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Abstract

This research examines the complex sociological drivers dictating entry into the informal
domestic labour sector in Aizawl, Mizoram. Focusing on the structural intersection of youth, limited
educational attainment, and low-barrier entry pathways, the paper explores how informal economies
absorb marginalized labour forces. Utilizing a mixed-methods empirical design with a sample of 226
domestic workers, the study addresses a critical gap in Northeast Indian labour literature: the
systemic absence of state enumeration, statistical recording, and regulatory oversight that renders
domestic labour economically and socially invisible. Drawing upon Viviana Zelizer’s (2005)
Relational Work framework alongside classic Labour Stratification Theory, this paper demonstrates
how the “family-like” recruitment of young, uneducated rural women facilitates a distinct form of
structural labour stratification. The findings indicate that while the sector’s extreme informality acts
as an immediate “open door ” for rural youth fleeing subsistence poverty, it ultimately functions as a
mechanism of long-term economic entrapment—bypassing professional labour standards, limiting
upward socio-economic mobility, and reinforcing gendered inequality within the urban environment.
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Introduction

In the rapidly expanding urban landscape of Aizawl, the capital city of Mizoram, domestic
work functions as a quintessential “open-door” sector. Unlike formal employment—which demands
verified institutional credentials, specialized technical skill sets, and formal contractual agreements—
domestic labour offers an entry point into the urban cash economy that remains largely unrecognized,
unenumerated, and unregulated by state frameworks. This ease of entry is not merely an incidental or
temporary feature of a developing economy; rather, it is a primary symptom of the sector’s deep,
institutionalized informality.

Because domestic tasks such as cleaning, cooking, child minding, and eldercare are culturally
naturalized as mere extensions of “inherent” female domesticity, they routinely bypass statutory
labour protections, minimum wage mandates, and standardized employment frameworks. This
dynamic generates a structural environment where worker vulnerability is both sustained and
normalized inside the private, unmonitored domestic sphere.

The socio-economic landscape of contemporary Mizoram presents a deeply compelling field

for analysing these informal labour dynamics. As rural-to-urban migration accelerates across the
state’s mountain districts toward Aizawl, young women with limited formal education seek viable
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livelihoods in the urban centre. The informal domestic sector becomes their primary point of
structural absorption.

However, this “open door” operates with a fundamental dual character. On the one hand, it
provides immediate, low-barrier employment and shelter for structurally disadvantaged youth who
lack alternative capital. On the other hand, it establishes an environment of long-term economic
vulnerability. By relying on informal, word-of-mouth recruitment, village networks, and church
connections, the domestic labour market blurs the boundary between social care and commodified
labour, making wage negotiation and rights advocacy exceptionally challenging.

Theoretical Framework: Relational Work, Indigenous Ethics, and Stratification

To conceptualize both the entry mechanisms and the ongoing structural stratification within
Aizawl’s domestic workforce, this study synthesizes Viviana Zelizer’s (2005) concept of Relational
Work with broader Labour Stratification Theory and local socio-cultural frameworks.

Zelizer’s Relational Work in the Domestic Sphere

Zelizer refutes the traditional binary that sharply separates pure economic activity from
intimate personal relations. Rather than viewing money and personal ties as “hostile worlds,” Zelizer
argues that individuals continuously perform relational work—creating, negotiating, and transforming
meaningful social ties alongside monetary transactions. In the domestic labour market, economic
exchanges are rarely executed through clinical, arms-length market contacts. Instead, they are deeply
embedded in relational language where workers are framed as “family-like” dependents, younger
sisters, or foster daughters rather than formal wage-earning employees.

In the Mizo context, this relational dynamic is mediated by the indigenous code of
Tlawmngaihna—a celebrated ethic that dictates a person must be self-sacrificing, hospitable,
courteous, and always ready to assist others without demanding individual return or financial
recognition. When an employer hires an awmpui (domestic worker) into the household, the
employment relation is frequently articulated through fictive kinship terms. Live-in workers or riak
are routinely addressed as Bawihte/Mate (dear) or Naute (child), as evident in Table 1.

