However, a fully biopolitical account of cinema would have to 

see it as a site of conflict between the desires and creativity of bodies on the one hand, 

and their capture in a technical apparatus on the other31. 

 

For that it is important to ask of who holds the camera, how a person shoots, who or what 

inhabits the frame – the domestic space and the space of film – as well as the way those 

processes involve the viewer during the process of watching the film (biopolitical 

incorporation32). I will emphasize to the biopolitics of cinema as a space of conflict between 

bodies – the female other – and apparatus. I will try to identify ways both in the narrative but 

also in the aesthetics that point towards the direction of cinema made with a focus to the 

marginal, namely a cinema of peripheral vision, a cinema as the space of the other. Kristin 

Lene Hole in Towards a Feminist Cinematic Ethics: Claire Denis, Emmanuel Levinas and 

Jean-Luc Nancy attempts a very similar reading in the cinema of Claire Denis and how she 

engages in her filmmaking with characters that live in the margins of society. Hole’s work 

                                                      
28 Lemke, 51 

29 Heather Dewey-Hagborg, “Biopolitics - An interview with Timothy Campbell”, The Winnower 

2:e142767.71009 , (2015) , DOI: 10.15200/winn.142767.71009, 3 

30 Michael Goddard and Benjamin Halligan, “Cinema, the Post-Fordist Worker, and Immaterial Labor: 

From Post-Hollywood to the European Art Film”, Framework: The Journal of Cinema and Media, 53, no. 

1 (Spring 2012), 173 

31 Ibid. 

32 Ibid., 183 
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informed my paper greatly as she uses Emmanuel Levina’s work to discuss her idea of ethical 

cinema. Hole’s research is applied to various movies of a woman director and not in a specific 

type of film character, such as the live-in domestic worker that I will analyze. However, her 

work was very illuminating since it introduced me to the philosophy of Levinas, with whom I 

will mostly proceed in my analysis in the final part. Levinas’ work of the Other highlights the 

role of the feminine. And in cinema the archetypical other is the female. Although Levina’s 

sketches a woman’s place in a very traditional way, namely by identifying the female with 

domesticity, I argue that his work still turns this domesticity, this invisibility of the woman 

hidden in the home, to a philosophical positivity. Since my work is also about the other-

female in the domestic sphere, Levinas I believe will be valuable to approach the topic. 

 

METHODOLOGY AND AIMS 

 

In all the movies we can recognize four core themes; identity, interaction, inequality, 

institutions33. What characterizes all the women in the movies is that they are live-in domestic 

workers (identity) living with the families they take care of, raising the children, and fulfilling 

what is usually called affective labor (interaction). Her position in the house is constructed as 

that of the other and that constitutes fundamentally unequal (inequality). The space of all 

these is the heteropatriarchal home (institution) and the regimes of oppression that come with 

it. I intend to use these four themes to divide the main body of my thesis. In Part 1 I will 

discuss the construction of the identity of the domestic worker and I will attempt to use this 

theory to study the movie Ilo Ilo. Part 2 will be a dissection of the institution we call home, 

real and other. I will discuss this along with the film The Second Mother. In Part 3 I will dive 

into the inequality as a characteristic of the domestic space and I will try to locate possible 

resistance in the movie The Maid. The final theme, interaction, I will use it to discuss the 

viewer’s interaction while watching the character of a domestic worker in the screen. 

 

In all four parts I am interested in reimagining approaches to characters or spaces. My aim is 

to introduce a different way of understanding subaltern female characters in the domestic 

sphere or using Teresa de Lauretis poignant words in Technologies of Gender, 

                                                      
33 Jean-Anne Sutherland and Kathryn Feltey ed., Cinematic sociology: Social Life in Film, (Thousand 

Oaks: Pine Forge Press, 2010), 4-5 
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 […] to effect a new vision: to construct other subjects and objects of vision and to 

formulate the conditions of visibility of another social subject34  

 

 

 

PART 1 

IDENTITY: DOMESTIC WORKERS AND AFFECTIVE LABOR 

 

Simone de Beauvoir in her feminist magnum opus The Second Sex compared a wife’s duties 

in the household to the torment of Sisyphus35; a never-ending, repetitive, invisible and 

invincible battle, where a final victory cannot ever be secured, and any gains do not last for 

long. Even though domestic labor plays a vital role in maintaining and sustaining human life 

within the home nest, but also in - socially, culturally and ideologically - reproducing people 

to later enter into the society as labor units, it is considered and treated as a demeaning job. 

Secluded from the public sphere of political discourses, women's emancipation by entering 

the labor workforce as domestic workers have therefore been undervalued in mainstream 

academic women's studies as well. As Bridget Anderson writes in Doing the Dirty Work?, 

housework, housekeeping or homemaking has been regarded by feminists as a “leveller”36 

(sic.), “a common burden imposed on women by patriarchy and lazy husbands.”37 As women 

have been increasingly joining the workforce, especially in industrialized developed 

countries, they were required to contribute to the household both as breadwinners and as 

housekeepers since the burden of household work was not assumed by men. Paid domestic 

labor appeared as a botch to the unresolved gender divisions of household duties 

predominantly of middle-class nuclear families. Outsourcing the drudgery that domestic labor 

is to the wife, was deemed as a solution against facing the “conflict of interest”38 either of 

                                                      
34 Teresa de Lauretis, Technologies of Gender: Essays on Theory, Film, and Fiction, (Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 1987), in Patricia White, Women’s Cinema, World Cinema: Projecting 

Contemporary Feminisms, (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2015), 10 

35 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier (London: 

Vintage Books, 2011), 487. 

36 Bridget Anderson, Doing the Dirty Work? The Global Politics of Domestic Labour, (London and New 

York: Zed Books, 2000), 1. 

37 Ibid. 

38 Ibid. 
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personal or of political nature among men and women in modern societies. The liberation of 

the middle-class woman, however, meant the burdening of mainly racialized, poor, or 

immigrant women39. Thus, reproductive labor turned from labor divided based on gender to 

labor outsourced to individuals that are lying on the intersection of gender, race, or class. 

  

The main concern of this paper will be how films mediate the philosophical and political 

dimensions of paid domestic work, the women that perform it and the domestic spaces that 

this work takes place. With political dimension, I mean how paid reproductive labor – in the 

form of post-industrial immaterial labor – leads to the construction of the biopolitical subject 

through the production of affect and emotions. Also, how the domestic sphere, as the site of 

affective labor as well as power relations, is transformed to a space of biopower that 

effectively ‘others’ the female domestic worker. Regarding the philosophical dimension, I 

intend to discuss the notion of the “Other” and how cinema – also a type of immaterial labor 

that produces affect, emotions and identification process through character relationism or 

relativism -  can ethically develop, approach and capture otherness as an inevitable but also an 

ambiguous condition of all human life. The domestic worker as the Other - (house)wife, 

mother - is a central concept in the literature of paid domestic work. As Bridget Anderson 

argues, the domestic worker “is differently constructed”40  although - whether as a cleaner, a 

nanny or a servant - she is engaged in the same household chores her mistress used to do. Her 

otherness is heightened by the fact that her labor does not have any impact to the elevation of 

her status; a maid works to reproduce the status of the family and particularly the status of her 

female employer as good housekeeper, mother, wife at the side of her professional career 

outside of the home41. Moreover, since domestic labor has mainly a care function, what the 

employer buys is “the worker’s ‘personhood,' rather than her labour power”42 which is a 

process, I argue, that adds to the production of otherness. In the movies, that I will be 

discussing, that translates either to a relational otherness vis-à-vis her employer, especially 

when it comes to child-rearing tasks (Ilo Ilo, The Second Mother), or absolute otherness. With 

regard to the latter, I will attempt a new reading or a reimagining of the main subject in both 

the domestic and film space she occupies (in the films The Maid and At Home). 

                                                      
39 Ibid. 

40 Ibid., 2 

41 Ibid. 

42 Ibid. 
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The production of otherness inextricably correlates both to social position43 and to space, both 

public and domestic but also cinematic. However, any dichotomy between private and public, 

which was an essential argument of the feminist movement regarding women’s liberation 

from the domestic sphere44, fails for paid domestic workers. Live-in maids, nanny, or 

cleaners, whether as undocumented migrants outside of state laws and within a grossly 

unregulated occupation, or as estranged workers with no family of their own, tend to be 

increasingly dependent on their employers. As Anderson poignantly argues, their life is 

“governed by customary relations”45 as “members”46 of the family, especially when children 

are involved (private), but also “governed by civic relations”47 as workers (public). The 

absence of the divisions (public and private but also production and reproduction) is what, 

according to Antonio Negri, defines immaterial labor or biopolitical labor, which is the 

production of social life itself48. Anderson cites Orlando Paterson’s two idioms of power 

which, following a Marxist frame of thinking, distinguish two different manifestations of 

power: the pre-modern, personalistic idiom of power and the materialistic idiom of power 

found under capitalism49. In the personalistic idiom, unequal relations of power are produced 

but are attempted to be “humanized” through, for instance, the creation of a fictive family 

membership (kin). Particularly with live-in domestic workers, personalistic form of power is 

quite evident since the worker is dependent not only on her salary but also on her access to the 

basic amenity of life that the home represents. In the materialistic idiom, the power is over 

commodities (even immaterial ones like affect, care, and emotions) rather than individuals. 

The materialistic idiom of power is reinforced under globalization, global exploitation of the 

poor, feminization of labor within an environment of perpetuating gender inequalities. But 

what Patterson describes as personalistic and materialistic idioms of power is what Michael 

                                                      
43 Derek Sayer, Capitalism and Modernity: an Excursus on Marx and Weber, (London: Routledge, 1991) 

in Anderson, 4-5. 

44 Anderson, 4-5 

45 Ibid. 

46 Ibid. 

47 Ibid. 

48 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire: The New World Order, (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 2000) in Thomas Lemke, Biopolitics An Advanced Introduction, trans. Eric Frederick Trump, (New 

York and London: New York University Press, 2011), 68-69. 

49 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1983) in Anderson, 6. 
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Hardt and Antonio Negri define as biopower, which combines the two idioms. It is a power 

over the entire life.  

 

I would like to discuss at this point, with the help of Thomas Lemke’s biopolitics overview 

thesis Biopolitics: An Advanced Introduction, two very important terms, that we have had and 

will encounter multiple times in this essay: biopower and biopolitics. For many what we have 

here is an oxymoron; bios and politics. However, thinking of life enmeshed with politics is a 

concept that dates back to the 19th century and Lebensphilosophie which reevaluated life as a 

bodily fact or “experience” (Erlebnis)50. In 1922 political scientist Rudolf Kjellen described 

the nation-state as a ‘form of life’, a “subject that ruled over its own body and spirit”51 and 

which “precedes individuals and collectives [providing] the institutional foundation for their 

activities”52. Geographer Friedrich Ratzel and inventor of ‘Lebensraum’ examined the 

centrality of space and position in geopolitics53. His remarks were picked by an author named 

Louis von Kohl who argued that geopolitics is the “interplay between people and space” 

while biopolitics is “concerned with historical development in time”54. In the mid-1960s 

‘biopolitology’ was interested among other in “ethological and sociobiological concepts and 

findings in order to analyze political behavior”55. For Dieter Thomä biopolitics defines “the 

borderland in which the distinction between life and action is introduced and dramatized in 

the first place [,] [it] is […] a problem space at the heart of politics itself”56. Biopolitics is 

about the visibility of the precarity between life and politics57. Giorgio Agamben, in his thesis 

Home Sacer, makes a distinction between ‘bios’ (‘βίος’ - political existence) and ‘zoe’ (‘ζωή’ 

- bare life) that is natural being and legal existence; “the life and death of a human being 

[becomes] the object of a sovereign power”58. So, for Agamben, sovereign rule and 

                                                      
50 Thomas Lemke, Biopolitics An Advanced Introduction, trans. Eric Frederick Trump, (New York and 

London: New York University Press, 2011), 9. 

51 Ibid., 10 

52 Ibid. 

53 Ibid., 13 

54 Louis Von Kohl, Biopolitik und Geopolitik als Grundlagen einer Naturwissenschaft vom Staate, 

(Zeitschrift für Geopolitik , 1933) in Lemke, 13. 

55 Lemke, 17. 

56 Dieter Thomä, Anmerkungen zur Biopolitik. Zwischen Gentechnologie und “Kampf der Kulturen.” In 

Theo Steiner, ed., Genpool: Biopolitik und Körperutopien, (Wien: Passagen, 2002) in Lemke, 31. 

57 Lemke, 31. 

58 Ibid., 55. 
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biopolitical exclusion (legal or/and political) are interrelated59. Hannah Arendt in The Human 

Condition argues that biopolitics is the moment when life (bios) - which is domestic - and life 

(zoe) -which is political - encounter60. Michel Foucault discusses biopolitics as the 

transformation of politics, meaning the reconfiguration of “concepts of political 

sovereignty”61. According to this, biopower – that is power in biopolitical production – is 

unlike sovereign power which aims at the deprivation whether of goods or even life; biopower 

“seeks to administer, secure, develop, and foster life”62. For Foucault we are not just “living 

animal[s] with the additional capacity for a political existence”, that is according to Aristotle, 

but “an animal whose politics places his existence as a living being in question”63: 

 

[t]he historical moment of the disciplines was the moment when an art of the human 

body was born, which was directed not only at the growth of its skills, nor at the 

intensification of its subjection, but at the formation of a relation that in the 

mechanism itself makes it more obedient as it becomes more useful, and conversely64  

 

So, biopolitics is political and ontological. That is why the discussion of space is significant 

too. The home – as the space of affect but also exploitation – disciplines or better controls 

differently. Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt in Empire: The New World Order, revise 

Foucault’s abovementioned argumentation. The home (as an extension of the institution of the 

heteronormative family) does not only subject the “art” and “skills” of the human body but it 

absorbs “the affective […] capacity for work”65. For Negri and Hardt biopower is not a “top-

down process of power”66, as Foucault claims, but all-encompassing; it covers the “entirety of 

                                                      
59 The concentration camp is for Giorgio Agamben the space that symbolizes this separation of bios and 

zoe. The camp systematically produces bare life, and exclusion becomes the rule.  

60 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1989) 

in Lieven De Cauter and Michiel Dehaene, “The Space of Play: Towards a General Theory of 

Heterotopia”, in Heterotopia and the City – Public Space in a Postcivil Society, ed. Michiel Dehaene 

(London and New York: Routledge, 2008), 87-88 

61 Lemke, 33. 

62 Ibid., 35 

63 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1: An Introduction, (New York: Vintage Books, 1980) in 

Lemke, 34. 

64 Michel Foucault. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, (New York: Vintage Books, 1977) in 

Lemke, 36 

65 Lemke, 67. 

66 Ibid., 68. 
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social relations”67 and controls individuals in those intimate moments of their lives. 

Biopolitical production on the other hand is “immanent to society and creates social relations 

[…] through collaborative forms of labor”68. The home, as a sociobiological necessary for the 

nurturing of the body and mind of human beings and their preparation for the society, but also 

a space that operates as a smaller locus that mirrors the state’s practices of 

inclusion/exclusion, is both the site of all-encompassing biopower of being-in-the-world and 

of biopolitical production (affective labor) of being-with. But when life becomes the object of 

politics, what should be the political action? Political action or ‘biopolitical resistance’, as it 

will appear later in this thesis, will also concern me greatly. Can we resist biopower (or as a 

matter of fact the biopower of home)?  

 

Biopower within globalization has its roots precisely in the “restructuring of contemporary 

capitalism”69  at that point when economics, politics, nature, culture, and individuals merge70. 

As Hardt and Negri state:  

 

Biopower is a form of power that regulates social life from its interior, following it, 

interpreting it, absorbing it, and rearticulating it. Power can achieve an effective 

command over the entire life of the population only when it becomes an integral, vital  

function that every individual embraces and reactivates of his or her own accord.71  

 

So, we understand that as bios and politics are entangled so is the public and the private 

sphere. Nevertheless, the public/private division is still very essential on how we understand 

our everyday life and – just to bring back the discussion to domestic workers - as Bridget 

Anderson points: 

 

[t]hat the public and the private are not real does not mean that one cannot be caught 

in the gap between them. Indeed, it is the very imagining of them as two separate 

                                                      
67 Hardt and Negri (2000), in Lemke, 68. 

68 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire, (New York: 

Penguin, 2004) in Lemke, 68-69. 

69 Ibid., 65 

70 Ibid., 70 

71 Hardt and Negri, (2000), in Lemke, 70.  
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spheres that creates the gap…It is by slipping between the two imagined domains of 

the public and the private that the employer consolidates much of her power72 

 

I argue that it is precisely at this gap, at this 'in-betweeness', that otherness is constructed. In 

the domestic space of affective labor ‘being in-between’ translates into biopower over the 

body of the domestic worker who is effectively othered. That, in its turn, produces the 

biopolitical. In the cinematic space, it turns into mediated affect among character, spectator, 

and director. Cinema as an apparatus of biopower (bio-apparatus) can rearticulate silenced or 

trivialized otherness and represent it ethically and responsibly. But I will come back to that 

discussion later.  

 

Live-in domestic work is an apt representation of invisible female subalternity, domestically 

secluded, with almost no public life, controlled by patriarchal institutions that the nuclear 

family embodies but the nation-state enables (particularly in the case of undocumented 

immigrants) as both institutions function on the binary of inclusion/exclusion. Living in the 

same environment where you work, and especially when your work is the creation and 

maintenance of that environment, can have negative effects. As Anderson points: 

 

Domestic work is isolating…A live-in domestic worker may have no private life, 

except for those hours snatched on her day off. This has profound consequences for 

her as a human being…. [T]he employer can control all aspects of the domestic 

worker’s life, not just her work, and also enjoys almost total control over her 

time…there is no aspect of the live-in worker’s life that cannot be scrutinised by the 

employer.73 

 

Moreover, inhabiting the same space along with the family that employs and hosts them can 

create an illusion of belonging and can have very transformative and negative consequences 

on how domestic workers experience their life. I argue that in the films that I will analyze in 

this paper this transformative experience takes spatial characteristics. What I mean is that the 

experience of space – home – changes as that space feels, and looks like home when, in 

reality, it is an interstitial space of home, work, and performing otherness.  

                                                      
72 Anderson, 4-5. 

73 Ibid., 43-44. 
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I would like to talk at this point about the concept of affective labor (or reproductive, or care 

labor) that domestic work constitutes. As pointed earlier, affective labor is the basis of social 

life or as Michael Hardt writes in his article Affective Labor: it “is itself and directly the 

constitution of communities and collective subjectivities”74. Care work has been traditionally 

assigned to women and has been long dismissed as a demeaning job of no value. Feminist 

work attempted to analyze and consequently elevate the work of affective labor as the labor 

that produces labor power itself meaning that it produces sociality and society itself75. 

However western feminism has hardly viewed affective labor within the transformative 

context of capitalist economy, globalization and the feminization of labor based on gender, 

race, and class76.  

 

As I mentioned earlier, Negri and Hardt include affective labor in the forms of “immaterial 

labor” – the labor that produces immaterial commodities such as services, knowledge, 

communication or affects 77. According to Michael Hardt immaterial labor “has assumed a 

dominant position with respect to the other forms of labor in the global capitalist economy”78. 

Affective labor operates at the level of human contact and face-to-face interaction, but the 

most important aspect is the binding nature of the work. Thus, affective labor is an “in-

person” work that requires the actual presence of another (being-with), while the domestic 

space acts as the mediator of this interaction. But it is also a somatic activity that produces 

sociality, belongingness and even a sense of kinship for the domestic worker. It is what 

feminist writings have defined as “labor in the bodily mode”79. But most significantly it is a 

labor that produces biopower, the power to create and manipulate affects and reproduce 

                                                      

74 Michael Hardt, "Affective Labor." Boundary 2 26, no. 2 (1999), http://www.jstor.org/stable/303793.  
75 Ibid., 89. 
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human relations, the power over the creation of life80. The same applies for the immateriality 

of cinema; films establish a relation with the viewer, while the screen mediates this face-to-

face encounter. But both mediations is constructed by whom controls the home – home as an 

apparatus of control – and the camera – cine-apparatus. According to Giorgio Agamben in his 

essay What is an Apparatus?, an apparatus (or ‘dispositif’ in French) is the network created 

between heterogeneous elements such as discourses, architectural forms, institutions81 among 

others. Apparatuses appear “at the intersection of power relations and relations of 

knowledge”82 and they have “a concrete strategic function”83. I argue that both home and 

cinema are apparatuses of control and capture that produce and manage subjectivities with a 

strategic aim to submit bodies to dominant societal ideologies regarding gender roles, and the 

rights of marginalized people, like immigrants, or working class and poor people, or often the 

combination of all three.  

 

What interests me at this part is how these laboring bodies of affects affect and are affected by 

the site where affective labor takes place, namely the domestic space they occupy and 

maintain. I see the home as a space of biopower where rules of inclusion-exclusion, belonging 

and non-belonging, and self and other exercise power over life. This biopower comes both 

from above, that is the heteronormative domestic space that reproduces, fosters and manages 

life, and from below, that is from the affects and emotions that the domestic worker creates 

with her labor, a labor, that even it its commodified form, has the power to transform or at 

least blur power relations. Affective labor, according to Michael Hardt, has “its potential for 

subversion and autonomous constitution”84, a biopolitical potential. 

 

But how does affective labor obscure power relations? A domestic worker is paid to 

(re)produce social life in the form of a family. But what she is paid for by her employers is 

not just to sell labor power; the employer buys her personhood, the whole person. The 

domestic worker must perform her role as a care-giver continually. She also has to act as a 
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“particular type of person”85, the one that her employers seek; a ‘maid’, or ‘a second mother’, 

a woman ‘at home’ when 'mom and dad are not home86'. It is unclear however how much of 

the ‘caring’ of a domestic worker is a performance delivered on demand or if getting paid to 

be an “affectionate” person has an impact overall on her personhood. Care, whether as an 

emotion or as a labor, regularly merge, and in reality, they cannot be separated from the 

worker. On the contrary, the employer can use this invisible separation to disrupt any real 

relationship that will inevitably grow between the care-giver and the cared person, which is 

usually children87 that require an intensive face-to-face interaction. The common yet 

incongruous practice of paying for care, emotions and essentially love, places the domestic 

worker in an in-between position of being a “person and non-person”88, either being herself – 

a person with a history, and a family of her own - or that Other that is constructed by her 

employers as somebody useful to them only. For example, in the movie The Second Mother 

the domestic worker lives without any obvious disputes with the family she works for until 

her daughter comes to stay with her in the same house. That prompts various reactions as she 

has to fulfill now both her ‘self’, as a biological mother towards her daughter, and the ‘other’, 

as a second mother towards the son of the family. Her family interfering with the employers’ 

family disrupts the fiction of her as a person that her existence is entangled to one family, and 

reveals that she does have a history too. In the film At Home, although the family, and in 

particular the female employer and the child, seems to have a strong bond with the maid, 

when the latter becomes ill they decide to break this bond as the illness might interfere with 

her work, which is to care for them and not the opposite. We see that the relationship and the 

familial interests are asymmetrical and are not always reciprocated. As Anderson poignantly 

states: 

 

…the greatest advantages to the employer of regarding the worker as part of the 

family, […] is the erasure of the worker’s own family. While being part of the family 

may be perceived by the employer as a great favour, for the worker it may be 
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experienced as a denial of their humanity, a deep depersonalisation, as being perceived 

only in their occupational role, as a ‘domestic’ rather than as a person with […] her 

own life, and her own family outside of the employers’ home.89 

 

In the context of the films that I include in this paper, I consider the heteropatriarchal nuclear 

family as the institution of biopower and the home as the site that has been constructed as the 

space of biopower, while the live-in domestic worker is the biopolitical body embodied as the 

Other.  I will examine in what ways the Other can resist the space. Moreover, I will discuss 

later what is the role that cinema can play in this process. In the next part, I will attempt to use 

the theory that I have discussed so far to analyze the Singaporean film Ilo Ilo (2013). At this 

point, I am interested in how maternal work, as one aspect of care labor, constitutes 

biopolitical production, how it produces and reproduces affects and how this intensifies the 

othering of the worker by her female employer. Finally, I will see how the employer 

constructs the worker's position in the house through spatial control, but also how the worker 

struggles against biopower by reconfiguring that same space. 

 

THEORY IN FILM CONTEXT: ILO ILO (2013) 

 

Anthony Chen in his 2013 Camera d'Or winner debut film, inspired by his childhood living 

with a domestic worker90, follows a Singaporean family and their Filipina maid during the 

Asian financial crisis of the late 1990s. The maid, Teresa, comes to live and work in the 

apartment of two stressed working parents and their problematic 10-year-old son, Jiale. Her 

duties are to take care of the boy and the house when the parents are away from home. The 

movie shows interest in all of the characters equally: their life, aspirations, hopes, and 

troubles. However, I would like to turn the discussion to the relation of the family with 

Teresa, or Aunt Terry, as the family calls her in an effort to make her more familiar (or 

familial) to them. I will focus on the maid’s position vis-à-vis the mother – her employer – as 

slowly the former develops a strong bond with the young boy while he simultaneously drifts 

away from his absent and nervous mother.  
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The binding process between Jiale and Teresa lies at this day-to-day, face-to-face care work 

that the domestic worker, as the other mother, provides for the boy. She provides support, 

relief care, companionship and parenting presence to the boy during his difficult moments; 

when he breaks his arm, when he is in trouble at school or when he gets spanked as a 

punishment by the school administration. Additionally, she performs the everyday duties of 

the mother; she prepares food, she washes him, picks him up from school, buys him candies. 

But Teresa’s maternal role as a substitute mother is not simply gendered labor but paid labor 

performed by a female poor immigrant. Teresa leaves her home in the city of Ilo Ilo in the 

Philippines – which we never see in the movie but is present in the international title of the 

film – while she also leaves her 12-months-old baby to be raised by her sister. She is 

practically in a similar situation as her employer; away from home, for work. Her migration 

produces, what Floya Anthias calls, “metaphors of home”91 that is a movement between 

physical spaces, and an inter-relationship movement between identities and roles.  

 

Teresa’s work is to substitute what her employer would traditionally do. Nonetheless, doing 

maternal work is doing affective work, relational work. That relation can be transformative 

for the people involved in it. Affective labor has that biopower to affect lives. Even paid 

affective labor contains the biopower to affect and subsequently create strong bonds through 

the love and emotions that are produced. Nevertheless, there is always the doubt. In the film, 

Jiale gets into a fight with a classmate when the latter claims that Teresa only loves him 

because she is paid to do so. The possibility of that claim naturally upsets the neglected boy as 

he grows fond of the maid. However, Teresa, although both Jiale and his full-of-guilt mother 

are a constant challenge for her, manages to develop a sincere bond with the boy and through 

winning over him, to become “part” of the family.  The home turns inevitably to Teresa’s 

entourage, while Jiale becomes part of Teresa's entourage - absent physically but present 

mentally. A series of pictures she keeps side by side in "her" room - she basically sleeps on a 

mattress in the same room with Jiale -  of her together with her baby in the Philippines, but 

also of her and Jiale at home at his birthday party, indicate that Jiale is dear to her as much as 

her baby. Her baby is her birthing work while Jiale is her maternal work. Jiale becomes for 

Teresa her other child while he becomes for her an extended entourage to her spatially broken 

home. Both fill up absences. 
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Although the boy initially rejects Teresa around his space by locking her out of the house, 

becoming upset when she sits right next to him on the table or having to share his room with 

her, it is the mother that tactically tries to exclude Teresa spatially and physically from the 

family life. No matter how dependent she is on her to relieve her from the housework and 

most of the child-rearing burden, it is more vital to her to maintain and define Teresa's 

difference inside her home. First, Teresa is deprived of a room of her own and privacy. The 

mother then asks her to hand over her passport, stripping her from her documents and of her 

freedom since being paper-less bonds her into the domestic sphere as the safest place, away 

from any interaction with the authorities.  Afterwards she asks her not to use the house phone 

for abroad calls but to use the card phone across the street. She effectively seals her domestic 

territory from the “cross-realm telephone call”92 that would allow another space and the role 

the maid fulfills in there to penetrate her home and disrupt the role that Teresa has to perform 

for them. The mother acts like an authority from above that tries to control and arrange life 

within the limits of its territory. She exercises power over the maid's life while the home is the 

site of her power game. But although Teresa cannot resist her employer's demands and her 

authority in the home directly, she resists it symbolically. The evocative power of the 

photographs of her child realize a silent penetration inside an exclusionary space, even 

enticing conversations about the place they originate, their history. The photographs are a 

time-memory, a spatiotemporality captured and compressed in a picture that silently enters 

another space. To sum up, the mother tries to enforce separateness but what remains is the co-

presence, interaction, and contact that affective labor produces.  The two women are living 

together in the same space, and they are both bound by the responsibilities of affective labor 

towards the child. The home becomes finally a ‘contact zone’93 that encloses juxtapositions of 

sameness and difference, self and other.  
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PART 2 

INSTITUTION: THE HOME AND THE CONCEPT OF ‘HETEROOIKOS’ 

 

I discussed earlier how the home could be seen as a contact zone but also as the site of power 

geometries and juxtapositions, a site where space and its use are claimed and lost, 

reconfigured and claimed again through the (re)negotiations of inclusion and exclusion 

practices within the home. We saw in Ilo Ilo that the more the mother territorializes in the 

home, the more she loses control over that territory as the home is reconfigured through the 

dwelling of the maid through her role as provider of affect and care. Affective labor being 

corporeal involves the "body" and so does dwelling.  