While this linguistic and social integration offers undeniable real-world benefits—such as
housing, physical protection, shared family meals, and emotional integration—Zelizer’s framework
reveals the underlying structural cost: when economic transactions are thoroughly wrapped in the
language of affection, moral duty, and familial obligation, negotiating precise working hours,
requesting statutory wage increases, or demanding formal days off becomes culturally taboo and
socially risky for the worker.
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Table 1
Relational Work Mechanism

Stage Process / Component

1. Underlying Norms Cultural Value (Tlawmngaihna) + Fictive Kinship (Bawihte/Naute/Mate)
2. Intermediate Effect De-commodification of Manual Effort

3. Structural Outcome Negotiation Bottlenecks (Invisible Overwork & Stagnant Wages)

Labour Stratification and the Informal Sector

Complementing Relational Work theory, Labour Stratification Theory provides the structural
lens required to understand why certain demographic segments remain locked in lower-tier informal
occupations. The labour market is not a single, fluid arena; it is deeply segmented into primary and
secondary circuits. The primary circuit offers high wages, job security, formal contracts, and
institutional mobility. The secondary circuit—where domestic work unequivocally resides—is
characterized by low wages, absent career ladders, arbitrary management, and an utter lack of social
security.

In Aizawl, this segmentation is strongly governed by two intersecting demographic vectors:
age and educational attainment. When young rural migrants enter the urban economy without
completing basic secondary education, their structural lack of credentials creates an immediate
institutional bottleneck. The informal domestic sector functions as the path of least resistance.
However, because the skills developed within domestic work are culturally devalued as “natural
female instincts” rather than technical competencies, time spent in the sector rarely translates into
transferable human capital. Thus, the “open door” that facilitates early entry gradually converts into a
structural ceiling that locks workers into lifelong economic informality.

Methodology and Contextual Setting

This paper draws upon a comprehensive mixed-methods research design aimed at uncovering
both the quantifiable demographic metrics and the lived qualitative experiences of domestic workers
(riak and lang) in urban Mizoram.

The Urban Context: Aizawl
Aizawl serves as the economic, political, and cultural hub of Mizoram, experiencing rapid
urban growth over recent decades. This urban expansion has generated a growing middle class

comprising state government employees, educators, business owners, and healthcare professionals.
The rise of dual-income urban households has heightened the demand for domestic labour to manage
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housekeeping, food preparation, and caregiving duties. Simultaneously, economic distress, limited
agricultural returns from shifting cultivation (jhum), and under-resourced educational infrastructure in
rural districts drive a steady stream of young women toward the capital.

Sampling and Data Collection Design

Because domestic workers represent an unlisted, hidden, and unenumerated population,
probability sampling methods are unviable. Consequently, this study employed a combination of
purposive and snowball sampling strategies across several municipal wards in Aizawl (including
high-density, middle-income, and commercial localities such as Mission Veng, Dawrpui, Khatla, and
Vaivakawn).

e Quantitative Component: A structured survey schedule was administered to 226 active
women domestic workers. The instrument captured metrics regarding age of entry,
educational background, village of origin, migration history, monthly remuneration, daily
working hours, contract types, and access to healthcare and education.

e Qualitative Component: To complement the survey data, 30 semi-structured, in-depth
interviews were conducted with a sub-sample of domestic workers, along with 15 key-
informant interviews with employers and local community leaders (YMAs and MHIP
representatives). These qualitative interviews focused on recruitment narratives, daily
household dynamics, power negotiations, and subjective aspirations for upward mobility.

Empirical Findings and Detailed Analysis
Age Demography and the Early Entry Pathway

The empirical data collected across the sample illustrates a pronounced concentration of
young workers entering the domestic sector during critical developmental years.

Table 2
Age Demography at Sector Entry

Age Group Percentage (%)

Less than 18 years 34.5%

18-25 years 48.2%

26-35 years 11.8%

Greater than 35 years 5.5%

The quantitative distribution, as detailed in Table 2 reveals that 82.7% of respondents entered
the domestic labour market before reaching 25 years of age. Most notably, 34.5% entered as minors
under the age of 18. Field narratives indicate that early entry is overwhelmingly driven by household
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economic crises in rural villages, such as the sudden illness of a breadwinner, crop failures, or
parental separation.

When a family faces acute financial distress, young female children are frequently withdrawn
from school and placed into urban households through extended kinship networks. The host
household offers shelter, food, and a modest monthly stipend sent directly to the rural parents,
framing the child’s employment as a protective foster-care arrangement rather than formal child
labour.

Educational Stratification and the Credential Trap

The educational profile of the surveyed domestic workers underlines the profound structural
barrier that prevents their participation in the formal labour market.

Table 3
Educational Attainment of Sample Population
Education Level Percentage (%0) Cumulative (%)
No Formal Education 21.2% 21.2%
Primary School (1-5) 42.5% 63.7%
Middle School (6-8) 26.1% 89.8%
High School / Above 10.2% 100.0%

A striking 63.7% of the respondents possess only a primary school education or no formal
schooling whatsoever, while less than 11% have completed high school, as shown in Table 3. In a
state like Mizoram, which boasts high literacy rates, this educational deficit creates severe
occupational isolation. Modern formal sector employment in Aizawl—such as clerical work, formal
retail, or government services—requires recognized secondary or tertiary educational certificates.