 

I touched shortly earlier the spatially inscribed performance of affective labor by the domestic 

worker. Indeed, according to Rowland Atkinson and Keith Jacobs in House, Home and 

Society, the notion of ‘performativity’ along with ‘experiences’ and ‘representations’ are 

encompassed in the meaning of home94. ‘Performativity' means the activities of care labor that 

take place in the domestic sphere, while ‘experience' could be conceived as feelings, for 

instance of attachment and belongingness at a certain place. Finally, ‘representation' is related 

to representations of the home in popular culture and how we relate to them based on our 

individual experiences of home95. However, I argue that when it comes to domestic workers 

her whole self is the performance, her ‘performativity' is not an activity but she realizes a 

whole role as an activity upon the request of her employers. Her personhood is othered both 

from the work she does and the space she performs in it.  But the home is also reconfigured, 

othered, as it is experienced or lived by the Other. But let me discuss first some notions of 

home and dwelling. 

 

The home is commonly seen through the prism of traditional binaries; home/work, 

private/public, male/female. Those that are in the house are either homemakers or children 

and those that are out the breadwinners. Gaston Bachelard in The Poetics of Space writes that 

                                                      
94 Rowland Atkinson and Keith Jacobs, House, Home and Society, (London: Palgrave, 2016), 38-39 

95 Ibid. 



30 

 

home has "maternal features”96 and it is a man's shelter from the outside world97. Feminist 

scholars have accurately pointed that these binaries although not arbitrarily constructed are 

becoming less and less significant98. In addition, more and more people work from home, or 

in the case of domestic workers, their work and home are inseparable; they earn their bread 

through homemaking. However, the home is still the space of patriarchy and 

heteronormativity, a constricting space for women who are usually disproportionally 

burdened with repetitive household tasks and child-rearing responsibilities. As Lorna Fox 

points in Conceptualising Home: Theories, Laws and Policies, when it comes to children and 

family feminist critique has pointed how a woman's relationship with the home “is rooted in 

[her] role within the family rather than her relationship with her home”99. But as Fox 

poignantly adds there are “disadvantages of adopting a ‘relational approach’ to the 

conceptualization of home", namely that "the occupier is viewed primarily in the context of 

the family unit”100. However, and as we saw in the analysis of Ilo Ilo, we should not be 

oblivious to the fact that people are relational, and it is the relational element of affective 

labor – despite the dangers of reproducing patriarchal constructions of female subjectivity - 

that gives labor its "potential […] as biopower […] from below”101. In this paper, I will 

attempt to approach both the relational approach and what I call the ‘absolute’. What I mean, 

is that for a maid her role in the house is always constructed in relation to somebody, she fills 

somebody else’s shoes: a being-with, the other woman, the other mother. However, her 

otherness can also be read as absolute: a being struggling with power hierarchies, with the 

biopower of the space she dwells.  

 

The home is a “deeply social space”102 - with all the dimensions that ‘social' entails. It is not 

just a space we inhabit to survive – that could be any building that can provide shelter – but it 

is the building that shapes human life and society at large. As Gaston Bachelard gracefully 

writes in The Poetics of Space:  
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Without it, man would be a dispersed being. It maintains him through the storms of the 

heavens and through those of life. It is body and soul. It is the human being’s first 

world. Before he is “cast into the world,” as claimed by certain hasty metaphysics, 

man is laid in the cradle of the house. And always, in our daydreams, the house is a 

large cradle.103 

 

Home is the house experienced as a cradle, a shelter, a nest or a shell and it is also, according 

to Blunt and Dowling, the center of a spatial imaginary104: it is constructed differently 

according to context and its meaning can be reconfigured depending on the circumstances. 

Our membership in it shapes our perception of the home, for the home is a sociospatial 

system. As Dovey claims, we have two different kinds of space or ‘spatial order’: ‘conceptual 

space' which is ‘abstract, geometric, and objectively measured […] [where] people, places 

and things exist' while ‘lived space' – in the spirit of Heidegger's philosophy of ‘dwelling' in 

Being and Time and Building Dwelling Thinking - is ‘the pre-conceptual and meaningful 

spatial experience of what phenomenologists call being-in-the-world [,] […] [it] encompasses 

the experience of dwelling in a property as a home' 105. Heidegger's argument is that humans 

will ‘learn to dwell' in the world – that is to be in the world – by ‘ever search[ing] anew for 

the nature of dwelling’106.  I argue that the home is reconfigured to a space of biopower as it is 

experienced by lived bodies, being-with each other, affecting and being affected. I identify 

that body as the body of the racialized, gendered or class-other: the domestic worker. Her 

dwelling/being is differently constructed as she finds herself in an ‘in-betweeness’. She 

dwells/lives among juxtapositions, implications and configurations of imagined binaries: 

public/private, inclusion/exclusion, self/other.  

 

Those juxtapositions, implications and configurations lead me to imagine the home as a 

heterotopic space. The heterotopic space or heterotopia is a concept introduced by Michel 

Foucault in a 1967 lecture he gave at the Circle of Architectural Studies107. At his text called 

Des espaces autres, mostly translated into English as “Other Spaces”. It is important to 

address shortly the debate regarding the translation as there have been scholars that have 
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disagreed with the above translation of the word ‘autres’. They suggest that it is more accurate 

to translate it as ‘different’ since even the prefix of ‘heterotopie’ contains the Greek word 

‘heteros’ which for them means ‘different’, and not ‘other’. Those scholars point to a 

relational meaning of the word ‘heteros’ which they believe is better translated as ‘different’. 

Difference, accordingly, is relational while ‘otherness’ is more absolute and separate. But I do 

not think that ‘heteros’ indicates any relationism, a ‘different from’. It contains both 

difference and otherness. Under those premises, I will introduce the concept of ‘heterooikos’, 

departing from Michel Foucault’s text and the theory explained further above. Although, 

Michel Foucault intended his text for outer spaces, I suggest that his theory on heterotopic 

spaces is very appropriate in understanding and reimagining home as the site of paid domestic 

labor. At the beginning of his essay, Foucault talks about those ‘sacralized’ spaces that still 

operate on widely accepted oppositions: public/private, family/social, leisure/work108. Exactly 

like a domestic space. He also talks about heterogeneous spaces that have this characteristic 

“of being in relation with all the other sites, but in such a way as to suspend, neutralize, or 

invert the set of relations designated, mirrored, or reflected by them”109. Those relations 

“cannot be equated or in any way superimposed”110. As I have discussed in part one, the 

domestic worker through her reproductive labor inevitably affects and is being affected by the 

people she provides care, leading to the creation of familial bonds. However, her role is 

constructed differently, she is the other mother, the other woman. Her otherness is deeply 

related to and produced by her being different (race, class, gender). Her dwelling/being in the 

house is a “counter-emplacement” that contests and inverts real emplacements. This 

transforms in its turn the domestic space she occupies and maintains through her work into a 

heterotopia. And as a heterotopia the home is both a place and outside all places111. Finally, a 

heterotopia is created for a specific function112, like any control and capture apparatus. That is 

why I argue that the home is a heterotopic space of representation or a ‘heterooikos’.  

 

The concept of ‘space of representation’ is introduced by Marco Cenzatti in his essay 

Heterotopias of difference. Although Cenzatti uses this term for the public sphere, that is the 
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space where people go if they want to become visible (e.g. the park), some of his points will 

help us understand the ‘heterooikos’. A space of representation, according to him, is a space 

of difference, of “different spatial orders”113 juxtaposed in a single space. The space of 

representation constantly changes depending on the social relations that are represented in its 

limits; when the social relations seize to exist the heterotopia vanishes too, and only real space 

remains114. However, the space can be reconstructed to contain a different set of relations, for 

a different function. The space of representation draws from Henri Lefebvre’s work on 

production of space. For Lefebvre space has, obviously, a spatial as well as a temporal 

dimension. It consists of three coexisting and interacting ‘moments’115. The first is ‘spatial 

practice’ which is the production of physical spaces. For instance, reproductive work is the 

production of the home whether is done by the mother or by a paid worker. The second 

‘moment’ is the ‘representation of space’ and it represents our knowledge of space – for 

instance, what is a home. Finally, the third ‘moment’ is what he calls ‘spaces of 

representation’, a lived space reconfigured according to the different dwelling experiences116 

of different occupants. It is the third ‘moment’ that has been mostly associated with 

Foucault’s work Of Other Spaces and the heterotopia as a ‘space of relations’117. A 

heterotopia is a space of representation as it is an ‘other space’ “with respect to the fixity of 

physical space”118, but also a counter-emplacement to the real one, an ‘other space’ that is the 

product of “endless series of differences within the space of representation”119. In that sense, 

the heterooikos is a space of two juxtaposed lived spaces each one experienced differently by 

different lived bodies whose role and status is otherwise constructed. For example, the mother 

and the domestic worker perform the same role however the worker’s position in the home is 

constructed at the premises of gender, class, race, and familial status and not gender only. The 

maid is the other, the other woman in an 'other space'; her self is “destroyed” by her 

employers and then reconstructed as the other. The employer does not really buy her 

personhood but a constructed one, a merged self and other. A heterotopic home is produced 
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similarly. A heterooikos is simultaneously a home and a counter-home, maid precisely to 

contain otherness. The heterooikos, therefore, is the quintessential space of biopower and 

biopolitical potential for resistance. 

 

But the home, even experienced as a heterooikos, is an important aspect of human life, and it 

is impossible for human beings to reject it entirely. It is impossible to resist power. People are 

inevitably caught in power relations that are developed and organized around the circulation 

of money and (exploitation of) labor. Being caught in power relations in a position of the 

weakest is indeed oppressive. But at the same time, it can be a force of independence and 

emancipation. A domestic worker needs the money that she earns from her labor and this 

money might actually put her and her family in a better position, with better prospects, than 

those that she would have if she was not working. Being a live-in is a money-saving option 

for many of them. Oftentimes women through this labor mobility escape conservative and 

oppressing patriarchal structures that see the women doing unpaid labor at home. Although by 

becoming domestic workers they still insert themselves in similar institutions the fact that it is 

paid changes the dynamics and the position of those women in their own families. 

Homemaking becomes a breadwinning job and a source of income and the same home 

becomes the space that the worker inhabits. It is a hegemony that encompasses human life 

entirely. And it is exactly that because it is the site of reproductive work, biopolitical labor. To 

reiterate, a heterooikos is a space that juxtaposes a real- and a counter-home and two types of 

biopower, from above and from below. The heterooikos is the site of above-biopower coming 

from those that own the home as well as biopower emanating from the space inscribed with 

patriarchy and female oppression. But through biopolitical labor biopower can be 

reconfigured to below-biopower; affects and emotions are transformative.  As Thomas Lemke 

writes, when discussing Hardt and Negri’s notion of biopower,“[i]f biopower represents 

power over life, then it is precisely this life that constitutes the ground on which 

countervailing powers and forms of resistance are constituted”120. Therefore, a heterooikos is 

both a space of biopower and a biopolitical space of resistance. A domestic worker has to 

balance between those binaries, those interstices. The heterooikos is the direct product of 

interstitial space and in-betweeness, which I have discussed in relation to the home in the first 

part of this paper. It is the product of the maintenance of sacred oppositions or, as Foucault 
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calls them, ‘sacralizations’121. For Antonio Negri the interstice of a space is essential since the 

coexisting situations that are developed in that space, that is power relations and 

desubjectification, are the ones that produce resistance122. Therefore, the heterooikos does not 

operate on binaries, like public/private, inclusion/exclusion but, like all heterotopias, on a 

system of opening and closing123. You have to perform certain gestures, a certain role for it to 

open. It closes when the role is not needed anymore. We will see that in the analysis of the 

films At Home and The Maid, and how the home closes when an illness prohibits the maid 

from performing her role as needed. Also in the analysis of the film The Second Mother, that 

will follow, when the worker violates the rules of engagement inside the home she serves.  

 

THEORY IN FILM CONTEXT: THE SECOND MOTHER (2015) 

 

The Second Mother, a 2015 Brazilian film directed by Anna Muylaert, is the story of a 

middle-aged domestic worker, Val, living and working in the meshes of biopower; the home 

of an upper-middle-class family in the suburbs of São Paulo. The film takes a peek at 

inequalities in Brazilian society and how those are reflected in the private household: spatial 

segregation, access allowability, class performativity, and finally power resistance. In the 

film, the architecture of the Brazilian upper-middle-class is traced to the maid’s quarters 

which lie at an entirely separate spatial layout at the back of the house. Moreover, the film 

explores those spaces defined by a non-accessibility. What I mean is that those spaces are 

accessible but for specific uses only. The non-accessible of certain spaces is meant to 

establish difference between the occupants. Therefore, difference or otherness is spatially 

inscribed. In the movie, Val can enter the dining room, but she is not supposed to use it to eat, 

while she can access the pool area, but she cannot swim in the swimming pool. The 

architecture of the movie builds around those spaces, how they are experienced by Val but 

most significantly how they are reconfigured and resisted by her estranged daughter, Jessica 

when she comes to the house to stay with her. The home, in the film, is a heterooikos and the 

movie will slowly move from the representation of it as a space of above-biopower and 

biopolitical labor to the space of representation and resistance. 

                                                      
121 Foucault in Cauter and Dehaene, 16 

122 Negri, Petcou, Petrescu, and Querrien, http://www.urbantactics.org/documents/biopoliticalPlace.pdf , 2-

3 

123 Foucault in Cauter and Dehaene, 21 

http://www.urbantactics.org/documents/biopoliticalPlace.pdf


36 

 

 

The movie begins with an establishing shot of an empty swimming pool in the garden of a 

wealthy house. A toddler, Fabinho, who is the only child of the family, and a dog enter the 

frame after a while. A woman dressed in a costume-like white attire follows the boy. She is 

the maid, Val. The boy is impatient but also afraid to enter the pool, and he invites Val to 

swim with him, but she declines his invitation alleging that she does not have a swimsuit. The 

camera then shifts to a position where it can watch both characters in the same space - the 

swimming pool - but on different positions. Val is outside of the pool but in the foreground of 

the scene, while the boy is inside the pool but in the background. As she closely watches the 

boy in the pool, Val talks on the telephone trying desperately to engage into a conversation 

with her own daughter, Jessica, that she has left back home to be raised by somebody else. 

This phone-call (like the photos in Ilo Ilo) is a cross-realm penetration that reveals Val's 

history, who she is beside the boy's nanny. Val is also a mother herself. The young boy 

approaches her and asks her about the whereabouts of her daughter while he continues by 

asking when his mother is coming back124 (que horas ela volta?). Val pleads ignorance while 

she warmly hugs the boy. Already from the start, the epicenter of the film is placed not on the 

family but the maid and her relationship with the boy she raises. The film is interested in 

establishing the biopolitical aspect, the affective labor as the second mother, of Val's role 

there. At the same time biopower is noticeable too through the space separateness between her 

and Fabinho (inside/outside the pool) and her and Jessica, both space-wise but also role-wise. 

Val in a single scene and a single space is constructed both as a mother and as the other 

mother (self/other). The role of the mother that she fulfills, although absent, at a different 

space enters the home where she actively performs the role of the other mother. So, what we 

see here, I argue, is the formation of a quintessential heterooikos, a space both open and close 

for the maid, but also a space that juxtaposes active performances (substitute motherhood) 

that reflect inactive roles (biological motherhood).  

 

The movie then makes an over a decade leap forward in time. The scene is set in the kitchen 

where is occupied again by Val, who prepares breakfast for the 17-year-old Fabinho, and the 

dog. They discuss how Fabinho's girlfriend has broken up with him and his fears of being 

alone forever. This scene, like the first one, years ago in the swimming pool, points very 

quietly to the attachment that Fabinho has for the domestic worker and how she is the figure 
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most accessible and attentive to him, that he chooses to discuss his personal life with her 

rather than his parents. In fact, ten minutes into the movie and we have not seen the parents 

yet. So, from the very first scenes, we can argue that Val, although her role is to substitute the 

mother in the household, the nature of her job has, in fact, transformed her duties to 

something more.Val she is a mentor and a companion for the boy. The domestic worker, 

although hired to fulfill the figure of the other woman/mother she instead plays the role of the 

primary parent. As Christena E. Nippert-Eng writes in Home and Work: 

 

A primary parent is the person who is […] the “default” care giver, providing most of 

the “continuous coverage” […]. The secondary parent’s activities may be only slightly 

less than those of the primary parent […] or she or he may “help out” […]125. 

 

The movie suggests then that Val's roles are multiple and blurred and she needs to maintain a 

balance between what her position is in the home but also what position the kind of job she 

does really requires her to do. Nonetheless, Val seems to be, to a certain extent, conscious 

about this. When the parents of Fabinho are home, Val retreats to her kitchen and her role as 

only a substitute or a housekeeper. In one scene we see Val overhearing a fight in the main 

room between Fabinho and his parents over him smoking weed. The scene is set in the 

kitchen again, where Val is, while we cannot see what happens between the family in the 

other room, since a wall, and a closed door separates the two realms. But we can clearly hear 

them discussing. We can only see the dining room when the mother, Barbara (or Dona 

Barbara as Val calls her), opens the door to the kitchen and throws the weed in the trash. The 

camera never moves from the kitchen area and whatever we see from inside the dining room 

is framed by the separating door frame. The architecture of the scene puts in the forefront the 

domestic worker in her realm rather than the space where the action happens or where the rest 

of the family is. When Fabinho enters the kitchen, Val points to him where the weed is and 

then she hides it for him, showing again that Val is also an excellent “accomplice” for the 

boy. 

 

The separation and simultaneously the overlap of roles becomes more complicated for Val 

when her estranged daughter, Jessica, arrives to stay with her in São Paulo, not knowing that 

her mother lives in her employers' home. Val has not seen Jessica for a decade and has not 

                                                      
125Nippert-Eng, 207 



38 

 

even talked to her for three years when she receives a phone call that Jessica is coming to 

town for the university entrance exam. When Val asks Barbara if Jessica can stay with her, 

she is met with a mix of ignorance and curiosity. Ignorance since Barbara does not seem to 

remember that Val has a daughter named Jessica but also that Val has not visited her for many 

years. Val's history is indifferent to her employer. But Barbara looks curious to see her, and in 

an unenthusiastic gesture of nobility, she offers to pay for a mattress for her guest. After all, 

Val, according to Barbara, is like a family to them and so is her daughter. Val reciprocates 

this intimacy saying that Barbara is like a mother to her, although they are both seem to have 

the same age. So, we see that Val recognizes the paternalistic, or more accurately 

maternalistic relationship she has with her boss. Barbara poses as a familial authority figure 

for her, one that Val should always take permission before any initiative. Proximity has 

softened the underlying domestic hierarchies and disguised authority under intimacy. While 

Barbara has normalized this domestic games of biopower as a natural thing, given her lower-

class status compared to her employers, Jessica’s entrance in the house will disrupt the 

"natural order" of the home revealing the precarity of Val’s position in a socially divided 

domestic space.  

 

When Jessica arrives, the mother and daughter's first encounter at the airport could be 

described as at least awkward, as Val, having not seen her for six years, fails to recognize her 

at once. Jessica as well does not address her with the word ‘mother,' but she calls her ‘Val' 

instead. In a discussion later, Jessica argues that she does not see Val as her mother since she 

was not the one that raised. Val did not play a primary role in Jessica's upbringing, although it 

was she that provided the resources for Jessica to be raised, educated and have now the 

opportunity to study at the university. But this affect, and intimacy involved in child rearing 

that Val had to sacrifice to provide a better future for her daughter, has taken a big toll that 

has undermined her standing in Jessica's life.  However, their blood ties make Jessica think 

that now that they are together again under the same roof they will have the chance to rebuild 

their broken relationship. But this roof is somebody else's home and for Val it appears to be 

trickier to assume the role mentality as “Jessica’s mother”. Although the space they are in is a 

home, where 'family' happens, it is to somebody else's family that Val must be attentive. 

These are the rule of engagement for Val, as a domestic worker. Those rules are inextricably 

connected to the domestic space. Therefore, I argue that at the point of Jessica's arrival at the 

house and the merging of two different domestic spaces, is when the heterooikos is unveiled. 

Val has to maintain the rules of that space and continue her duties as the other mother for 
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Fabinho while simultaneously be Jessica's mother. Thus, the domestic space acquires a certain 

duality, and Val finds herself in the interstices. Val’s actions and behavior are a requirement, 

an “entry ritual” for this home to 'open' to her. The heterooikos opens up for Jessica too 

expecting the same entry gestures.  

 

Jessica though does not seem familiar or keen to adhere to those rules. When she asks Val 

how she knows how to act in front of those people, Val answers that you are born knowing 

what you can and cannot do. Val’s servility is not only related to her status as a domestic 

worker. Her servility is a condition of being part of a specific class, identifying with the social 

position that this class occupies in the Brazilian society. Her servility is obedience to the 

status quo. This status quo is spatially inscribed inside the home. As Jessica does not 

comprehend the situation, she starts challenging those rules and spatial restrictions that she 

and her mother are expected to respect. Jessica is welcomed into the house on the premises 

that she will stay along with her mother in the maid's quarters in the lower parts of the house. 

When, during a house tour, Jessica sees that the house has a guest room suite right across the 

employers' room she asks to move into the empty room as she is obviously a guest in the 

house. Val, on the other hand, tries to maintain the separation as she knows that they are not 

supposed to request such thing. As she says to Jessica even if they invite you to their spaces, 

they do it to look polite, but you should nevertheless refuse.  For example, when the father of 

the family, Carlos, who is fascinated with Jessica, invites her to eat with him in the dining 

room, Val looks particularly distressed about the event. The workers eat in the kitchen and the 

bosses in the dining room. As Jessica unapologetically claims more space, Val tries to remove 

her.  Val has internalized the rules of “belonging” and “non-belonging” around the house; she 

can go to those spaces to clean them, but she cannot use them. “[...] Our domiciles” Doreen 

Massey argues (1995) “are politicized sites of conflict in which claims are made of space, 

modes of use, and configuration”. I argue that the heterooikos lies exactly there; in spaces that 

are 'inaccessibly' accessible, simultaneously open and close. Val realizes that Jessica’s 

presence in spaces that are not for her could cause discomfort and potential conflict mainly to 

Barbara who already seems annoyed by Jessica's coziness inside her home. The film leaves it 

to her to reinforce the rules as her husband is presented as knowledgeable but indifferent to 

the conflict while Fabinho is not yet in that phase where he is interested to become another 

little boss in the house. Val is the only ally Barbara has, a forced ally though. It is this 

domestic space that forces Val to choose to protect this segregating territoriality in order “to 
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regulate social interaction […] and to reduce opportunities for conflict”126 instead of 

supporting her daughter. 

 

Despite Val's zealous efforts, conflict becomes inevitable. This time, the site is the swimming 

pool. Val makes clear to Jessica to not ever consider entering the pool. If somebody invites 

her, she must say that she does not have a swimsuit. Through this exchange, we understand 

the film's first scene when Val denies joining young Fabinho in the pool alleging that she does 

not have a bathing suit.  Now we comprehend the reasons for her refusal. But this time 

Fabinho will be more successful with driving Jessica to dive in. Jessica forcefully - as 

Fabinho and his friend throw her in - enters the pool triggering a hysterical response both by 

Barbara and Val. Interestingly, the scene in the swimming pool is filmed in slow motion. The 

moment Jessica comes in contact with the water, the moment she accesses the non-accessible 

space, time slows down, surrounding sounds are cut out from this time-space, and the scene of 

the three young people playing freely inside the pool is isolated from whatever encompasses 

it. They exist in a heterotopic space but also a heterochronic time, a space-time that has 

neutralized the spaces of biopower and social exclusion. The movie returns to normal speed 

time, shifting to Fabinho's parents and Val when they hear that somebody is in the swimming 

pool. They try to restore the order by leading them out; Fabinho’s parents standing on the 

balcony in a top-down position shouting to him to exit the pool while Val is down at the pool 

moving Jessica away. I argue that the pool is a small heterotopia inside the heterooikos. It is 

both secluded and penetrable, open and close. Jessica’s entry is not permissible since her 

status in the house does not allow her to penetrate that space. Her presence there is considered 

an unwelcome intrusion of a foreign body. Barbara after the incident decides to call a man to 

drain the pool. When later Jessica sees the emptied pool, Fabinho explains that according to 

his mother there was a rat in the pool and the water was contaminated. When Jessica asks him 

if he thinks she is a rat, Fabinho looks baffled by the association she makes. He does not think 

that, but his mother does. Barbara’s decision to empty the “polluted” pool strengthens my 

interpreting of the pool as a heterotopia. As Michel Foucault writes, heterotopias are 

“consecrated to these activities of purification,”127 like hygiene. Jessica is seen by Barbara as, 

what Mary Douglas calls, “a polluting person”128 who: 
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has developed some wrong condition or simply crossed some line which should not 

have been crossed and this displacement unleashes danger for someone…Pollution 

can be committed intentionally, but intention is irrelevant to its effect – it is more 

likely to happen inadvertently […]. The only question is whether a forbidden contact 

has taken place or not.129 

 

It is evident at this point that the heterooikos slowly closes for Jessica as she violates the rules 

of entry and dwelling. The situation deteriorates further the situation for Val too as she 

chooses to stand by the rules of the home rather than defending her daughter. She fails to 

perform the role of the 'first mother' adequately, as this role comes in conflict with the role she 

has to perform as a domestic worker in the house. Val's dwelling in the house prior was to 

bridge the work and home realms into one. With Jessica's arrival, a person of a third realm, 

Val is forced to reconfigure her position in the home to appease her daughter but at the same 

time maintain it. Val fails to mentally transit between those roles that each person requires her 

to, and subsequently, she fails to reconnect with Jessica prompting the latter to leave the 

house in search of another place to live. As her first attempt fails though, she is forced to 

return to the house. There Barbara, believing the Jessica has left her home for good, has taken 

full control over her territory. When Jessica returns to the house, Barbara's prior blind trust 

that Val is a faithful ally to her as well as a committed to her duties domestic worker 

disappears. Her soft maternalistic power over Val vanishes and the employer/employee 

relationship comes out in full force as she sets a strict territorial segmentation/segregation 

ordering Val to keep her daughter behind the kitchen door and away from their quarters 

including the guest room. The atmosphere reflects in the composition of that scene; a close 

shot to Barbara as she stands at the forefront of the scene while Val stands behind her, almost 

hiding waiting for her punishment.  Barbara orders Val without even turning to look at her. 

The earlier ‘like family’ and ‘like mother’ intimacy has changed to power hierarchies in the 

workplace. As any heterooikos, it is not only a space of affect but also of biopower. The 

heterooikos closes almost entirely for Jessica as she is allowed to access now only the kitchen 

and the maid’s quarters while for Val her position is precarious, and the conditions in the 

house have changed for her, at least between her and Barbara. Also, this new failure to act 
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like a 'mother' to Jessica, causes Jessica's flight from the home the night before her university 

exam. 