The structural absence of these credentials acts as an absolute barrier. Consequently, the
domestic sector’s “open door’—which requires no formal certificates or prior technical
gualifications—becomes the only viable point of entry into the urban monetized economy for these
young women.

Recruitment Pathways and the Mechanics of Informality
The empirical research investigated the precise mechanisms through which workers gain
entry into Aizawl households, which is illustrated in Table 4. The findings confirm that market-based

commercial agencies play an almost negligible role in Mizoram’s domestic sector. Instead,
recruitment operates through informal, highly personalized channels.

15



Mizoram Educational Journal Vol XII, Issue 3,September 2026
ISSN(P): 2395-731X doi.org/10.67067/MEJ.2026.X11302
ISSN (O): 3139-9541

Table 4
Recruitment Pathways into Domestic Sector

Recruitment Channel Percentage (%0)
Rural Relatives / Family Ties 52.4%
Village Neighbours / Friends 28.3%

Church Networks (YMA / MHIP) or Agents 14.2%

Direct Employer Approach 5.1%

Over 80% of workers secured their positions through personal, familial, or local
village/community connections. This informal pipeline relies on social trust: urban employers contact
rural relatives, village contacts or agents seeking a “reliable girl” (rin tlak tur) to manage household
chores.

While this recruitment style minimizes transaction costs and provides rural families with a
trusted environment for their daughters, it systematically eliminates formal contractual protections.
Employment conditions are agreed upon through vague verbal promises rather than written contracts,
leaving parameters like hours of work, specific duties, medical leave, and wage increments
completely unstandardized.

Comparative Structural Analysis

To understand the distinct character of Aizawl’s informal domestic sector, it is useful to
contrast its operational mechanics against both formal sector employment standards and the domestic
labour frameworks observed in major Indian metropolises.

The unique paradox of the Aizawl context as compared to other regions across India
highlights the fact that, unlike major metropolitan centres in mainland India—where domestic work is
marked by rigid caste-based segregation, separate eating utensils, and physical distancing—the Mizo
household exhibits remarkable spatial and social fluidity. Domestic workers routinely cook, eat, and
reside alongside their employers in the same physical spaces, sharing meals and participating in
family devotions.

However, this socio-spatial equality does not eliminate economic exploitation; rather, it
transforms its nature. Because the worker is treated “like family,” her labour is de-commodified.
Demanding overtime pay for working late into the evening during family visits or church functions
feels culturally inappropriate. The warm relational environment effectively disguises intense physical
and emotional labour, making the work structurally invisible.
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Qualitative Case Studies: Lived Realities of Entrapment and Support

To ground these statistical trends in lived experience, the following qualitative case studies
illustrate the dual character of the “open door” of informality.

Case Study 1: The Trap of Familial Obligation (Zari, Age 22)

Zari migrated to Aizawl from a remote village in Lawngtlai district at the age of 15 after her
father passed away. Through an aunt, she was placed in a middle-class home in Aizawl as a live-in
awmpui or Riak. For seven years, Zari has managed all daily cooking, washing, and cleaning. Her
employer pays a modest monthly wage directly to her mother in the village to support her younger
siblings’ schooling.

“My mistress is very kind to me,” Zari explains. “She buys me clothes for Christmas and
takes me to church. But | work from 5:30 AM until 9:30 PM every day. | wanted to attend night
school to finish my high school exams, but my mistress told me that if | go to school, there will be no
one to cook the evening meal or make tea for visitors. | cannot argue because she has done so much
for my family in the village. | feel trapped by her kindness.”

Zari’s experience illustrates how relational work and paternalistic care can restrict individual
development. The employer’s genuine kindness and financial support for Zari’s family create a deep
sense of moral obligation (Tlawmngaihna), making it virtually impossible for Zari to demand time for
her own education or career growth.

Case Study 2: Educational Mentorship and Its Limits (Lalawmpuii, Age 19)

Lalawmpuii came to Aizawl at age 16 with no secondary education credentials. Her
employer, a high school teacher in Mission Veng, agreed to take her in as a live-in worker on the
explicit condition that Lalawmpuii would attend a local evening tutorial centre.