 

The results of the exam for both Fabinho and Jessica that both compete to enter the same 

university triggers an avalanche of events. Jessica scores high while Fabinho fails his 

examination.  That hits hard to the family as their social position means apparently nothing 

when they compete within a meritocratic system. Val tries unsuccessfully both to comfort 

Fabinho and curb her happiness over Jessica's achievement. Her excitement over the outcome 

disrupts her role as Fabinho’s primary caregiver but also his bigger supporter. Val starts 

reassessing those social hierarchies that have placed her in an inferior position in the society 

and that together with Jessica they can have a better future. This reassessment triggers her 

resistance against the domestic space that contained and shaped her social status. Softly and 

quietly during nighttime Val enters the forbidden space of the swimming pool. Although still 

half empty, Val seems delighted that she has finally managed to do it; she splashes her feet in 

the water, runs her hand along the surface, as she calls Jessica to announce her misdemeanor 

triumphantly. Val is like a child doing something she was asked not to do, but something that 

fills her with joy. The pool, as a heterotopic space but also as part of a biopolitical space, 

becomes the site that produces both conditions of oppressive biopower that oversees the 

exclusion of Val and Jessica but also the site that produces conditions of resistance. But the 

biopolitical space will soon change when Fabinho decides to leave to study in Australia. The 

affective bond, between the maid and the boy that turned the home into a space of affect 

vanishes and what remains, is a space of biopower. That prompts Val to quit and move with 

her daughter. Val's flight is the final act of the heterooikos too. It was her presence that 

created it, and it is her "escape" that terminated it.  
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PART 3 

INEQUALITY: MULTITUDE AND BIOPOLITICAL RESISTANCE 

 

So how does biopower become biopolitical resistance? What is the role that the heterooikos as 

well as the oppressed subject play towards resisting power? According to Michel Foucault, 

wherever biopower exists the possibility for biopolitical production is also present, and 

wherever power relations develop, resistance follows otherwise “it would simply be a matter 

of obedience”130. The domestic worker’s dwelling in the house (being) as well as her affective 

labor towards the family (being-with), is biopolitical labor and both constitute resistance 

against the regimes of power inside the domestic sphere. For Negri and Hardt in the 

Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire, immaterial labor (like care work) 

changes the nature of work as the divisions between work and home or work time and leisure 

time become blurred and “work time tends to expand to the entire time of life”131. 

Reproductive work, therefore, “expands the realm of what we share in common”132 and 

embraces the entire life of an individual. They claim that: 

 

the many singular instances of labor processes, productive conditions, local situations, 

and lived experiences coexist with a “becoming common” […] – […] there is no 

contradiction between this singularity and commonality. This becoming common, 

which tends to reduce the qualitative divisions within labor, is the biopolitical 

condition of the multitude.133 

 

Multitude is the life (being) that moves within power relations134 and develops a form of 

resistance from within135 since it is impossible for it to transcend neither power nor social 

institutions136. Its resistance is short, and creative but essential. The multitude’s struggles 
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against biopower create new spaces and new forms of being-with. The heterooikos is this new 

space, a space of biopower and also a space that contains juxtaposing sets of relations. 

 

We have already discussed about the difficulty for a domestic worker to separate self and 

other, as the work demands the whole of her. This fusion along with the – often - social 

isolation of domestic workers can alienate the worker even further making her unable to 

divide between work time and private time. When you have almost no time and no social life 

outside of that home (for example in case of immigrant women) then placing boundaries 

becomes even more complicated. Additionally, for a live-in domestic worker that is even 

more intricate, as her home is her work and her work is the home (home-making). A domestic 

worker therefore is the biopolitical multitude. The displacement of the division between home 

and work, private and public trap her in a perpetual movement inside and outside the same 

space. What I mean is that the domestic worker is ‘at home’ she is at the same time dispersed 

due to her status in the household. Her experience of the home as a heterotopic space creates 

an overlapping condition of an open and a closed space (in and out). She needs a movement 

of flight in order to escape even for a while the regimes of biopower. But since biopower 

produces, as I mentioned, commonality, sameness, and spatiotemporal fusion, but also a 

merge of who we are in different realms, the task of fleeing, transcending outside of power is 

impossible, at least for Negri and Hardt.  However, both Negri and Hardt as well as Foucault 

do not reject biopolitical life’s ability for resistance. All three of them agree that resistance 

ontologically precedes biopower. For Negri and Hardt “biopower represents power over life, 

[and] it is precisely this life that constitutes the ground on which countervailing powers and 

forms of resistance are constituted”137 while Foucault claims that “resistance comes first, and 

resistance remains superior to the forces of the process; power relations are obliged to change 

with the resistance”138.  

 

I would like to insist at this point on the home and work division that I just mentioned. 

Christena E. Nippert-Eng in her book Work and Home takes a deep look on how we negotiate 

home and work and who we are in each realm whether we choose to integrate or to segment 

those two spaces. I have already mentioned Nippert-Eng’s work at the analysis of the movie 

Ilo Ilo - how the female employer is trying to segment and “isolate” her home by placing 
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boundaries to the maid’s tolerated activity inside of it - and in the analysis of The Second 

Mother I used a couple of passages to discuss space purity as well as primary/secondary 

parental work. But here and for the analysis of the movie The Maid my intention is to focus 

on the domestic worker(s) and less on the power play between her and her employers. 

Nippert-Eng’s work is about the myth of separation of the home and work spheres that exists 

in western societies. She claims instead, that home and work define and are defined by the 

cross-fertilization of each realm by the other. Nonetheless, in Nippert-Eng’s work this 

exchange within realms and the subsequent work of segmentation or integration that we wish, 

or we are required to do, is mostly on a spatio-mental level rather literally spatial; the cases 

that she studies – laboratory scientists and staff – their work and home realms do not overlap. 

Nippert-Eng does not raise any points about domestic workers or any other occupations that 

practice their profession at home. Still, her work is helpful towards an understanding home 

and work as – what the author names – an “amorphous category of experience”139 where 

spaces and corresponding “selves” fuse into one, something particularly typical for live-in 

domestic workers. Nippert-Eng in her book discusses two systems of boundary work: 

‘placement’ and ‘transcendence’. ‘Placement’ “more visibly draws the line between 

realms”140, while ‘transcendence’ “helps keep it in place by allowing us to jump back and 

forth”141. But, in biopolitical labor it is almost impossible to segment spaces, time, roles. Prior 

experience of home as a spatial practice, representation of space and space of representation, 

according to Lefebvre’s categorization that I discuss in Part 2, changes. The home, according 

to Nippert-Eng, is an “experiential realm”142 that combines “conceptual, social-structural and 

spatio-temporal categories”143, while the way we experience and negotiate our status in realms 

is something we “internalize during our lifelong socialization in making classificatory 

distinctions”144. We saw that already in the analysis of The Second Mother, where the maid 

accepts divisions, as well as realm and role fusion, as she has internalized them, due to her 

position, in the household. But the home, as the site of biopolitical labor, that juxtaposes and 

inverts power relations and subjectifications, is the heterooikos, a space experienced 

differently by different people (lived space/lived bodies). A heterooikos does not operate with 
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‘placements’ but with ‘counter-placements’, it blurs realms, as it is exactly a ‘counter-

emplacement’ (‘hetero’) and not an ‘emplacement’.  

 

We understand that for a live-in domestic worker it is impossible to transcend the work and 

home realms and the various subjectivities. I argue that for the biopolitical subject in order to 

transcend mentally she has to transcend spatially towards different territories, as it is 

impossible, as Negri and Hardt claim, to escape power, power relations and the sites they take 

place. But we can still resist it. From “becoming common” to becoming ‘multitude’ we need a 

new path to evade power, even momentarily145. So, instead of focusing to those processes that 

produce the multitude (spatiotemporal fusion, subjectification/ desubjectification), Gilles 

Deleuze suggests the creation of new kinds of events146, in other territories through the 

process of ‘deterritorialization’. According to Casey, any ‘built space’ provides its occupiers 

with a ‘place in the world’ while ‘territoriality’ is the occupier’s coping mechanism against 

losing this place in the world147. For Dovey, home as a territory (territorialize) is linked to 

"the occupier's sense of identity”148; “to be at home means to know where you are; it means to 

inhabit a secure centre and to be oriented in space”149. If you lose that place (deterritorialize), 

there’s always the risk that you might not find a new one (reterritorialize), like exiles. 

Dwelling, therefore, is an ontological act. Simone Aurora in Territory and Subjectivity: The 

Philosophical Nomadism of Deleuze and Canetti discusses those three Deleuzian concepts 

(territorialization, deterritorialization, reterritorialization) and their relation to subject-forming 

(self) and difference (otherness)150. As the concept of deterritorialization, as a form of spatial 

resistance to biopower, will be of particular importance in this essay, I will discuss Gilles 

Deleuze’s and Elias Canetti’s thoughts as they are juxtaposed in Simone Aurora’s essay. For 

Deleuze territorial production, which is the marking of boundaries to create a territory, 

“delimits identities”151. For him subjectivity is the “result of a territorial production”152. There 
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are three tendencies that are developed in relation to territory: maintenance, defense, and 

expansion. We have already seen in the analysis of the film Ilo Ilo how it is usually the 

employer/owner of the house (territory) the one that will try to maintain and defend his/her 

space (exercise of biopower through territoriality) while the maid the one that with various 

ways will seek to expand. It is obvious here that while maintenance and defense are static acts 

expansion is usually kinetic; it requires movement. As I mentioned earlier, for Negri and 

Hardt there is no possibility of movement out of power but we can always reconfigure the 

spaces we live in and create new ways of being-with. So, as we saw in Ilo Ilo and The Second 

Mother ‘expansion’, if we use that theory, could be a cross-realm "penetration" of a closed 

and exclusionary space (with photographs or by people that belong in a different realm). 

Aurora argues that “power is something co-extensive with the subjectification process”153 and 

it “co-occurs with the creation of a territory”154. It is indeed impossible to break entirely out of 

power, but we can challenge it through an expansion movement, an exodus towards another 

territory, a non-territory. Both for Deleuze and Canetti, producing a non-territorial 

subjectivity means to “elude”155 or “decrease the effects of power”156. An exodus can 

challenge roles and multiple subjectivities that we have to perform. A non-territory in the 

films that will follow is either the street of a town suburb (in The Maid), or rocky desolated 

streets at the edge of the town (in At Home). According to Aurora, “a deterritorialized 

subjectivity built on the notion of difference rather than on the concept of identity”157 

produces singularity158.  This 'singularity' is precisely what Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt 

call the ‘multitude’: multiple subjectifications/desubjectifications/ resubjectifications of the 

biopolitical life subjected to biopower that come together producing a common, a singular, a 

multitude. For Deleuze to produce singularity (multitude) is connected to movement, a 

“leaping in place”159; “create a territory, step out of a territory, re-establish a territory, and yet 

refuse every kind of established belonging”160. However, when we are talking about the home 

territory, it is often impossible not to develop a certain belonging. As I mentioned before, to 

dwell is an ontological act (being-in-the-world) but also a social act (being-with) and it is 
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essential to human life. Transcendence or deterritorialization is action, an act of resistance 

against biopower. To establish a new territory outside of the home is to create a new 

subjectivity which is not related to any previous ones. Of course, this subjectivity is added to 

all the other ones, but it is not relational to anyone and anything. The non-territory, like a 

street in the movies The Maid and At Home, is not the site of difference in relation to 

somebody else (e.g. other mother). It is the site of absolute otherness. I argue that the movie 

giving space for the creation of this absolute other takes a step towards a responsible 

representation of subaltern, marginalized subjects.  

 

THEORY IN FILM CONTEXT: THE MAID (2009) 

 

The Chilean drama The Maid tells the story of Raquel, a domestic worker who for twenty 

years lives and works at the suburban house of an upper-middle-class Chilean family. The 

director, Sebastián Silva, shot the film at the actual residence of his family, where he lived as 

a child along with the two domestic workers employed by his family. In a short interview for 

the New York Times Silva argues how the fact that he could film in a familiar to him space 

turned both the writing and the shooting of the film into an “organic” process. As he explains, 

the fact that he was familiar with every corner of the house as well as the rituals of the family 

related to that particular space made it easier for him to realize the film. In the same interview, 

Silva also argues how central is the house both for the story and particularly for the 

housekeeper Raquel. He calls the home as Raquel's “closest companion”161. This anecdote 

underlines the power dynamics in space even during the production and pre-production phase 

of the movie.  Describing the making of the film as an 'organic' process points back to 

biopolitics and Michel Foucault. As Thomas Lemke writes in Biopolitics An Advanced 

Introduction, for Foucault those "processes of power that seek to regulate, and control life 

provoke forms of opposition"162. Additionally, for Foucault, any form of opposition or 

resistance to "organic" processes of biopower are conceived as "organic" as well since the one 

is a precondition for the other163. Therefore, the director is in control of apparatuses in 

question: domestic space and film space. On the other hand, his protagonist, Raquel, is 

                                                      
161 The New York Times, “Sebastian Silva: Working from Home”, November 1, 2017,  

https://www.nytimes.com/video/movies/1247465195416/sebastian-silva-working-from-home.html  

162 Lemke, 50 

163 Ibid. 

https://www.nytimes.com/video/movies/1247465195416/sebastian-silva-working-from-home.html


49 

 

captured in a period during which she is about to lose control of both herself and her ‘home.’ 

Thus, we are already dealing with an unequal environment.  

 

The movie starts with a fixed shot inside the kitchen. Space is empty, but we can hear sounds 

and talks from the room right next to it. The camera does not move to show us that space yet, 

but based on knowledge on the traditional spatial organization of domiciles it is probably 

either the dining or the living room. The camera idles in the kitchen until a middle-aged 

woman in a typical French maid dress comes into the room from a side door. She leaves the 

laundry basket that she holds, prepares her meal and then sits at the table facing the camera 

directly. The camera's insistence on staying in the empty kitchen, rather than the dining room, 

was in order to introduce the main character of the movie. Then the title of the movie appears 

while Raquel turns her slightly bothered and weary gaze towards the camera until the title 

moves out of the image. The noises from the room next door draw Raquel’s attention. Then 

the camera moves to show us the neighboring room. It is the home's dining room, and it is 

occupied by a big family: the parents and their four children - a teenage son, his older sister 

and two younger boys - all sit around the table. It looks that the mother, Pilar, prepares a 

secret birthday party for Raquel, but when they call her - by ringing a servant's bell - to join 

them, there is no response. The image shifts back to the kitchen where we see Raquel hardly 

reacting to the sound of the bell and the voices asking her to come to the dining room. When 

all attempts fail, and everyone seems baffled by her disobedience, the father, Mundo, who 

does not look thrilled about this party either, starts nervously ringing the bell. The bell calls 

the maid back to order, and the surprise party, even by force, finally takes place, the cake is 

cut, and wishes and gifts are awkwardly exchanged. Raquel looks tired and unexcited of this 

unexpected occasion. She does not seem eager to suppress this feeling, but at the same time, 

her position in the home compels her to show gratefulness for this birthday surprise. Raquel 

then leaves the room and heads to her quarters, at the house’s basement, to answer to a phone 

call. This phone call gives us two more clues about Raquel; she has a mother somewhere with 

whom she is in contact, although Raquel does not show enthusiasm to talk to her either. Also, 

Raquel turns 41 years old. Their conversation is short and mundane. Raquel seemingly has 

been alienated from her real family too. And the family she works for is not her family either. 

However, the underlying hierarchies and inequalities between her and the family are disguised 

behind this birthday party and it is the way the director chooses to introduce us to the 

domestic milieu. Their long-shared life inside the same house has muddied and confused their 

relationship, particularly among those most active in the reproductive and household duties, 
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the two women and the children. The party is a small sign of intimacy and care on their part 

and that her birthday should be celebrated like any other birthday in the family. On the other 

hand, it seems that this party had not had any precedent, although Raquel has been with them 

for almost two decades.  Also, the small detail of the service bell points to the other side of 

their relationship, one that is based on the paid exchange of services, care and docility.  

 

The birthday is a time threshold for Raquel, a rite of passage and a liminal event signaling 

Raquel's entrance to the fourth decade of her life and the second as a domestic worker. 

Christena E. Nippert-Eng in Home and Work discusses Arnold Van Gennep’s concept of 

liminality and its transitional nature. According to Van Gennep, a birthday marks the 

beginning and the end of a certain period of a life course. The liminal or transitional 

experience has three stages: 'separation' which is the “shedding” of our former status or life, 

'transition' which is the “preparatory period” and “in-corpo-ration” [hyphens added], that is 

our entrance and adoption of a new status164. For Van Gennep being liminal is being 

“between”; “[l]iminal beings are […] marginal beings falling in the interstices of society”165. 

For Victor Turner liminality is a status but not a state: 

 

It is a process of becoming, a transformation of the liminal being from what she or he was 

to what she or he is going to be. The liminal person is engaged in actively shedding one 

status or role and acquiring its replacement166. 

 

However, Raquel as a domestic worker she already experiences her life as an in-between in an 

interstitial space. Therefore, she does not perceive her birthday as a passage since her status in 

the domestic sphere does not allow her the flexibility of having many changes in her life. As 

Bachelard argues in The Poetics of Space, Raquel being in the same home for twenty years 

does not know herself “in time”; she only knows “a sequence of fixations in the spaces of the 

being’s stability”167. Her stability is spatially inscribed and revolves around the repetition of 

the same routine. Birthday is not part of the everyday routine and the birthday party in out of 
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the ordinary system in the house. As Bachelard writes: “localization in the spaces of our 

intimacy is more urgent than determination of dates”168. For Raquel, space has compressed 

and contained all time. Space is her measure of life passing, and therefore for Raquel in order 

to grow she must separate and transit from that space, the home. 

 

The passing of time is relevant though to Raquel’s employer. Raquel is getting older and less 

healthy - it becomes obvious that she suffers from constant migraines – and that leads Pilar to 

suggest her to hire another maid to help her with the house chores. But Raquel firmly refuses. 

It is ambiguous though why she rejects the help; if it is because she realizes the precarity of 

her job or because she wants to guard her space against the intrusion of anyone else besides 

the family. Raquel in order to protect that space, she is willing to offer her full body labor to 

the point of exhaustion in exchange. So, to maintain that space she has to offer her whole life 

and time. The home as a space of biopower requires her full biopolitical incorporation. 

However, the employers cannot comprehend how she experiences the space, and how, what 

for Pilar is meant as help, Raquel perceives it as a threat that will destabilize her space. 

Raquel's otherness prohibits her to experience the home the same way as the family. She 

experiences a heterooikos, an in-between liminal space where her liminal otherness, or 

"liminal alienness,"169 as Bernhard Waldenfels calls it in The Question of the Other, produces 

a confused and muddled experience of self in relation to space, or better of the other in 

relation to the other space. But this confusion that the space of biopower produces will 

become a weapon for Raquel against that biopower. As Foucault writes in The History of 

Sexuality, “[...] life as a political struggle was in a sense taken at face value and turned back 

against the system that was bent on controlling it”170. 

 

So, Raquel's behavior is already erratic, and it is about to become even more ambiguous in its 

intent vis-à-vis the family members. Ambiguity and complexity, I argue, is the ethical way to 

treat a subject that has mostly existed within two categories of stereotypes. In Latin American 

too, the popular telenovela, which mostly depicts domestic life in high class households, has 

also seen the role of the domestic worker one-sided, namely either a nurturing, sweet, 
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trustworthy and pleasant maid or a dangerous, unpredictable, unethical, and deceitful one. 

Miller (1982) argues that expressing, reinforcing, validating and perpetuating stereotypes can 

create patterns on how certain individuals are to be treated171 if that is what makes the final 

media product popular for the viewer but also reinforcing their position over the other. In 

order to deconstruct the stereotypes and construct with an ethical intention I believe it requires 

a certain representational ambiguity. The ambiguity allows characters and their interactions to 

remain transparent, open and less easy to be interpreted by the audience. Understanding the 

home as a heterotopic space, a heterooikos, and as precisely the space of an ambiguous 

absolute other subject, is also critical since the heterooikos is as well a fundamentally 

ambiguous and unstable space of representation that is produced precisely due to the presence 

of the other, the domestic worker. In The Maid, we see that Raquel disfavors the older 

daughter of the family. Despite her complaints to her mother about Raquel's behavior, Pilar 

dismisses the accusations. Pilar is presented as an apologist for Raquel's actions and unable or 

even unwilling to comprehend that Raquel has changed. Even when she discovers in Raquel’s 

room a family photo album with all the photos of the girl smudged with a black marker, we do 

not see her eventually taking any action about this. For Pilar, it is impossible that Raquel 

dislikes some of the children, as she herself raised them. It is her job to care and love all of 

them indiscriminately. On the other hand, the daughter as well, seems that she might have 

triggered Raquel's behavior. The girl is an adult woman, and clearly in the position to 

understand what is her authority in the house and over Raquel. That is not the case for her 

little brothers to whom Raquel seems closer and more attentive to their needs. In one scene 

Raquel starts vacuuming outside the girl's room although she has been asked not to start this 

time from that side as she would like to sleep longer. Her disobedience to orders again, 

creates tension between her and the girl who in order to challenge Raquel, she reminds her 

that she is only a maid in the house. The movie shows both characters as right and wrong at 

the same time. The girl is right to ask for some quiet time, and certainly, Raquel could start 

cleaning some other room in the house. At the same time, she is wrong to impose her 

authority to bring Raquel back to order, since she is not the one that employs Raquel, but her 

parents. From Raquel's side, somebody would argue that it is her job to obey what she is 

ordered to do, and therefore it was wrong of her to disregard her employers' orders. On the 

other hand, Raquel might feel that her cleaning routine around the house is more important, as 
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well as being free to manage her "home" and its chores undisrupted and independently. 

Therefore, I believe, that how the viewers might judge each one would barely be a projection 

of how they feel about the characters and if they are pre-disposed to align with the girl and 

also prejudiced against the domestic worker. But the ambiguity of the women’s motives and 

actions are the product of the biopolitical home, a place where duties and rights are all 

confused within the intimacy that affective labor creates. 

 

Ambiguity is also fundamentally biopolitical as it changes the focus of the viewer from 

setting an identity to the subject he watches on the screen to accept the complexities of the 

biopolitical subject. The biopolitical subject, as I have already discussed in theory earlier, is a 

multitude. For Negri, multitude is a more suitable way to explain the biopolitical condition 

inside institutions of biopower. Raquel's multiple subjectivities in a single space are what 

makes her a multitude, meaning a singularity composed by multiple coexisting subjectivities; 

who she is, who she is asked to be in the house, who she should be, who we think she is, how 

we want her to be. That is already establishing Raquel unequal both in her relations in the 

household and her relationship with the viewer; her identity is constructed relationally, she is 

a relational other. That the film is not committed from the beginning in creating Raquel's 

complete identity, her history before she comes into the house or her twenty-year service in it, 

is a more responsible approach to her.  

 

I have already discussed that the conditions that produce the multitude are related to the kind 

of labor that does not separate work time (public) and leisure (private time). Exactly like 

reproductive labor. Raquel as a live-in domestic worker lacks separate time which will require 

separate spheres for work and home. The sense of who she is, extends spatially inside the 

domestic space. Only the maid's quarters, which include two small bedrooms and one 

bathroom, are in a certain extent a private space. Particularly Raquel's room is a territory that 

she feels entirely entitled to, a space where nobody can enter. However, we see that both the 

daughter, during one of their fights, violently penetrates her room while also Pilar sneaks into 

the room during Raquel's monthly day-off to fumble around her stuff. So, although Raquel 

thinks she can maintain control entirely of that small space, we see that the separation is only 

an 'escape fantasy' for a domestic worker.  Raquel’s sole boundary work takes place in that 

space every morning when she wakes up, takes a shower and wears the maid’s dress. The 

costume is her assuming a role; she turns from a woman to a maid. She will wear that costume 

until she goes back to sleep later at night. As Nippert-Eng writes in Home and Work “wearing 
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a particularly costume is probably the single best way to induce ourselves to mentally assume 

a role.”172 Her work requires such level of integration that it becomes mentally paralyzing for 

her not to be able to make almost any “mental movements” between realms or between self 

and other, that is her role as a maid.  This dress which she only removes when she sleeps, 

showers and once a month during her day off is her only movement between realms, which 

for Raquel is not home and work realms but no-work/work realms. The dress is the symbol of 

her position in the house and it is almost like a prison costume. Raquel’s twenty years of 

becoming part of that home has resulted in her having ‘shelled’ herself in it. The house is no 

longer “lived” it its positive aspects but it has become her prison that she will defend it against 

anyone.  

 

Raquel's confusing behavior is interpreted by Pilar as signs that she cannot cope with the 

house alone anymore. During Raquel's day-off Pilar arranges to meet a new younger maid – 

Mercedes - that she can join Raquel in the house. When Raquel spots her, when she returns 

home, she quickly rushes to the children's room to avoid the encounter. And when Pilar 

explains to her that she had talked to her about hiring a new maid to help her, Raquel 

apathetically answers to her that she is the boss here and she is the one to decide. Pilar looks 

disappointed that Raquel pointed the obvious, namely that she is not in a position to determine 

what happens in the house. But this inability from Raquel's part to delimit her space, to put 

boundaries on who can access the home, makes Raquel's behavior even more confusing to the 

point of paranoia. As she must share now both the whole house and particularly her private 

quarters and bathroom with Mercedes, Raquel embarks on a mission to sabotage her efforts to 

integrate into the house. For example, when she volunteers to take care of the cat that the 

daughter brought in the house, Raquel secretly throws away the cat out. Moreover, Raquel 

develops a strange reaction to the presence of Mercedes in her space, by meticulously 

cleaning the rooms she has been. Every time she uses their common bathroom, Raquel will 

wait outside impatiently to thoroughly clean it with heavy toxic chemicals that would 

suffocate the room to the point that nobody would be able to approach the room. So, 

everything the new maid touches or uses has to be disinfected or kept out of the house. As 

Nippert-Eng writes in Work and Home “the relative perception of dirt and any other 

categorical “pollution” is a function of the retraction or expansion of categorical 
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boundaries”173. The more Raquel feels that the home is “closing” for her, as the new maid 

expands into the same space, the harder she tries to control the loss and reclaim that space by 

deliriously cleaning it. Certainly, as a maid, she is responsible for keeping things clean but so 

is the other maid. Raquel though has internalized the house chores and child-rearing 

responsibilities, and this is how she asserts herself spatially. Through her labor. Simone de 

Beauvoir in The Second Sex argues that it is through housework that a housewife asserts 

herself. As she writes, the housewife “realizes herself as an activity”174 which nonetheless 

“brings her no escape from her immanence and allows her no individual affirmation of 

herself”175. Beauvoir refers to this “housekeeping mania,” that Raquel exhibits, as a “form of 

sadomasochism” which “allows the woman an indefinite escape far from herself”176. 

Obviously though, resisting or revolting against what she perceives as disorder or dirt will not 

bring her any actual escape from the biopower she is subjected in the domestic sphere. 

Another one of Raquel's tactics, that will become a recurring theme in the movie, is to restrict 

the new maid's accessibility to the house whenever the family is out of the house. So, every 

time the new maid exits the house Raquel would close the door, keeping her locked outside 

while monitoring her through the windows. The house becomes a reverse prison, where the 

one inside has the privilege of visibility of the outside. But Raquel as she locks the other maid 

out she locks at the same time herself in. She is the one that is a prisoner, and she has 

unconsciously sentenced herself. The home of biopower has inscribed her in its space, built 

her in power relations, subjected her to a self-inflicted imprisonment. Raquel's ontological 

need to have a steady place in the world has turned her into an inmate in it. But Raquel is 

victorious, and eventually, Mercedes quits her job.  

 

Pilar, however, is determined to have a second maid, so she brings in a new woman. The new 

maid, Sonia, is older than Raquel and not willing to play Raquel's games. When Raquel tries 

to lock her out of the house, like the previous maid, the new maid will make everything to get 

in the house again. The narrative repetition, as well as the tight camera compositions of the 

maid running around the house trying to find a way to get in, has a profound impact on the 

viewer too, on an affective level. This circularity conditions the spectator to be wary and 

assume that narrative repetitions might not always resolve the same way as before. Indeed, 
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this time the house "betrays" Raquel as the new maid manages to find an opening. While 

Raquel vacuums in a bedroom, assuming that she is safe from the other woman's physical 

presence inside her space, the new maid attacks her and hits her in the head. Raquel manages 

to “escape” by locking herself in the wardrobe room. Raquel’s attempt to reclaim space result 

in her being closed to an even smaller one. Her further entrapment is apparent. The house 

opens for the new maid and closes for Raquel. The more Raquel tries to turn the house into 

her own territory the more she loses ground. The situation is also confusing for the viewer on 

how to feel about Raquel. Her situation is dire on one hand, but on the other, her behavior has 

brought her into this state. But we do not know what has led Raquel to behave like that. There 

are still things that we do not know about Raquel, and the story has not gotten yet to the 

bottom of Raquel’s character or history. The violence between the maids is so radical and 

exploitative depicted, but the understated violence, that these women carry within themselves 

from the domestic environment they live, does not explicitly appear, or recognized. At the 

point we are now, the movie leaves many things to be filled by the viewer. 