“My employer paid for my books and tuition fees,” Lalawmpuii says. “Every night after
finishing the dinner dishes, | studied at the kitchen table. Last year, | passed my Class 10 exams. But
now | want to find a job in a retail shop in the market. My employer is reluctant to let me leave
because it is so hard to find a trustworthy girl to manage the kitchen. | am grateful for the education,
but moving out into a real job is causing tension.”

This case highlights that even when employers actively support skill development,
transitioning out of domestic work remains difficult. The employer’s reliance on informal, trusted
labour creates resistance when the worker attempts to leverage her new qualifications in the formal
market.
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Discussion: The Structural Dialectic of Informal Domestic Labour

The empirical findings of this study demonstrate that the informal domestic labour market in
Aizawl cannot be categorized through simple binaries of absolute exploitation versus benevolent
egalitarianism. Instead, the sector operates as a complex structural dialectic, as illustrated in Table 5.

Table 5
The Structural Dialectic
Humanitarian Functions Entrapment Dynamics
* Immediate shelter & income * Unregulated working hours
* Protection for rural youth « Stagnant, below-market wages
* Kinship integration & care « Educational & career ceilings
* Shared physical lifestyle * Invisible, naturalized labour

The Humanitarian Function of the “Open Door”

In an economy lacking state welfare programs or formal unemployment insurance, the
informal domestic sector provides an essential social safety valve. For young rural women fleeing
agricultural poverty, domestic work offers immediate shelter, nutritional security, physical protection
in an unfamiliar city, and a steady income stream for rural dependents. The cultural framework of
fictive kinship protects these young women from the extreme social alienation, urban isolation, and
caste-based discrimination often documented in larger metropolitan centres across South Asia.

The Mechanics of Entrapment

Conversely, this exact same informal structure functions as an institutionalized trap. The
absence of state enumeration and regulatory oversight means that domestic workers remain invisible
in official labour statistics. Because entry requires no formal education, the sector attracts those with
severe educational deficits.

Once absorbed, the combination of long working hours, spatial isolation within modern
enclosed kitchens, and the moral obligation to display selfless service (Tlawmngaihna) prevents
workers from acquiring formal credentials or technical skills. Consequently, domestic work becomes
a self-perpetuating occupational trap. The “open door” that welcomes young women into urban
households eventually closes behind them, restricting their long-term economic mobility.
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This research has demonstrated that while the informal domestic labour sector in Aizawl
provides vital livelihood opportunities for young, uneducated rural women, its deep informality
reinforces systemic labour stratification and economic vulnerability. To transform this sector into an
equitable, professional, and empowering space without dismantling the supportive social ties unique
to Mizo culture, structural policy interventions are urgently required.

Table 6
Framework for Policy Reform

Policy Pillar Key Reform Initiatives

* Official AMC Database
Municipal Registration
* Identity Cards

* Night School Frameworks
Educational Mobility
* Vocational Grants

« Standardized Contracts
Labour Rights
* Minimum Wage Baselines

Official Enumeration and Municipal Registration

The state must eliminate the statistical invisibility of domestic workers. The Aizawl
Municipal Corporation (AMC), in collaboration with Local Council Committees (LCCs), should
establish a municipal registration database. Registering domestic workers and issuing official worker
identity cards would provide baseline enumeration, enabling workers to access state welfare schemes,
healthcare benefits, and legal redress when disputes arise.

Standardized Contractual Guidelines and Baseline Protections

Recognizing the unique relational nature of the Mizo home, full-scale industrial labour laws may
be challenging to enforce. However, the state government—through the Department of Labour,
Employment, Skill Development & Entrepreneurship (LESDE)—should formulate tailored,
standardized guidelines for domestic employment. These should include:

e A clearly defined baseline for minimum monthly compensation.

e Mandatory guidelines for rest periods (e.g., eight hours of uninterrupted night rest and at least
one full day off per week).

e Clear boundaries defining standard domestic duties to prevent overwork.

19



Mizoram Educational Journal Vol XII, Issue 3,September 2026
ISSN(P): 2395-731X doi.org/10.67067/MEJ.2026.X11302
ISSN (O): 3139-9541

Flexible Educational and Vocational Pathways

To break the cycle of educational stratification, civil society organizations—most notably the
Young Mizo Association (YMA), the Mizo Hmeichhe Insuihkhawm Pawl (MHIP), and local
NGOs—should collaborate to establish flexible evening educational centres and skill-training
workshops. Program schedules should accommodate domestic workers’ daily routines, offering
functional literacy, secondary school completion courses, and vocational training (such as tailoring,
computer skills, or formal healthcare assistance). Providing accessible educational upgrading ensures
that domestic work can serve as a genuine stepping stone toward broader economic independence,
rather than a permanent occupational trap.
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