 

The elimination of Raquel’s second "enemy" is only a temporary victory for her. As she 

refuses any help from other maids, dealing with them as a threat in her space, Raquel exhausts 

her spent body strength. Raquel perceives her stability only in relation to the home. The home 

is the center of her existence. But the home, experienced as a heterooikos, is closing on her, 

destabilizing her existence with it. That drives her aggression towards the new maids. For 

Bachelard in The Poetics of Space “temporal explosions” or “postponed aggressiveness”177 

foreshadow an escape: “a creature that hides and “withdraws into its shell,” is preparing a 

“way out.””178. But Raquel does not know a way out. Even during her day-off when she goes 

to the town she looks utterly disillusioned and uncomfortable. But even worse Raquel does 

not have an out to go. She is alone. But when Raquel collapses for the second time in front of 

her employers her void during her recovery will be filled by a third maid, Lucy.  Lucy, unlike 

Mercedes and Sonia, tries to approach Raquel. Raquel, on the other hand, welcomes her with 

the same hostility as the other two. But Lucy does not want to antagonize her rather support 

her as she gets to realize what led Raquel to be like that. It is the physical drain of the job she 

does, the mental integration to the role she has in the home, and the absence of any other 

community or activities. Lucy, on the other hand, when she comes to the house, asks Pilar if 
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she can leave the house to jog at the end of the day. Pilar responds that she can do that if she 

has any juice left meaning that the work in the house is so physically draining that it is 

doubtful that she can have any strength left for jogging. But for Lucy the real challenge is not 

Pilar but Raquel. Raquel will use against her the same tactics that she did against the other 

maids. So, when Lucy goes to the bathroom, Raquel, again, will wait outside to clean it. But 

when she faints from the smell of the chemicals, Lucy starts crying and wondering aloud 

“What have they done to you?” as she drags Raquel out of the bathroom trying to calm her. 

And when Raquel locks her out of the house, Lucy does not try to get in again. As Raquel 

cannot even see her from within the house, she will have to leave the house eventually to find 

her. Lucy's non-threatening, caring and comforting figure slowly relaxes Raquel and drives 

her slowly out of the house. Lucy does for Raquel what Raquel must do for the family: she 

offers her affect and a safe space, where she does not feel threatened anymore. Lucy will 

invite Raquel to her home for the Christmas holidays. That will be Raquel's first holidays 

away from the family and her first willing exit from the home after 20 years. Lucy's home will 

finally "open up" Raquel and her story outside of the home; the city she grew up, her brothers, 

the fact that she never had a boyfriend in her life. The new environment betters her migraines 

and show Raquel that there is something out there, away from her home. And when Lucy 

decides to quit her job and return to her family, it is now up to Raquel to create new, other 

territories away from home. And Lucy's jogging habit turns to an incentive for Raquel. At the 

final scene of the movie, we see Raquel at home not in her maid dress but in working-out 

clothes, which even surprises the children when they see her. She then leaves the house and 

slowly and steadily starts running away from it in the empty suburban road, as the camera 

backtracks in every move she makes forward. Raquel expands now to a new territory and this 

new subjectivity that she acquires, out of the home, out of her maid clothes, out of her role in 

the house, is her biopolitical resistance to biopower. A resistance that was produced by the 

domestic forces that oppressed her, and a resistance that aims back at them. Raquel's presence 

out of the home produces a new subjectivity for her, outside domesticity and labor. Her 

resistance is subtle, like Val’s in The Second Mother, and the goal is not to abandon the house 

entirely – this is her livelihood and her home – but to reconfigure her dwelling in the house. 

As Antonio Negri argues, in a discussion with Constantin Petcou and Anne Querrien, in small 

biopolitical spaces where everyday people live and interact we need a form of resistance that 

is soft, and which materializes in renegotiating occupations, how we occupy spaces179:  
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‘where is exodus at home?’ What is the space for those who want to go into exodus 

from power and its domination? For me, exodus sometimes also requires force. And 

this is, paradoxically, an exodus that does not seek an ‘outside’ of power, but which 

affirms the refusal of power, the freedom in the face of power, in the interior of its 

meshes, in the hollow of its meshes.180 
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PART 4 

INTERACTION: FILMING THE OTHER AT HOME (2015) 

 

I have already mentioned in Part 3 some arguments around the space of film in the context of 

my work. The space also exercises biopower by capturing its subject and making it visible to 

the gaze of the viewer. In the face of subaltern characters though what is the responsibility of 

cinema? Is it possible that specific narratives or aesthetical choices to guide the viewer to new 

ways to approach the character in the film? Theoretically, yes. We have already discussed in 

Part 3 how the story can present solutions to biopower through spatial resistance realized 

through a deterritorialization at the end of the movie. This ending is far from a happy end, but 

I argue that it is a more realistic solution. I would like at this final part to delve deeper into 

this by looking closer at the essence of cinema. I intend to do that while analyzing a few 

aspects of the Greek drama At Home by Athanasios Karanikolas. The film centers around the 

home of a family living on the outskirts of Athens along with their live-in domestic worker. 

Nadja, a Georgian woman illegally living and working in Greece. Nadja has been living with 

the family for almost fifteen years when she is diagnosed with a degenerating neurological 

illness which makes her lose control over her body. At that point the situation gets quietly 

dramatic for Nadja as the family decides to let her go, unwilling to take care of her. As we can 

see we are presented with what I have discussed in Part 1 namely the separation of the 

body/person from its labor by the employer. In biopolitical labor we are talking about both 

physical and emotional work that involves the entire human being, but when labor is provided 

as a capitalist exchange for money then a separation can occur between body and its labor. I 

am stretching that part as it highlights the dualities that a domestic worker has to balance 

herself in. I would like here to rethink those dualities but in connection to the film 

representation of the domestic worker. Subject and image. At Home is a very suitable movie 

to investigate this as, first, we have the unequal dynamic again of male director and female 

character. Moreover, the film offers many instances where it looks conscious of certain 

ontological/ phenomenological dualities in connection to the domestic space.  

 

In this part I will attempt to develop Timothy Campbell’s – that I mentioned earlier in the 

introduction -  thoughts on how to apply biopolitics to understand bodies arranged and 

captured by the camera and how rethinking this process can change the way we consume 

images. As he argues: 
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One way to translate biopolitics into a practice is to feel the body and to experience the 

effects of apparatuses on it […]. […] biopolitics isn’t just what captures, but also what 

stimulates us to discover a sense of the body and what is happening at a specific 

moment. Biopolitics may well lead to a heightened practice of attention181. [emphasis 

added] 

 

I will discuss this with some philosophical thoughts on image, art and representation in the 

text Reality and its shadow by Emmanuel Levinas. I shall also seek assistance for this 

research to two more of his works, Totality and Infinity and Otherwise than Being. Finally, 

Martin Heidegger’s work in Being and Time will be also of particular importance for this part 

in the process of understanding space in cinema and the position of the other vis-à-vis the 

viewer. 

 

I have already mentioned earlier that cinema too is labor, immaterial and biopolitical. It 

produces images, affects, emotions, ideology. It has the power to affect and it has the power 

to impact and shape our perception of the real world. It operates by substituting objects and its 

concept. Emmanuel Levinas in “Reality and its Shadow” writes that the “image neutralizes 

this real relationship, this primary conceiving through action”182 and it “excludes bondage, 

which presupposes freedom”183. There is no way to grasp or comprehend the object, or in our 

case to grasp or feel the body which presupposes the freedom of the other. The image does 

not involve neither truth nor a cognition like the object it substitutes however it has the power 

to take over the viewer. But it does require a passivity from his part. Therefore, the question is 

how to make active viewers, how to heighten the attention of the spectator in the face, or 

better the mediated face, of the other, of the subaltern other. At a certain extent the answer to 

that question is style. What stylistic choices the artist makes. Paraphrasing Levinas: 

 

The idea of style […] designates not so much an inner law of the poetic order as the 

way the poetic order affects us, closed wholes whose elements call for one another like 

the syllables of a verse, but do so only insofar as they impose themselves on us, 
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disengaging themselves from reality. But they impose themselves on us without our 

assuming them. Or rather, our consenting to them is inverted into a participation. Their 

entry into us is one with our entry into them. Style represents a unique situation where 

we cannot speak of consent, assumption, initiative or freedom, because the subject is 

caught up and carried away by it. The subject is part of its own representation184.  

 

Levinas claims that this is not a Heideggerian ‘being-in-the-world’ because “the subject is 

among things not only by virtue of its density of being, requiring a ‘here’, a ‘somewhere’, and 

retaining its freedom; it is among things as a thing, as part of the spectacle. It is exterior to 

itself, but with an exteriority which is not that of a body, since the pain of the I-actor is felt by 

the I-spectator, and not through compassion. Here we have really an exteriority of the 

inward185”.  

 

The image does not bring a sense of the body (between I-actor and I-spectator) but a 

“sensibility” between the “body” represented and the spectator. We do not respond in face of 

an object, but we respond to aesthetically arranged (style) and affective images of the object. 

For Levinas sensibility is an “ontological event” and it is “realized only by the 

imagination”186. But the image we receive as viewers has already neutralized the object, and 

our assuming of the image, rather than grasping the real object, prohibits us from developing a 

bond, being face-to-face with the other. We are not free, but we are captured into the image 

and the image is captured into us. Our imagination comes from a subject that has been turned 

to a passive receiver of stylized images. For Levinas, a “represented object, by the simple fact 

of becoming an image, is converted into a non-object […]”187. This non-object is the product 

of style. The object has been submitted to the biopower of the capturing apparatus that turned 

it from real to a representation of reality. The object can now “contact” the viewer through its 

representation image. The image in cinema is the space of film. And this space belongs to an 

ontological dimension, according to Levinas, and it mediates imagination with reality. So, as 

the subject or the space is enunciated to reflect what they substitute, and we end up with an 

inverted subject in an inverted space (the other-woman/mother in a heterotopia), so does the 

image. Style is the enunciated image, it is a ‘said’, a finitude. It has bounds, and limits. Thus, I 
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argue that the artist can resist to the biopower of the representation of the object through a 

certain ambiguity during the enunciation (‘saying’) process by trying to preserve a non-

relationality of the image to the concept/object. By creating that is an absolute other, for both 

the subject and its space.  

 

Let’s review this in relation to the film At Home. First of all, I argue that the domestic space 

should look like a home but it should not point back to any real space as for example the 

home in The Maid where the home chosen for the film was the director’s actual family house. 

The home should appear precisely as a heterooikos, a ‘space of representation’: “directly 

lived, occupied, and transformed by inhabiting [it]188” and not a ‘representation of space’ 

namely “the organization of our knowledge of space, as can be found in mental images and 

maps”189. Like a space familiar to the director. The production of the physical space in the 

movie lies in the ‘moment’ of ‘spatial practice’ which is a process of producing a physical 

space190. So, the space is connected to a certain attainable reality, but it is still separated from 

it. Moreover, we should find a way to situate the female other to the space (and not in relation 

to the family) but as in dwelling that equals Heidegger’s being-in-the-world. The body must 

not be relational or graspable but ambiguous and absolute.  Emmanuel Levinas in Totality and 

Infinity takes up the issue of dwelling (as a practice and space) and being. He writes: 

 

The privileged role of the home does not consist in being the end of human activity 

but in being its condition, and in this sense its commencement. […] Man abides in the 

world as having come to it from a private domain […] Simultaneously without and 

within, he goes forth outside from an inwardness [intimité]. Yet this inwardness opens 

up in a home which is situated in that outside – for the home, as a building, belongs to 

a world of objects. But this belongingness does not nullify the bearing of the fact that 

every consideration of objects, and of buildings too, is produced out of a dwelling. 

Concretely speaking the dwelling is not situated in the objective world, but the 

objective world is situated by relation to my dwelling. […] because the I exists 
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recollected it takes refuge empirically in the home. Only from this recollection does 

the building take on the signification of being a dwelling191.  

 

In the movie, Nadja works at a home that lies in the middle of nowhere. There are no signs 

where exactly this house might be located, how close to the city. It is built on a rock, facing 

the endless sea. It looks like it has no foundations, no roots to the soil. Ephemeral and 

transparent. The edifice is almost brutalist in its architecture, grey concrete with one glass 

side. There are no pictures on the walls, no clock that indicates time. Time, history, memories 

stop in there. It is a space of isolation and solace. The owners are thinking of selling it. But 

the movie cares less about that and it focuses on Nadja. Her presence in the domestic space is 

mediated by her labor. But she is never centered in the frame. The camera statically watches 

her cook, clean, garden, do laundry, take care of the child. But there is always an opening 

towards the space she is in. Nadja usually occupies the right or the left side of the frame. The 

rest of the image remains to be filled by what surrounds her: a window, appliances, furniture, 

but mostly walls. Grey walls in the shade that match the color of her dress almost entirely. 

She almost ever removes that linen wrap grey dress, even when she is out of home. It is part 

of her body. Beyond her status in the house, both her and the house take form from each other 

as Gaston Bachelart writes in The Poetics of Space192. The home is her physical intimacy as it 

is where she (re)produces. For Karl Marx “those who produce […] affirm their nature, human 

community, and social being which, rather than an abstract, general power in opposition to the 

isolated individual, is the being of each individual, his own activity, his own life […]”193. 

Biopolitical work involves both body and affects while the domestic space not only subjects 

the “art of the human body”194, but also absorbs its “affective […] capacity for work”195. 

Biopolitics is both political and ontological in that it encompasses life in all its aspects. The 

“garment-house”196 is adapted to the measures of her body. It mirrors her, and she mirrors it. 

Her being/dwelling ‘produces’ the dwelling, even though the home is the space that 
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disciplines and controls her as well. The brutalist, bare space reflects her dwelling, rather than 

the family’s dwelling. It is precisely a heterooikos: a lived space, an also an inversion and 

neutralization of something real. It is connected to the real, but it is simultaneously separated 

from it.  

 

A heterooikos is also the space of a person existing between dualities: self and other, 

person/non-person, being and not-being. It is what Levinas calls an ‘otherwise than being’197, 

which is “not to not-be. […] Being and not-being illuminate one another, and unfold a 

speculative dialectic which is a determination of being.”198 as he argues in his work Otherwise 

than Being Or Beyond Essence. So, in relation to cinema, is the Levinasian not-being the 

image of a being? If we interpret it along those lines, then this not-being is a product of style, 

and the being that it represents is captured in this representation by the film apparatus. It is 

submitted to its biopower. As I argued earlier, in order to develop a certain ambiguity in the 

enunciation process we need to create an absolute other. Connected and separated to what it 

represents and to itself. Levinas in “Reality and its Shadow” writes:  

 

There is […] a duality in this person, this thing, a duality in its being. It is what it is 

and it is a stranger to itself, and there is a relationship between these two moments. 

We will say the thing is itself and is its image. And that this relationship between the 

thing and its image is resemblance.199  

 

Let’s see how we can interpret this in the context of a significant scene in the film. As I 

mentioned before, Nadja, becomes ill with a neurological disease that makes her lose control 

of her body. That becomes known to the viewer from the beginning of the film when she 

faints at a stable where the daughter of the family keeps her horse. The scene at the hospital 

that she visits the next day is of particular interest here. A wall mirror occupies the frame, a 

man stands in front of it cleaning it. We can glimpse Nadja sitting in the waiting room. She 

does not look towards the mirror. This mirror shot is an allegory of where cinema becomes 

self-conscious of its nature, that “truth is accomplished in cognition”200. And this truth in 
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cinema is tainted, hence the man cleaning the mirror. What we see in the mirror, as in what 

we see in the image, is a falsehood. It is in fact an other, an otherwise than being. In the 

doctor’s office now, Nadja is asked to perform a series of movements: stretch her right arm 

and with her eyes shut find her nose with her pointing finger, walk from tip to toe on a 

straight line, indicate if she feels the touch of an object against her thighs or what number the 

doctor ‘writes’ on her belly. Nadja is unable to perform movements or perceive touch 

successfully. Maurice Merleau-Ponty in Phenomenology of Perception in the chapter “The 

spatiality of one’s own body and motility” discusses a similar patient. Like Nadja, the patient 

cannot point towards a member of his body but that does not affect his ability to ‘grasp’ or 

‘touch’ it201. Merleau-Ponty explains that this “consciousness of place” or “positional 

consciousness” is a representation: 

 

[B]odily space may be given to me in an intention to take hold without being given in 

an intention to know. The patient is conscious of his bodily space as the matrix of his 

habitual action, but not as an objective setting […]202.  

 

On the other hand, the same person can perform everyday known tasks into a familiar 

environment203. His body is not a barrier. Similarly, Nadja does not have a problem in her 

house chores. She can perform her role as before. In fact, the two incidents when she 

completely loses control of her body and subsequently collapses occur outside of the domestic 

space. Ponty argues that this happens because the subject has assumed not just bodily but 

mentally those familiar bodily movements. Therefore, Nadja is not just doing housecleaning, 

for instance, but like an actor she performs a role, a situation, that the environment she is in 

demands. The body is part of the act. That is interesting on two levels. First, on the level of 

enunciation the fact that the film is conscious about the separation of body and body image 

although those two are connected. Like in the mirror reflection a dichotomy is recognized 

between graspable body (self) and perceivable body image (other). For a conscious actor this 

dichotomy is known and she does not “mistake imaginary situations for reality”204. On the 
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story level, Nadja’s failure to concretely perceive of herself as a complete subject, indicates to 

her otherness. A fragmented subject. But the labor comes independently: “[she] places 

[herself] ‘in the affective situation as a whole, and it is from this that the movement flows, as 

in real life’.”205 Her labor, thusly, is biopolitical. It involves not just the “art of the human 

body”206 but also its affective capacities. So, Nadja is aware of the spatiality of her own body. 

What her condition affects is cognition. The film points at the phenomenal world rather than 

the objective. This separation that Nadja experiences between body grasping and body 

perception is a hint to the spectator that will connect the living body to the actor, the truth to 

its image. The body that I see in the film is not indexical to the body of any domestic worker. 

It is only a performance. However, this body that I see makes possible the film world. Let us 

return to that now.  

 

Her body is inextricably linked to her ability to labor for her employers. The mirror is 

shattered, as the body image is not perceivable anymore. This split, separation, against the 

wholeness that an employer buys becomes the catalyst of her removal from the home. 

Although I claim that this separation is necessary for the viewer to understand both the nature 

of film, filmic representation as well as the figure of the domestic female worker, when it 

comes to the story the separation of Nadja from her body has a negative impact. As I have 

discussed earlier the construction of otherness is always on the terms that employers set: she 

is a relational other, other than the mother, but not other to herself. This is a disruption in the 

domestic space, the space of biopower and sets the question: who has the right to life, body, 

health, and a home to dwell? Racism as one dimension of biopower, “[…] allows for a 

hierarchization of “those who are worthy of living” but also situates the health of one person 

in a direct relationship with the disappearance of another”207. The male employer, Stefanos, 

wants Nadja out of the house as he does not wish to have a sick person in his house. 

Interestingly, through discussion between the couple arguing about Nadja’s fate, the viewer 

learns that when his wife miscarried and needed psychological support that task was 

outsourced to Nadja who according to the words of the woman was then the only one that 

stood by her, and not her husband. She feels that she should reciprocate but the man reminds 

her that she only works for them. It is only paid care, paid affects, and nothing more. He is 
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rationalizing their relation as a simple exchange of affective labor for money compensation 

failing to see how the line between emotions and labor in biopolitical work have been blurred 

both for his wife, and daughter but also Nadja. Getting rid of Nadja is easy for him. She has 

no citizen status in the country, invisible for the state, no rights. She is a subaltern banned 

from political discourses.  

 

Nadja will eventually lose her job and her home. This flight from the house will occur in two 

times. The first time on demand and the second time consciously. I am interested here in the 

second flight which is closer to what I have discussed as ‘deterritorialization’. Nadja, although 

having already moved out of the house, returns to give back the keys. The camera statically 

expects her return in an open and a dark landscape. We can only distinguish some rocks and 

trees in the surrounding environment. Slowly through the darkness a silhouette enters the long 

shot, and walks towards the camera. But then she turns towards the left side of the shot - 

medium shot now as the figure comes closes and not the camera closer to the figure - and then 

the camera performs a tracking shot, opening what was hidden before: the home. Nadja has 

returned home in the middle of the night. Her entry into the home is through a shot of a 

reflecting surface in the house. We see this dark surface and slowly again a silhouette forms 

inside it, like a shadow, a specter. Her presence in the house is in a sense already 

transcendent. But also intimate to that space. Levinas in Totality and Infinity asks “[i]s not the 

presence of the Other already […] transcendence?”208. In order to develop intimacy, the other 

must both be present, withdrawn and absent209. Levinas calls this simultaneity “the very 

essence of discretion”210: 

 

And the other whose presence is discreetly an absence, with which is accomplished 

the primary hospitable welcome which describes the field of intimacy, is the Woman. 

The woman is the condition for recollection, the interiority of the Home, and 

inhabitation211. 
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Levinas adds that “the discretion” of the feminine alterity “includes all the possibilities of the 

transcendent relationship with the Oher.”212 How this discretion of the feminine other, 

invisible but visible through the apparatus, can be approached respectfully? According to 

Giorgio Agamben in What is an apparatus?, apparatuses are not just a “mere exercise of 

violence”213 but they govern through the process of producing subjects. For Foucault 

apparatuses – like the camera – have the capacity to create – through a series of practices, 

discourses, and bodies of knowledge – docile, yet free, bodies that assume their identity and 

their “freedom” as subjects in the very process of their desubjectification214. But I would like 

to move beyond questions of subjectification/desubjectification which I regard as the last 

stage of the captured subject by an apparatus, and look at the process to assume ‘freedom’ 

from biopower. Besides deterritorialization, what is the role of the director when he uses the 

camera? And I say he, first because the film that I am presently examining is directed by a 

male director and second because the male director/female character dynamic has been under 

a lot of scrutiny by feminists and women filmmakers in general for the last decade or so. So, 

cinema is also gendered, male constructed, like the home. It is debatable, therefore, if the 

male director can resist the power he holds vis-à-vis the characters he constructs and films. 

They key word here is ambiguity. Levinas in Totality and Infinity writes: 

 

The Other is neither initially nor ultimately what we grasp or what we thematize. For 

truth is neither in seeing nor in grasping, which are modes of enjoyment, sensibility, 

and possession; it is in transcendence, in which absolute exteriority presents itself in 

expressing itself, in a movement at each instant recovering and deciphering the very 

signs it emits215. [emphasis added] 

 

Levinas in Otherwise Than Being suggests also a proximity, a face-to-face. But in cinema we 

are dealing with an image that mediates between spectator and subject. So how does the artist 

make this distance between come closer?  I am thinking along the lines of Martin Heidegger’s 

work in Being and Time on “The Spatiality of Being-in-the-world’ and the concept of 

‘Entfernung’ or ‘De-severance’. Heidegger’s being or, as he names it, ‘Dasein’, which 
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translates as presence or existence, is both ontological and existential in its spatiality much 

like the biopolitical subject. Spatiality for Heidegger is characterized by de-severance, which 

is a ‘bringing close’216. According to Heidegger “‘De-severing’ amounts to making the 

farness vanish – that is, making the remoteness of something disappear, bringing it close”217. 

That does not necessarily mean to reduce physical distance. He means that an entity can be 

both ‘nearby’ and far away, irrelevant of any physical distances. It is a question of ‘reaching’. 

In the space of film, I argue, that this translates into an ‘open closeness’, a distant proximity. 

This belongs to the sphere of enunciation and not style. In At Home, the medium and long 

shots – there are no close shots - and the static framing with only a handful of tracking shots 

might stylistically imply, as Hamid Naficy points in An Accented Cinema, “immediacy, 

intimacy, and familiarity, freedom of choice”, a ‘utopia’ as opposed to the ‘dystopia’ of the 

closed shot which signifies “control, distance, and unfamiliarity, interior spaces, and static 

framing”218. On the other hand, the open closeness can convey all of the above characteristics. 

It is neither a utopia nor a dystopia, but rather a heterotopia. It is the space of otherness.  It is 

up to the viewer to reach and comprehend. A heterotopia is, as I mentioned earlier, a space of 

representation. It is process, a becoming, an aim-for. What I argue for is to switch from the 

fixity of style to the un-fixity of enunciation, namely to always witness a work-in-progress. 

Like otherness, a heterotopic space in cinema is also ambiguous. As Cenzatti writes, a 

heterotopia shifts “between invisibility, marginalization, assertion of difference, or co-

optation”219 into the controlled spaces of governing apparatuses.   

 

Back to the movie now, this open closeness, can be achieved on various levels: in the narrative, 

the physical space and the film space. So Nadja goes back to the home where she discovers that 

she has been substituted by another domestic worker: a younger, healthier body. The employers 

explain to her that she is not staying with them and they only “borrowed” her from their friends. 

The female employer asks Nadja to stay over the night. The shot before her final flight from 

the domestic space of exchanged – “borrowed” – bodies sees Nadja sitting quietly in a dark 

room. Middle shot, fixed frame. She sits there, in the concrete grey dress - like the house walls 
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- wrapped around her body, in that space that was once her nest and her labor. Then she stands 

up and leaves. The camera does not see herself out. Her exodus is marked with the sound of an 

opening door and the subsequent sound of a closing door. Thus, she first exits the frame and 

then the home. But she is not yet finished with apparatuses. The final scene takes place at an 

empty coastal road with the camera looking at this empty open space. When Nadja appears at 

the right side of the frame then a tracking shot begins tracking her movement closely, moving 

at the same pace as she does, and finally opening up to the horizon. The camera stops its 

movement but Nadja does not. She moves further ahead until she becomes a tiny figure that 

disappears from the shot and into the horizon. The same horizon that she was gazing with 

confidence at the opening scene of the movie before her life changed. This open horizon in the 

beginning and in the end of the movie, has an ambiguous signification in Nadja’s life. At the 

beginning the horizon forebodes both uncertainty and a realization that takes Nadja out of the 

liminality of the home. At the end of the film, the horizon means a non-closure to Nadja’s story. 

This open space along with open shot is a gesture towards the viewer and it is up to him to 

interpret this contradictory – perhaps – elements. This is not about closure, sad or happy 

endings. This is how each of us want to witness female otherness: as a relational “dwelling”, 

where the viewer has to receive something from her, or as an ambiguous freedom and a 

resistance that foregrounds human condition? 
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CONCLUSION 

 
If there is a possibility of biopolitics in art, this paper was exactly an attempt to read movies 

by rethinking subjects, spaces, and labor within spaces of biopower and biopolitical 

resistance. I focused on live-in domestic workers as I sought to produce a different work when 

it comes to representation of women, one that is not based entirely on either their gender, race 

or sexuality. I aimed to construct a subject that is defined by her labor, as the research on that 

is rather small. The movies that I analyzed were chosen because they center their stories not 

only on the domestic worker but the space she occupies. Therefore, discussing the institution 

of the home and situating the female other in it was also crucial for this paper. I talked about 

how the presence and the dwelling of the other transform the home into a heterooikos, a 

heterotopic space that neutralizes and inverts the home experience for those that do not 

actually belong in it. I also tried to explain how and in what ways the movies reimagine the 

character of the domestic worker. I argued that all four films offer each one in different ways 

“solutions” to the oppression of apparatuses of control; expansion of their space, 

deterritorialization, construction of the absolute other through a distant proximity. My utter 

goal was to provide an alternative visibility of the precarity of dwelling, laboring, and being 

as a female subaltern subject.  

By exploring the potentials of this alternative, peripheral visibility, where the focus is not to 

compare representations of dominant and marginalized characters, but to construct the 

marginalized as central to the story, I hope that I added another work at a critical space of 

socially and politically commenting on movies. I tried not to gaze or grasp the subject but to 

leave it in the sphere of otherness, namely someone that is not me. My reading provides an 

alternative to judgement, identification, or allegiances. It is a reading that searches anew for 

ways to read the characters, not with a self-centred gaze but with responsibility in the face of 

otherness. I hope that this paper offers the right directions on how we glean images depicting 

marginalized life situated at the heart of our social life. 
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